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“Living this written life”: Exploring storytelling as a parliamentary means for strengthening 
political engagement 
 
 
To read this poem one must have myriad eyes… 
Virginia Woolf – The Waves 
 
 
1 – Understanding and conceptualising engagement – what does ‘success’ look like? 
 
This paper presents a summary of a university-funded PhD study into parliamentary 
engagement; its premise, theoretical framework, and some initial observations from 
fieldwork data. The PhD study posits that parliamentary engagement could be strengthened 
through a re-examination of its own terminology. There is no coherent, translatable definition 
of ‘engagement’ across Parliament, or even across single departments. Individual staff 
members experience inconsistency towards engagement within their job role(s). Definitions 
of engagement are fluid and inconsistent; they vary from one task, staff member, and 
department to the next. This inconsistency creates difficulties in conceptualising shared 
objectives, as well as a clear notion of success. In other words: how does Parliament want 
citizens to engage? And what does ‘engagement’ even constitute? These two questions carry 
profound implications in theory and practice. Parliament’s definition of engagement – its own 
institutional culture of engagement – naturally shapes and guides its efforts to engage with 
citizens. In a broader sense, it shapes Parliament’s self-described relationship with the 
citizenry since, as this paper argues, ‘engagement’ describes a communicative, mutually-
constituted dynamic. 
 
This PhD study offers a critique of traditional scholarly definitions of political engagement. 
Much political science literature assumes engagement to be encapsulated by (1) an institution 
‘reaching out’, or (2) citizens ‘speaking back’. The first definition is associated with the 
potential ‘reach’ of an institutional message, facilitated by digital technology and quantified 
by website traffic, social media audiences, and many other indicators. It is entirely misleading 
to describe these as engagement per se. In this context, what is referred to as engagement is 
actually broadcasting; one-way communication that prioritises quantity over quality, 
obscuring the nature and temporality of the interaction. The second definition refers to 
citizen participation; this includes voting, party membership and petition signing. Though 
these acts represent an indispensable form of participation, they do little to indicate the 
quality, length and depth of interaction. Both of these definitions are inherently directional, 
and thus fall short of encapsulating political engagement in their own right. This PhD project 
incorporates both definitions, focusing on the dynamic between them: as a consistent and 
meaningful dialogue between the institution and citizen(s). In emphasising consistency, 
meaningfulness, and dialogue, this project proposes narrative as one of the most promising 
means for strengthening engagement.  
 
2 – Engagement and storytelling; building a theoretical framework 
 
Political representation, democratic milestones, and the human impact of legislation have all 
been offered by Parliament to the public as ‘stories’. They represent a peripheral aspect of 
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Parliament’s engagement efforts, to showcase its historical (and continued) relevance. This 
project aims to further unpack these instances of ‘parliamentary storytelling’, demonstrating 
their (hitherto unrealised) potential to parliamentary engagement. An innovative visual 
analogy – based on fractals – illustrates the direct interplay between storytelling and 
engagement. 
 

 
 
A Sierpinski Triangle; a well-known fractal pattern in which the general structure mirrors its 
individual parts. 
 
Fractals perfectly analogise the interplay between narrative and engagement since, crucially, 
they illustrate why narratives are engaging. This is not the first fractal analogy within social 
science; the most recent is Shaul Shenhav’s Analyzing Social Narratives (2015). However, 
Shenhav’s primarily structural approach downplays “the inherent agency of human actors” 
(Krebs et al., 2017, p.3), i.e. the importance of the reader and the storyteller. The latter is a 
theme that we will return to in this paper. Barthes once argued that “a narrative cannot take 
place without a narrator and a listener (or reader)” (1975, p.260); without acknowledging the 
reader and/or the storyteller, there is no ‘narrative’ to study. A fractal analogy for narrative 
must take account of this. 
 

