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A long history of literature describes how stories are central to how humans understand
and communicate about the world around them (e.g., Polkinghorne, 1988). The NPF applies these
discoveries to the policy process, whereby narratives are meaning-making tools used to capture
attention and influence policy outcomes (Shanahan, Jones, and McBeth, 2015). Conceived at the
Portneuf School of Narrative (McBeth, 2014) in the early part of the century (e.g., McBeth and
Shanahan, 2004) and formally named in 2010 (Jones & McBeth, 2010), the Narrative Policy
Framework’s (NPF) initial purpose was to scientifically understand the relationship between
narratives and the policy process (Shanahan, Jones, and McBeth, 2011). Since its seminal naming,
the NPF’s charter has expanded to non-scientific approaches (Gray & Jones, 2015; Jones and
Radaelli, 2015), to science and policy communication (Crow and Jones, 2018; Guenther and
Shanahan, 2020; Jones & Crow, 2017; Lybecker, McBeth, Kusko, 2013; Raile et al., 2022), as
well as proclaiming normative commitments to both science and democracy (Jones & McBeth,
2020; Shanahan, Jones, and McBeth, 2015). Recently, guideline publications have also been
produced that provide detailed instructions about how to conduct NPF research (Shanahan, Jones,
and McBeth, 2018; Jones, McBeth, Shanahan, Smith-Walter, and Song, 2022). Along the way
several summary pieces have chronicled the NPF’s development (Jones, Shanahan, and McBeth,
2014; Jones, 2018; McBeth, Jones, and Shanahan, 2014; Shanahan, Jones, and McBeth, 2015;
Shanahan, Jones, McBeth, and Radaelli, 2018). Two of these NPF assessments were part of larger
collections of NPF studies, including the 2014 edited volume The Science of Stories (Jones,
Shanahan, and McBeth, 2014) and a special NPF symposium issue featured in the Policy Studies
Journal (Jones, 2018). On par with NPF collections emerging every four years, here we offer a
third collection of NPF studies that represent some of the best NPF studies to date. This
introductory chapter provides a brief overview of the NPF and is followed by a short introduction
to the contents of this volume.
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THE NARRATIVE POLICY FRAMEWORK

Heuristically drawing on the model, theory, and framework distinctions of Elinor Ostrom
(e.g., 2011; Schlager, 1999; 2007), we describe the NPF as a framework because the NPF is a way
to identify, organize, and understand concepts and their relationships to other concepts within the
policy process. For example, an obvious concept with which the NPF is concerned is policy
narratives; in turn, an obvious relationship of interest for the NPF is that between policy narratives
and public policy. Of course, there are many other policy relevant concepts that the NPF
incorporates (e.g., focusing events, coalitions, and institutions), but the gist of the NPF as a policy
process framework is that it organizes the relationships among those theoretical concepts toward
the goal of helping researchers and policymakers develop expectations about public policy.
Working from the framework heuristic, we further draw on Imre Lakatos’ (1970) understanding
of scientific research programs, which are understood to be founded upon unstated assumptions
that are rarely tested. From said assumptions, researchers are able to derive testable hypotheses.
Like Lakatos suggests, NPF assumptions are usually untested'; unlike most policy process
approaches, the NPF explicitly identifies her assumptions. The following is a summary of NPF
assumptions (see also Jones, 2018; Shanahan et at., 2018).

Assumptions

1. Social construction of policy realities. There is a reality independent of our ability to
perceive it. However, the NPF assumes that it is the perceptions and interpretations of
that reality (i.e., social construction) that matters for public policy.

2. Bounded relativity. As people interpret the world around them, the meanings with which
they imbue various objects, concepts, and relationships can vary to create different policy
realities. However, the possible interpretations are not limitless, nor are they random. The
NPF assumes that the relativity of meaning-making is bound by the systematized ways
people regularly use to make sense of the world around them, such as their identities and
belief systems or the strategies they use to organize concepts, objects and relationships to
instrumentally engage the world.

3. Narrative generalizability. In contrast to narrative literature in public policy that precedes
the NPF (e.g., Fischer, 2003), the NPF adopts a structuralist approach to narrative (e.g.,
Shenhav, 2015), where narratives contain identifiable and measurable elements (e.g.,
characters, setting). As such, it is appropriate to categorize, count, and perform statistical
operations on policy narratives across policy contexts.

4. Three levels of analysis. The NPF identifies three levels of analysis. The micro-level
focuses on the narratives of individuals. The meso-level captures group and coalition
level narratives.The macro-level focuses on the broad narratives of cultures and
institutions that provide ideational boundaries for micro- and meso-level narratives.
While often examined as discrete levels, the NPF assumes interaction between levels of
analysis.

