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MODULE DESCRIPTION 

This capstone module addresses a critical skill gap by developing students’ ability to communicate complex sustainability-driven value propositions in compelling, ethical, and credible ways. It draws on a theoretically grounded interdisciplinary base spanning classical rhetoric, communication theory, narrative psychology, cognitive science, and the neurobiology of messages, providing students with both the conceptual foundations and the applied competence to translate data, impact metrics, and strategic intent into narratives that motivate action without oversimplification or greenwashing.

Whether engaging investors, communities, employees, policymakers, or customers, graduates must understand how messages are processed, how persuasion works psychologically and neurologically, and how to exercise that knowledge with ethical rigour. As a capstone, this module synthesises learning from across the programme and challenges students to demonstrate professional readiness by applying storytelling and persuasive communication skills to a real-world sustainability challenge, venture, or organisational initiative.

The module aims to:
1. Develop storytelling as a strategic leadership capability for sustainable business and social impact, grounded in communication theory and rhetorical tradition
1. Enable students to communicate financial, social, and environmental value in an integrated manner using established narrative frameworks
1. Build theoretical understanding and practical competence in persuasive communication across cultures and stakeholder groups
1. Develop students’ understanding of the psychological and neurobiological mechanisms through which narratives influence decision-making
1. Encourage ethical reflection on power, influence, and responsibility in sustainability narratives

The module draws on an interdisciplinary theoretical base, spanning narrative theory, classical rhetoric, communication theory, cognitive and neurological psychology, behavioural decision-making, institutional legitimacy, and sustainability ethics, to critically examine how stories shape economic and social outcomes.

Theoretical Foundations
A core strand of the module provides the theoretical scaffolding for applied practice:
1. Classical rhetoric and modern communication theory: Aristotle’s ethos, pathos, and logos; framing theory; agenda-setting; narrative transportation theory
1. Psychology and neurobiology of messages: how narratives activate memory, emotional processing, empathy, and decision-making; selected findings from cognitive neuroscience relating to attention, memory, empathy, and narrative processing.
1. Behavioural decision-making: cognitive biases, heuristics, and how audiences process complex or uncertain information
1. Institutional legitimacy and sensemaking: how organisations use narrative to establish credibility and manage meaning
1. Ethics of persuasion: moral psychology, responsible influence, and the theoretical basis for resisting manipulation and greenwashing

Narrative Frameworks for Sustainability Communication
Students will be introduced to, and critically apply, a range of established narrative frameworks drawn from communication theory, psychology, and sustainability studies. The table below maps each framework to its theoretical grounding and primary application contexts.

	Framework
	Theoretical Grounding
	Primary Sustainability Contexts

	Problem–Solution–Impact
	Policy communication, persuasion theory, logic-based rhetoric (logos)
	ESG reporting, impact investment pitches, policy advocacy, NGO communication

	Systems Change Narrative
	Systems theory (Meadows), sustainability transitions, institutional change
	Climate transition strategies, circular economy, regenerative business models

	Stakeholder-Centred Narrative
	Stakeholder theory, behavioural economics, audience analysis
	Investor vs community messaging, internal change, public–private partnerships

	Theory of Change Narrative
	Programme theory, logic models, impact measurement
	Funder communication, policymaker engagement, social enterprise reporting

	Journey & Change Narrative
	Narrative psychology, organisational sensemaking, identity construction
	Corporate sustainability transformations, founder narratives, just transition storytelling

	Blended Value Narrative
	Blended value theory, impact measurement, integrated reporting
	Social enterprise pitches, impact investment, hybrid organisational models

	Ethical Trade-off Narrative
	Ethics of persuasion, moral psychology, responsible leadership
	Resource allocation decisions, transition risks, justice concerns, regulatory debates

	Golden Circle (Why–How–What)
	Purpose-driven leadership (Sinek), organisational identity
	Communicating mission, authenticity, and values-led strategy

	Data–Story–Action
	Solutions journalism, evidence-based communication
	Balancing analytical rigour with emotional resonance across all contexts

	Futures Scenario Narratives
	Scenario planning, strategic foresight, sustainability transitions
	Communicating uncertainty and strategic choices in sustainability transitions



Students will develop the critical capacity to select, adapt, and interrogate these frameworks, evaluating when and how they can be applied responsibly, and where they risk oversimplifying complexity or marginalising stakeholder voices.