 
 
Crucial to the appeal (and success) of a story is the reader’s self-identification within a broader 
context; seeing oneself reflected in a story, as part of something (else). The escapism offered 
by an appealing story is as attributable to transcendence, to elevation, as it is to being 
‘transported’. Fractals provide an invaluable visual shorthand for this. Consider the Sierpinski 
Triangle above, and the green circle; zooming in on any part of the Sierpinski Triangle reflects 
its overall structure. Within a fractal, individual elements are structured and magnified. 
Narratives structure individual moments but also magnify them, alluding to grand, universal 
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stories. A narrative, like a fractal pattern, is a ‘transfiguring mirror’ (Nietzsche, 1993, p.23); 
therein lies its appeal.1 
 
3 – Fieldwork objectives: defining engagement, and exploring storytelling  
 
The research methodology employs a mixed-methods approach, encompassing quantitative 
(questionnaires with closed and open questions) and qualitative analysis (focus groups, elite 
interviews and discourse analysis). The fieldwork was designed to investigate engagement 
and storytelling by examining the following: 
 

1. Citizens’ interpretations of ‘engagement’ and ‘politics’ 
2. Perceived effectiveness of existing parliamentary engagement sessions 
3. Participants describing their own sense of political engagement through storytelling 
4. Participants discussing storytelling as a prospective means of political engagement 

 
The majority of the fieldwork for this study was conducted alongside parliamentary 
engagement sessions. These sessions typically took the form of educational workshops, 
organised and facilitated by parliamentary staff. They were open to the public and held in 
various locations across the UK. Some took place within the Palace of Westminster, with a 
group of public visitors, but they often took place outside Parliament, with staff members 
visiting local public forums. The premise of the workshops was to emphasise the relevance of 
Parliament to a topic that was either advertised beforehand (i.e. chosen by Parliament) or 
pertinent to the group being visited (often pre-existing interest groups). A first set of 
questionnaires was given out by the researcher before the engagement session, and a second 
set was given out after it.2 After the second set of questionnaires was given out, volunteers 
were asked to join a focus group.  
 
The methodological framework was designed on the following premise: that the order in 
which the questionnaires and focus groups were utilised would influence participant 
responses. This builds on a recent study conducted by Stoker et al. (2016), applying 
behavioural psychology to analyse the effects of specific interview techniques (and the 
sequence of these techniques) on political discussions. The psychological basis for Stoker et 
al.’s study is Kahneman’s thesis of ‘fast’ and ‘slow’ thinking, which posits the following: 
 

1. Certain scenarios elicit instinctive (‘fast’) thinking, yielding simplified and stereotyped 
responses 

2. Deliberative (‘slow’) thinking scenarios encourage nuanced, reflexive contributions 

(Kahneman, 2012) 
 

                                                        
1 Appeal is not synonymous with enjoyment. The public narratives underlying the 2009 
expenses scandal, for example, are not necessarily enjoyed by the sections of the public that 
accept (and reinforce) them, but they are appealing inasmuch as they ‘make sense’ of a 
situation. 
 
2 The researcher had no involvement in the session itself. 
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Stoker et al.’s study concluded that expressing negativity towards politics was more common 
during non-discussive exercises that encouraged quick, instinctive (i.e. non-reflective) 
answers. Conversely, discussive tasks (e.g. focus groups) prompted decreasing negativity, 
with participants citing lived experience rather than normative assumptions (Stoker et al., 
2016). 
 
The first questionnaire was designed to facilitate ‘fast’ thinking. The first question took the 
form of a word-association task in order to elicit instinctive responses:  
 
What words or phrases come to mind when you think about the word ‘politics’? 

 
 

 
The focus groups, by contrast, were intended to encourage reflection and reflexivity, aided 
by the engagement session beforehand which was, in itself, a discussive forum. Focus groups 
allow participants to answer questions based on their own frames of reference (Luntz, 1994; 
Vromen, 2010), and facilitate the relation of personal stories to broader cultural narratives 
(Gamson, 1992, pp.142-3). The focus groups encompassed public and staff discussions, 
reflecting their usefulness in “understand[ing] the ‘mood’ of the electorate” (Vromen, 2010, 
p.259), as well as gathering “individual and collective stories” from within institutions (Rhodes 
and Tiernan, 2015, p.210). Gathering ‘institutional stories’ was an impetus for also running 
focus groups for parliamentary staff, in order to explore storytelling and interpretations of 
engagement from both sides of the engagement dynamic. The conduciveness of focus groups 
to storytelling was another reason for their inclusion, given the centrality of narrative to the 
theoretical framework of the PhD study. 
 