5. Homo narrans. From an amalgamation of theorizing and research findings across diverse
academic fields, the NPF identifies ten postulates (Shanahan, Jones, McBeth, and
Radaelli, 2018, p.180-183) that culminate in the homo narrans assumption, which states
that narrative is the primary means by which people process information, communicate,
and reason.
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Policy Narrative Components and Elements

To elucidate narrative generalizability (assumption three above), the NPF draws on a

distinction often drawn by narratologists (see Jones and McBeth, 2010 pp. 331-339) to
disaggregate narratives into two component categories: narrative form and narrative content.
Narrative form captures the concepts that are theorized to be generalizable across time and space.
That is, these concepts can be found within policy narratives, regardless of context. Narrative
content refers to more specific—but potentially generalizable—concepts and relationships found
within policy narratives, specifically belief systems and narrative strategies.

Figure 1. Narrative Components

NARRATIVE COMPONENTS
NARRATIVE FORM NARRATIVE CONTENT

* Characters * Belief systems

* hero, villain, victim —| ¢ Strategies

+ allies, beneficiaries »  Scope of conflict
* Setting » Causal mechanisms
* Plot » Devil-angel shift
* Moral of the story

Narrative Form

The NPF assumes that policy narratives are objects in the world that can be further

disaggregated into constituent concepts, termed narrative elements. Although not strictly limited
to four, the NPF’s most common elements are as follows:

1.

The setting is where the action takes place. It is the narrated context of the policy narrative
and contains policy consequential information that the narrator determines to be
relevant. Such information includes but is not limited to geography, demographics, legal
rules and structures, evidence, and any other policy consequential information deemed
relevant by the narrator. Facets of the setting can be either taken-for-granted or contested. In
all settings, some information will be foregrounded, other information will be backgrounded,
and some information will be left out altogether.

Characters are the actors portrayed in a policy narrative. Typically, the NPF has defined
these characters as victims who are harmed or potentially harmed, villains responsible for
the harm, and heroes who bring promise of ending the harm. Other characters (e.g.,
beneficiaries, allies, and others), though less common in NPF research, are also possible to
operationalize.

Plots situate the characters within the setting and establish relationships between different
characters, as well as facets of the setting.

. The moral is the point of the narrative. Typically, in a policy narrative the moral is either a

policy solution or a call to action.
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Narrative Content

While NPF theorizing holds that elements of narrative form are more easily replicated and
generalized, narrative content has been notoriously difficult to generalize. It has been convincingly
argued? that the interactions between the narrator, the narrative, the context in which it is delivered,
and the individual receiving the narrative leads to a sui generis experience—a one of a kind
instance that defies replicability. In simpler terms, a narrative about Swiss Child and Adult
Protection Authorities (Kuenzler, 2021) is different than COVID-19 policy response narratives
(Mintrom, Rublee, and Bonotti, 2021), and when, where, and how the story is told changes its
meaning, even if only ever so slightly. Within the NPF, we refer to this phenomenon as the problem
of narrative relativity (Jones, McBeth, and Shanahan, 2014). While the NPF recognizes that
narrative content and the experience of it has considerable variation, we reject that this variation
is random (which a sui generis position on narrative would have to argue). This is the NPF’s second
assumption of bounded relativity; anyone who has dealt with actual human beings would quickly
recognize that people have very entrenched ways of making sense of the world around them. Thus,
to generalize narrative content means identifying those systems, as they occur across populations
of interest, within specific contexts. The NPF does not claim to eradicate this formidable problem
of narrative relativity, but it does offer two approaches that moderate the problem by capturing the
systematic boundedness of human rationality.

Belief systems are the NPF’s first approach to moderating the problem of narrative relativity
that allow for reliably generalizing the meanings of specific narrative content. When people come
into contact with a narrative (or, any information for that matter), they do so with the baggage of
their experiences and the systemized ways that they already possess for making sense of those
experiences. Many of these systemized ways of meaning-making are derivative of the various
groups with which individuals identify. Thankfully, researchers from many academic disciplines
have devoted considerable attention to figuring out what these belief systems are and how they
work. An obvious choice within the United States (US) context is political ideology. Due to the
two-party system within the US many policy issues, once popularized, flatten out into a single
dimension of left-right, with liberals and conservatives occupying their side of the respective
dimension. So, for example, if conservatives and liberals are presented with an intendedly
“neutral” policy narrative about the efficacy of COVID-19 vaccinations in late 2020, we would
find that conservatives view the vaccines negatively, while liberals view them positively (Jiang et
al, 2021). Ideology works similarly for many issues and the concepts, objects, and relationships
related to those issues. However, not every issue is a US-based ideological issue and finding the
appropriate and theoretically-based belief system for the issue and its context is key. To that end,
NPF researchers have found many belief systems useful within varied contexts, including cultural
theory (Jorgensen, Song, and Jones, 2018) and Lakoff’s moral politics theory (Knackmubhs,
Farmer, and Knapp, 2020), among others.