Applied Topics
Applied seminar and workshop content includes:
1. Storytelling as a tool for systems change and sustainable transformation
1. Founder, leader, and organisational purpose narratives
1. Communicating trade-offs, uncertainty, and complexity
1. Impact investment, ESG, and blended value storytelling
1. Cross-cultural communication and global justice perspectives
1. Visual storytelling, pitch design, and delivery skills
1. Media, public engagement, and digital narratives for impact




LEARNING AND TEACHING APPROACH

Teaching and Learning Approach
The module is delivered through an interactive, practice-based approach grounded in its theoretical foundations:
1. Workshops and applied seminars integrating communication theory with practice
1. Case study analysis of successful and problematic sustainability narratives
1. Pitch labs and communication rehearsals with structured peer feedback
1. Live workshop simulation (Assessment 2 preparation and delivery)
1. Guest contributions from impact investors, social entrepreneurs, sustainability leaders, and communication practitioners (in-person or via video)
1. Online group and individual supervision sessions (Semester 2, via Teams/Zoom)
1. Peer feedback triads to support self-directed development in Semester 2

The emphasis is on experiential learning, theoretical rigour, synthesis, and real-world application. 

Semester 1 — In-Person Teaching (September – Mid-December)
All core module content is delivered in Semester 1 through workshops, applied seminars, pitch labs, and peer feedback sessions. The theoretical foundation is established early, with applied practice built on it progressively. Assessment 2 (the live workshop) is conducted in Week 12 of Semester 1.

Semester 2 — Independent Development with Online Supervision (January – May)
Semester 2 transitions to student-led independent project development with structured online supervision. Students refine their portfolios, complete their Reflective Ethics Commentary, and submit all assessed work.


MODULE-LEVEL LEARNING OUTCOMES

Having completed this module, the student should be able to: 

	LO1
	Critically evaluate the role of storytelling in driving sustainable business and social change, drawing on communication theory, rhetoric, and narrative psychology

	LO2
	Select, apply, and critically assess established narrative frameworks, including problem–solution–impact, systems change, stakeholder-centred, blended value, theory of change, and ethical trade-off narratives, to communicate sustainability challenges and solutions with clarity and credibility

	LO3
	Translate impact data, evidence, and metrics into accessible and persuasive narratives, while resisting oversimplification and greenwashing

	LO4
	Adapt communication strategies for different stakeholders, including investors, communities, employees, and policymakers, using behavioural and audience-analysis frameworks

	LO5
	Demonstrate effective oral, visual, and written communication in professional contexts, including under constrained and time-pressured conditions

	LO6
	Reflect ethically on persuasion, power, and responsibility in sustainability narratives, and apply those reflections to their own practice as communicators

	LO7
	Integrate knowledge from across the programme into a coherent capstone communication project that demonstrates professional readiness



RELATION TO DEGREE

Capstone Integration
In line with TCD’s capstone criteria, this module:
1. Requires a significant level of independent research and original applied work from each student
1. Provides an integrative exercise synthesising learning from across the programme (entrepreneurship, strategy, sustainability, innovation, impact projects)
1. Enables students to demonstrate attainment of the TCD graduate attributes: thinking independently, communicating effectively, developing continuously, and acting responsibly
1. Is weighted at 20 ECTS and assessed as individual student effort


WORKLOAD
	Content 
	Indicative Number of Hours

	Lecturing hours
	70

	Preparation for lectures
	100

	Individual assignment Assessment 1: Impact Narrative Portfolio preparation and revision
	90

	Individual assignment Assessment 2: Live Workshop Presentation preparation and participation
	90

	Reading of assigned materials and active reflection on lecture and course content and linkage to personal experiences
	110