The second set of questionnaires provided a basis for comparing political standpoints before 
and after the engagement session. The sequence of fieldwork techniques is illustrated below, 
in relation to the engagement session and Stoker et al.’s application of the ‘fast/slow’ thinking 
dynamic: 
 

 
 
Figure 1 – The chronology and structure of the fieldwork, encompassing the methods used, 
participant activities, and the associated mode of thought 
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The macro-structure provided in Figure 1 gives an indication as to how ‘fast’ and ‘slow’ 
thinking develop alongside the sequence of quantitative and qualitative methods. 
Kahneman’s work in behavioural psychology, applied by Stoker et al. vis-à-vis political science, 
both show these modes of thought to be profoundly influenced by the sequence of methods, 
and reflected in participant input. 
 
4 – Citizen interpretations of ‘politics’ and ‘engagement’ 

In collecting interpretations of the term ‘politics’, responses to the aforementioned word-
association exercise (“what words or phrases come to mind when you think about the word 
‘politics’?”) gave a useful basis for examination. The fact that the question was included in 
both sets of questionnaires meant that comparisons could be made in terms of tone and 
terminology. The word-association responses provided by participants were collated and 
coded using NVivo, and are visualised below according to their respective coding (positive, 
negative, and neutral): 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – breakdown of word-association responses based on negative/neutral/positive 
coding 

What we can see in both contexts – i.e. before and after the engagement session – is a 
preponderance of neutral responses, and a minority of positive responses. Indeed, in both 
contexts neutral responses constitute more than half of the total. The figures below show the 
individual codes for neutral, negative and positive responses respectively, and thus the type 
of responses that were most often gathered for each category: 
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Response code 
Frequency 

(pre-session) 
Frequency 

(post-session) 

   

Negative 
  

Privileged social background 29 6 

Politicking 28 3 

Incomprehensible 27 3 

Other 23 3 

Corruption 21 6 

Deception 14 12 

Self-serving 14 8 

Boring 11 17 

Feather-nesting 7 14 

Total 174 72 

   

Neutral     

Parliament 48 123 

Government 36 27 

Democracy (citizenship, transparency, accountability) 30 17 

Parliamentary and partisan engagement 25 12 

Extra-parliamentary engagement (lobbying, petitions, 
ideology) 24 9 

Geography (international, local) 11 1 

Power (influence, law, control, leadership) 27 35 

Process (strategy, decision-making) 26 28 

Representation (people, voices, equality, rights, freedom) 28 26 

Other (history, media, news) 28 9 

Total 283 287 
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Positive     

Progress 10 9 

Importance 8 10 

Community 3 2 

Interesting 5 3 

Encouraging involvement 3 0 

Total 29 24 

 

Figure 3 – responses to word-association exercises in pre- and post-session questionnaires, 
using NVivo coding (the most frequently-occurring codes being highlighted in green) 

Further research within this PhD study will examine two main factors: firstly, the influence of 
the engagement session experience on the level of positivity (or otherwise) expressed by the 
research participants. Secondly, the most commonly-applicable codes in each of the three 
sentiments (positive, negative, neutral) depending on whether the response was given before 
or after the engagement session. In other words, the possible influence of the engagement 
session experience on the type of positivity, negativity and neutrality expressed by the 
research participants. An ostensible shift in focus from social privilege to dullness in the 
negative codes, for example, presents potential thematic implications and merits further 
investigation. 