Strategies are the second way to moderate the problem of narrative relativity. Similar to
belief systems, people regularly manipulate narratives to suit their needs. That is, we strategically
construct narrative to persuade, to elicit sympathy, to entertain, and so on. Within these broader
narrative goals are systematized permutations that are deployed by narrators, despite narrative
contexts, thereby allowing NPF researchers to generalize. Common strategies examined within the
NPF include scope of conflict (e.g., Stephan, 2020), the devil/angel shift (e.g., Merry, 2019), and
causal mechanisms (Shanahan, Adams, Jones, and McBeth, 2014).
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Narrative Form and Content

Existing NPF orthodoxy defines policy narratives as minimally consisting of at least one
character and some reference to the policy or issue (Shanahan, Jones, McBeth, and Lane,
2013). Above and beyond this minimal definition, NPF researchers frequently assess policy
narratives in terms of their narrativity (McBeth, Shanahan, Anderson, and Rose, 2012), where the
total number of elements (characters, plot, beliefs, etc.) are summed to determine how “much”
narrative is actually present in a given text (e.g., Boscarino, 2020; Huda, 2018).

It is from the above concepts and their posited relationships with other concepts within the
framework, that NPF hypotheses and propositions are derived and tested. It is beyond the scope of
this introductory overview chapter to cover these hypotheses and propositions in depth. However,
interested readers can find collections of NPF hypotheses and discussions of relevant findings
within many of the overviews of the framework (Jones, Shanahan, and McBeth, 2014; Jones, 2018;
McBeth, Jones, and Shanahan, 2014; Shanahan, Jones, and McBeth, 2015; Shanahan, Jones,
McBeth, and Radaelli, 2018).

THE CONTENTS OF THIS VOLUME

Now that you are familiar with the basics of the NPF, the following discussion provides a
brief summary of each of the contributions to the edited volume. Chapters 2 and 3 (Gupta et al.,
2022; Wolton, Crow, and Heikkila, 2022) represent advanced methods used in the application of
the NPF. Chapters 4 and 5 (Lybecker, McBeth, and Sargent, 2022; Peterson, Zanocco, and Smith-
Walter, 2022) are micro-level NPF studies, and chapters 6 and 7 (Colville and Merry, 2022; Smith-
Walter, Fritz, and O’Doherty, 2022) are more focused on the meso-level. Finally, chapters 8 and
9 (Baldoli and Radaelli, 2022; Wolters, Jones, and Duvall, 2022) represent unorthodox approaches
using the NPF. Below is a brief summary of each chapter.

Chapter 2, “Discourse Network Analysis of Nuclear Narratives”, authored by Kuhika
Gupta, Joseph Ripberger, Andrew Fox, Hank Jenkins-Smith, and Carol Silva, (Gupta et al., 2022)
combines the NPF with Discourse Network Analysis (DNA) (Leifeld, 2020) to examine nuclear
narratives. In doing so the authors seek to merge the two approaches toward the end of producing
a general approach to studying policy coalitions. Their study examines the policy narratives of
support and opposition to the use of nuclear energy across Twitter, arguing that the NPF and DNA
combined provide unique observations that would not be visible to other types of narrative
analysis, specifically the potential fissures within coalitions that could threaten coalition stability.

“Stepping Forward: Towards a More Systematic NPF with Automation”, Chapter 3 by
Laura P. Wolton, Deserai A. Crow, and Tanya Heikkila (Wolton et al, 2022) advances the NPF
toward the goal of automated coding. The research presented in this chapter uses semi-automated
text analysis to examine the relationship between narrative structural elements and the broader
frames that encase them. Over 5,000 state and local news articles related to hydraulic fracturing of
oil and gas are examined. Their findings show that, depending on the frame, there is substantial
variation in how characters and policy solutions are portrayed.

Chapter 4, “Agreement and Trust: In Narratives or Narrators?”, Donna L. Lybecker, Mark
K. McBeth, and Jessica M. Sargent (2022), use an online experimental design to examine the role
of narrators in shaping respondent trust related to climate change. Leveraging two narratives, one
pro and the other anti-climate change, where the narrators are designed to pre-appeal to
respondents based on associations with key cultural indicators, this research finds that who is
narrating and how that narrator aligns with the priors of individuals plays a substantial role in how
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persuasive narratives are. The study contributes to the NPF by providing data on the role of the
narrator versus the role of narratives in contentious policy issues like climate change.