	Assessment 3: Reflective Ethics Commentary and reflective practice activities
	40

	Total 
	500



TEXTBOOKS AND REQUIRED RESOURCES

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Required core course textbooks: 
Duarte, N. (2010). Resonate: Present Visual Stories that Transform Audiences. Wiley.
Heath & Heath's Made to Stick (2007)

General Supplemental Readings

Dyllick, T. & Muff, K. (2016). "Clarifying the Meaning of Sustainable Business." Organization & Environment, 29(2), 156–174. (Grounds the 'business-for-good' framing students will inhabit all semester.) 
Elkington, J. (2018). "25 Years Ago I Coined the Phrase 'Triple Bottom Line.' Here's Why It's Time to Rethink It." Harvard Business Review. (Short, provocative, accessible — good first hook.)
Aristotle. Rhetoric, Book I (excerpts, especially Chapters 1–3). (Any standard translation; Honeycutt's online edition works for undergraduates.) 
Porter, M.E. & Kramer, M.R. (2011). "Creating Shared Value." Harvard Business Review, 89(1/2), 62–77. (Widely cited landscape piece.) 
Frandsen, S., Kuhn, T. & Lundholt, M.W. (Eds.) (2017). Counter-Narratives and Organization. Routledge. (Chapter 1 as an intro to why sustainability narratives are contested.)
Zak, P.J. (2014). "Why Your Brain Loves Good Storytelling." Harvard Business Review. (Accessible neuroscience entry point; widely cited on oxytocin and narrative.) 
Green, M.C. & Brock, T.C. (2000). "The Role of Transportation in the Persuasiveness of Public Narratives." Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79(5), 701–721. (Foundational on narrative transportation — links to Week 5 theory.) 
Damasio, A. (1994). Descartes' Error. Putnam. (Chapters 1 & 8; the somatic marker hypothesis underpins why emotion is not separate from rational decision-making.)
Cialdini, R.B. (2007). Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion (revised ed.). Collins. (Chapter 1 on 'weapons of influence' as ethical frame-setter.) 
Bowen, F. (2014). After Greenwashing: Symbolic Corporate Environmentalism and Society. Cambridge University Press. (Chapters 1–2.) 
Lyon, T.P. & Montgomery, A.W. (2015). "The Means and End of Greenwash." Organization & Environment, 28(2), 223–249. (Empirically grounded typology of greenwashing.) 
Fawkes, J. (2012). "Saints and Sinners: Competing Identities in Public Relations Ethics." Public Relations Review, 38(5), 865–872. (Useful on manipulation vs. persuasion distinction.)
Entman, R.M. (1993). "Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm." Journal of Communication, 43(4), 51–58. (The canonical framing theory paper — short and dense.) 
McCombs, M. & Shaw, D.L. (1972). "The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media." Public Opinion Quarterly, 36(2), 176–187. (Foundational; pairs well with Entman.) 
Green, M.C. & Brock (2000) — see Week 3 (Now assigned as theory, not just psychology.) 
Corbett, E.P.J. & Connors, R.J. (1999). Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student (4th ed.). Oxford. (Excerpts; bridges Aristotle to contemporary practice.)
Meadows, D.H. (2008). Thinking in Systems: A Primer. Chelsea Green. (Chapters 1–3; essential for Systems Change Narrative.) 