The word-association exercise responses were also subjected to word frequency analysis 
using NVivo (in contrast to sorting the responses into thematic categories, as described 
above). Taking pre- and post-session responses collectively, and comparing them by pre/post-
session occurrence, the most commonly-used terms are as follows (the highest results being 
the most frequent): 

 

Pre-session Post-session Pre & post-session 

Government Government Government 

Democracy House Debate 

Debate Parliament Parliament 

Power Debate Democracy 

People Commons House 

Parliament Legislation Power 

Change Power People 
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Complicated Democracy Legislation 

Parties Lords Change 

Views Laws Commons 

 

Figure 4 – most commonly-used terms in the word-association exercise, using NVivo word 
frequency analysis 

 ‘Government’ is the most commonly used phrase in the pre- and post-session questionnaires. 
Terms such as ‘debate’, ‘power’, and ‘Parliament’ are also consistently frequent. Taking 
‘Parliament’ specifically, it is a more frequently-occurring term in the post-session 
questionnaires, along with related terms such as ‘Commons’, ‘House’, ‘legislation’, and 
‘Lords’. These are all descriptive terms. Meanwhile, comparatively abstract terms such as 
‘democracy’, ‘power’, ‘change’, and ‘views’, either fall in the frequency ranking or disappear 
from it altogether. It is worth considering this change alongside the terminology used in 
engagement sessions, much of it based on differentiating Parliament from Government. It 
also centres on clarifying the difference between the two Houses of Parliament and their 
respective functions. These functions include debate, legislation, and drafting and scrutinising 
laws, and the corresponding terminology appears much more pervasive in the post-session 
responses.  

The long-term effect of engagement sessions is outside the scope of this thesis; however, we 
can at least observe a shift in the vocabulary of the questionnaire respondents, much of it 
mirroring closely the terminology that is consciously employed during engagement sessions. 
It should be noted that the number of questionnaires (and word-association responses) 
gathered before and after the session is not precisely equivalent. However, we can still make 
inferences from the frequency of responses relevant to pre/post-session occurrence. 
Comparing these two datasets, we can infer the greater or diminished likelihood of a 
particular type of response, based on whether it was gathered before the engagement session 
or after it. 

Preliminary analysis of focus group data also indicates their usefulness in examining 
perceptions; not just of ‘politics’ but of engagement as well. For example, a number of 
research participants sought either to warn against engagement becoming a ‘box-ticking’ 
exercise, or lament the fact that this had already become evident. One research participant 
mentioned this point in conjunction with a politician visiting their university: 

So it’s sort of like, he’s come in, done his bit so he’s ticked off the list and then 
he’s gone, so you have to sort of have to say “yeah he does come to universities, 
he does his bit”, but he does it because he has to, if that makes sense? 

(Public Focus Group Participant 1A) 

Much political science literature references – or actively takes up – a widely-cited argument 
that politics has become increasingly commercial and marketised, usually invoked in a 
negative sense. This was mentioned frequently in the focus groups, in a variety of ways: 
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…people will talk about modern society being a consumer society, and I think that 
has affected politics, I think people take their politics a lot more as consumers 
than they used to, and I think that means if people don’t think they’re getting the 
service that they deserve, or they should have, they will get very cross. 

(Staff Interview Participant 1A) 

As the extract above demonstrates, this could be mentioned as an observation rather than a 
direct complaint about the political landscape. Participants in the staff focus groups often 
brought up the notion of a growing ‘customer’ element to political engagement, in a positive 
context: 

1F: I think that’s what customer services is aiming to do as well but we find that a 
bit of a hard sell in the Committee Office, because I think the word ‘customer’ 
they just panic and think “we’re not a commercial organisation”, but it’s just 
basically putting yourself in someone else’s shoes. 

1E: Yeah it’s bizarre, that whole like anti-, I don’t find that, a few people don’t like 
this customer…focus drive. I think because people think ‘customer’ means like, 
putting on a fake smile, and it’s all about how you present being, delivering your 
customer service, that’s not what customer service is about, it’s about “what can 
I do for you?” that’s really it ultimately is. 