The fifth chapter of this edited volume, “Lost in Translation: Narrative Salience of Fear >
Hope in Prevention of COVID-19”, is written by Holly L. Peterson, Chad Zanocco, and Aaron
Smith-Walter (Peterson et al, 2022). Leveraging a survey experiment, the research presented in
this chapter deploys short policy-image-like narratives to test the salience of problem and solution
COVID-19 narratives. Their findings show that fear is more salient than hope and that neither
narrative impacted the likelihood that respondents would abide by CDC COVID-19 guidelines.
Consistent with past research (Peterson, 2012), their findings also show that Democrats are more
likely to show preferences for fear stories. This study points to potential limitations of narrative
persuasion.

“Speaking from Experience: Medicaid Consumers as Policy Storytellers”, Chapter 6, by
Kathleen Colville and Melissa K. Merry examines policy narratives associated with the USA state
of Kentucky’s proposed 2016 Medicaid reforms that were eventually blocked in federal court
(Colville and Merry, 2022). Analyzing the policy narratives contained within a random sample of
1100 public comments submitted to the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, this research
finds that most of the comments qualified as narratives (vs. non-narratives) and that they formed
distinct storylines. One of the contributions of this chapter for NPF research is that it focuses on
bottom-up narrative construction and also illuminates the potential importance of public comments
as sources of policy narrative data.

Chapter 7, “Sanctuary Cities, Focusing Events, and the Solidarity Shift: A Standard
Measurement of the Prevalence of Victims for the Narrative Policy Framework,” by Aaron Smith-
Walter, Emily Fritz, and Shannon O’Doherty, examines the phenomenon where cities actively
pushed back against US deportation policies (Smith-Walter et al., 2022). Termed “Sanctuary
Cities”, this research uses NPF guided content analysis to analyze 164 public consumption
documents deployed by interest groups involved in the sanctuary city policy debate occurring
between 2010 and 2017 within the United States. Findings in this chapter show significant
differences in advocate and opponent policy narratives and also reveal a new NPF theoretical
concept, termed the solidarity shift. The authors argue that the solidarity shift contributes to the
NPF by allowing researchers to better capture the prevalence of victims within policy narratives.

The eighth chapter of this second collection of NPF studies, titled “A Nonviolent Narrative
for European Integration”, by Roberto Baldoli and Claudio M. Radaelli (Baldoli and Radaelli,
2022), takes the NPF to rarely traversed territory by applying the framework toward an explicitly
normative goal. The authors of this chapter ask the question of whether or not the NPF can be
used to craft a narrative of European integration to counter populist narratives. To that end, Baldoli
and Radaelli explore the foundations of existing populist narratives, present a possible alternative
of European integration, and then compare NPF structural elements of each. They answer yes. The
NPF can be usefully applied to these kinds of normative goals, which is to our understanding a
novel use of the NPF.

Chapter nine, “A Narrative Policy Framework Solution to Understanding Climate Change
Framing Research” by Erika Wolters, Michael D. Jones, and Kathryn Duvall (Wolters et al., 2022)
also applies the NPF in a novel way. Rather than a traditional NPF study describing individual,
group, or institutional policy narratives, or how they are deployed, this chapter leverages the NPF
to heuristically organize climate change framing literature and research. Focusing on climate
change mitigation and adaptation framing research, the authors argue that climate change framing
findings are both incredibly large in number and also incredibly disorganized, to the point of being



A Brief Introduction to the Narrative Policy Framework

unmanageable. They then proceed to organize climate change research findings along NPF
structural dimensions--or, rather, in story form. The authors argue that by reorganizing the
literature in this way, the NPF improves the likelihood that climate change framing research will
be used by fellow researchers and also makes it easier to communicate scientific findings to the
public and important decision makers.

Chapter 10, “Innovations and Future Directions for the Narrative Policy Framework”
(Shanahan, McBeth, and Jones, 2022) highlights the innovations found in these chapters. This
chapter highlights this volume's new applications of traditional NPF concepts, introduction of new
NPF concepts, new methods used in the NPF context, and new applications of the NPF. We reflect
on how the compilation of these works in this volume is a step toward representing the
complexities of narrative and policy processes as well as the normative dimensions of these
inquiries.

CONCLUSION

In a period of history where public policy making increasingly revolves around competing
narratives, the NPF will no doubt play a crucial role in helping us understand how and why
narratives are produced and how and why certain narratives are preferred over others and by whom.
Thus, we believe that independent of the specific policy issues covered in this volume, the NPF’s
relevance is tied specifically to its theoretical utility. This volume demonstrates and showcases
that utility. The chapters cover a host of issues (climate change, medical coverage, European
integration, hydraulic fracturing, nuclear energy, COVID-19, and sanctuary cities) and policy
narrative concepts (e.g., characters, narrator, solidarity shift). Given the breadth of topics and the
various theoretical aspects of the NPF that are covered in each of the chapters, we expect most
policy scholars will find something of value within the volume, whether you are a long-time reader
of the NPF or someone just becoming acquainted with the framework. But you need not take our
word for it. The volume is open access and free to all. All that is required is your time.
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