Rogers, P. (2014). "Theory of Change." Methodological Briefs: Impact Evaluation 2. UNICEF Office of Research. (Clear, practitioner-oriented; freely available online.) 
Minto, B. (2008). The Pyramid Principle (3rd ed.). FT Prentice Hall. (Chapter 1; the logical underpinning of Problem–Solution–Impact structure.)
Freeman, R.E. (1984). Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach. Pitman. (Chapter 2 on stakeholder mapping — the theoretical base for stakeholder-centred narrative.) 
Emerson, J. (2003). "The Blended Value Proposition." California Management Review, 45(4), 35–51. (The original blended value paper.) 
Sandel, M.J. (2009). Justice: What's the Right Thing to Do? Farrar, Straus and Giroux. (Chapters 1–2 for ethical trade-off framing — accessible and provocative for students.)
Sinek, S. (2009). Start With Why. Portfolio. (Chapter 3; pairs with the TED talk for students who want the accessible version. Assign critically — discuss what the framework misses.) 
Inayatullah, S. (2008). "Six Pillars: Futures Thinking for Transforming." Foresight, 10(1), 4–21. (Futures scenario methodology with normative framing.) 
Kothari, A. et al. (2019). Pluriverse: A Post-Development Dictionary. Tulika Books. (Selected entries; introduces global justice and non-Western development framings.)
Few, S. (2012). Show Me the Numbers (2nd ed.). Analytics Press. (Chapter 2 on data communication principles.) 
Krznaric, R. (2011). "How Change Happens: Interdisciplinary Perspectives for Human Development." Oxfam Research Report. (Available free online; bridges evidence and narrative in development contexts.) 
Aaker, J. & Smith, A. (2010). The Dragonfly Effect. Jossey-Bass. (Chapter 4 on the 'tell a story' principle with data — accessible and practitioner-relevant.) 
Hullman, J. & Diakopoulos, N. (2011). "Visualization Rhetoric: Framing Effects in Narrative Visualization." IEEE Transactions on Visualization and Computer Graphics, 17(12), 2231–2240. (For the more analytically inclined students.)
Reynolds, G. (2008). Presentation Zen. New Riders. (Chapters 1, 5 & 6; the visual communication classic.) 
Duarte, N. (2010). Resonate: Present Visual Stories that Transform Audiences. Wiley. (Chapter 3 on the sparkline structure — directly relevant to the Pixar Pitch and Before–After–Bridge.) 
Fogg, B.J. (2003). Persuasive Technology. Morgan Kaufmann. (Chapters 1–2 for digital persuasion theory; bridges to social media narrative.) 
Pixar's 22 Rules of Storytelling (Emma Coats, 2011) — widely reproduced online. (One-page handout; useful alongside the Duarte chapter.)
Battilana, J. & Dorado, S. (2010). "Building Sustainable Hybrid Organizations." Academy of Management Journal, 53(6), 1419–1440. (Background reading so students can interrogate guests meaningfully on the social enterprise/investor tension.)
Student self-assessment: Nichols, M.P. (1995). The Lost Art of Listening. Guilford Press. (Chapters 1–2; reframes the communication challenge from broadcast to dialogue — a good attitudinal close.)
Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. Sage Publications. (Chapters 1 and 3)
Nisbet, M. C. (2009). Communicating climate change: Why frames matter for public engagement. Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 51(2), 12–23.

Student preparation for the module

Students are advised to read recommended articles in advance of each part of the course they will be listed on blackboard each week.  They will also be expected to contribute to class discussions and participate in class assignments, and peer feedback.

COURSE COMMUNICATION 
Lecture slides and readings, assignment descriptions and announcements will be posted on Blackboard.

Please note that all course related email communication must be sent from your official TCD email address. Emails sent from other addresses will not be attended to.

ASSESSMENT
The assessment for this course the breakdown is as follows:

Assessment is entirely practice-based and portfolio-driven, with no traditional examinations. All written work is submitted digitally via Blackboard/Turnitin. The assessment design prioritises academic rigour, AI-resilience, and authentic demonstration of applied communication competence.

	Assessment
	Weight
	Description
	Submission

	Assessment 1
Impact Narrative Portfolio
	40%
	A portfolio of three stakeholder-specific narratives addressing a sustainability challenge, venture, or initiative. Each narrative is accompanied by a rationale covering audience choice, framework selection, ethical considerations, and communication strategy. Designed with AI-resilience in mind: each narrative is anchored in the student’s specific real-world project and requires documented iterative development, peer critique, supervision feedback, and evidence of revision as part of the development process.
	End of Semester 1 

	Assessment 2
Live Workshop Presentation
	40%
	A structured live workshop in which students are given an unseen sustainability challenge which is a situational twist related to their chosen project, and 2 hours to develop and record a persuasive presentation responding to it. Assessed on narrative framework selection, ethical persuasion, audience alignment, and delivery under pressure. The live, time-constrained format is inherently AI-resistant and tests applied, adaptive communication skills.
	Semester 1 Week 12 (in-person workshop)

	Assessment 3
Reflective Ethics Commentary 20%
	20%
	A reflective analysis of the student's development as a persuasive communicator, examining responsibility, power, and ethical boundaries in sustainability storytelling. Students should draw upon feedback received throughout the module, including peer critique, workshop activities, supervision discussions, and self-reflection on their communication practice.
	April (Semester 2)




Students who fail the module will need to (…..).

Attendance at lectures and tutorials is required, any student who attends less than two thirds of lectures and tutorials may be deemed non-satisfactory as per college regulations and may not be allowed to sit the final exam.  
https://www.tcd.ie/undergraduate-studies/academic-progress/attendance-course-work.php




MODULE SCHEDULE

	Term


	Session
	Date
	Topic
	Lecture & readings

	1
	
	Framing the Module
	Introduction to sustainability storytelling and why it matters. Module overview, assessment brief. Students identify their sustainability challenge, venture, or initiative.

	2
	
	Business for good
	The business-for-good landscape. What makes communication in this space different? Case studies: effective and ineffective sustainability narratives. Overview of communication theory and the architecture of persuasion (Aristotle’s rhetoric: ethos, pathos, logos).

	3
	
	Cognitive Foundations
	The psychology and neurobiology of messages: how narratives activate memory, empathy, and decision-making. Cognitive science and the neuroscience of storytelling.

	4
	
	Ethical Foundations
	Ethical persuasion: power, manipulation, and greenwashing, where are the lines? Students begin their Reflective Ethics Journal (Assessment 3).

	5
	
	Communication Theory & Rhetoric
	Classical rhetoric and modern communication theory. Framing effects, agenda-setting, and narrative transportation theory. How theoretical frameworks inform strategic communication choices.

	6
	
	Narrative Frameworks I
	Problem–Solution–Impact; Theory of Change; Systems Change Narrative (Meadows). Workshop: applying frameworks to individual capstone projects.

	Reading Week

	8
	
	Narrative Frameworks II
	Stakeholder-Centred Narrative; Blended Value Narrative; Ethical Trade-off Narrative. Workshop: adapting narratives across stakeholder groups.

	9
	
	Narrative Frameworks III
	Journey and Change Narrative; Golden Circle (Sinek); Futures Scenario Narratives. Cross-cultural communication and global justice perspectives.

	10
	
	Impact & Evidence Storytelling
	Translating data, ESG metrics, and impact measurement into narrative. Communicating uncertainty, trade-offs, and complexity honestly. Data–Story–Action framework.

	11
	
	Visual & Digital Storytelling
	Pitch design, visual communication, media and digital narratives. The Pixar Pitch and Before–After–Bridge frameworks. Pitch lab: structured rehearsal with peer feedback.

	12
	
	Live Workshop Assessment Preparation
	Simulation of Assessment 2 live workshop conditions. Students practise working under time pressure with an unseen challenge. Full formative run-through with structured peer and lecturer feedback.







BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE: 

Shayle Ravera is a doctoral researcher at Trinity Business School, Trinity College Dublin, specialising in social entrepreneurship, sustainability, and cross-sector collaboration. She holds a Master's degree in Psychology, which grounds her interest in persuasion, decision-making, and the neuroscience of narrative.
Her doctoral research examines how social enterprises operating in resource-constrained environments build and manage partnership portfolios to achieve social impact. This work has sharpened her interest in how organisations communicate value, navigate competing stakeholder interests, and construct credible narratives of impact under conditions of complexity and constraint. Her broader research interests span systems thinking, social innovation, sustainability communication, and the role of storytelling in shaping organisational and societal change.
Her teaching draws on insights from psychology, rhetoric, communication, and business to help students critically examine how messages, narratives, and stakeholder relationships influence behaviour, decision-making, and sustainable development outcomes.
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