(Staff Focus Group Participants 1E & 1F) 

The relationship between customer focus and empathy is particularly intriguing, especially 
given the conduciveness of storytelling to empathy (as we will discuss later). When discussing 
Parliament’s increasing use of stories to engage citizens, a public (i.e. non-staff) focus group 
participant also made a direct link to commercial techniques: 

I think actually what you’re describing is a challenge that a majority of anyone, of 
a majority of people who have to sell something face. So you’re selling politics, or 
you’re selling the issue… 

(Public Focus Group Participant 2A) 

Even when an ostensibly customer-orientated view of Parliament was not advocated, it was 
often acknowledged that important lessons could still be learned from it: 

Parliament could benefit from being more of a marketing brand-level 
organisation, um I think of our stakeholders as ‘citizens’ rather than consumers, I 
mean yes they’re consumers of politics, they’re consumers of any kind of material 
and so on, but I think it’s helpful to think of them as citizens rather than 
consumers. And to think about the tools of marketing as ways of engaging and 
communicating, and inspiring people and thinking about the promises we make 
and those sorts of things and target audiences, and channels… 

(Staff Interview Participant 1B) 
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6 – Participants’ discussions of storytelling: ‘humanising’ politics 
 
Parliamentary storytelling was generally described by the public and staff focus group 
participants in positive terms; as a means for rendering the political process ‘human’, and 
facilitating personal connection to it. Moreover, certain Select Committee reports were 
described by participants as effective applications of storytelling (Communities and Local 
Government Committee, 2017; Petitions Committee, 2016). Indeed, one staff focus group 
participant cited the submission of personal stories by the public – i.e. engagement through 
narrative – as crucial to the success of a specific select committee inquiry. These claims will 
be investigated more closely through a Critical Discourse Analysis, examining the published 
reports of four Commons Select Committees – the Communities and Local Government 
Committee (CLG), the Health Committee, the Petitions Committee and the Public 
Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee (PACAC) – across two parliamentary 
sessions (2015-16 & 2016-17). This will offer valuable insight into how the term ‘story’ is 
invoked in published parliamentary material (especially in the form of public contributions to 
committee inquiries), and the degree to which it is dichotomised from ‘information’. 
 
The focus groups’ discussions of ‘humanising’ and ‘personalising’ the political process is 
relevant to a central characteristic of narrative; its conduciveness to empathy (Verovšek, 
2016; Benjamin, 2006; Nussbaum, 2001; Arendt, 1958), or what Walter Benjamin describes, 
rather beautifully, as the “reader see[ing] himself living this written life” (2006, p.372). 
However, the focus groups also facilitated problematisation of certain narratives, such as that 
of female suffrage: 
 

P5: …I find it interesting that Parliament as a body celebrates [the Suffragettes] […] if 
that happened now, we’d be very, you know, the MPs would be very anti-that, if there 
were women blowing up houses, throwing bricks […] but […] because it was a hundred 
years ago it’s like “ah yeah, they were all amazing” … 

 
Similarly, on abolishing the slave trade: 
 

P2: “…what about all the years when Parliament didn’t abolish slavery? What about 
all the slavers that actually were here, and were Members themselves?” […] one has 
to be a little bit careful about the idea that…things change, if laws change with 
that…does that necessarily mean that Parliament was an engine of progressive 
change?  

 
What the above extracts demonstrate is that narratives are (and must be) dialogic, dynamic 
and contextualised; they do not ‘speak for themselves’. This reinforces the theoretical 
framework of the project; emphasising the importance of the subjective listener/reader, as 
well as the storyteller. In the case of the latter, a recently-established parliamentary campaign 
is of especial interest to this PhD study; a campaign entitled Your Story, Our History.  
 
The format of the Your Story, Our History campaign involves filming a citizen discussing a 
piece of parliamentary legislation, focusing on the impact it had upon their personal 
experience. The campaign is presented consciously as a collection of citizens’ stories, linking 
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them directly to Parliament’s own ‘story’ of democratic reform (hence, ‘your story, our 
history’). 
 

 
 
It is too early to discern the level of success of this individual campaign. However, it is 
important to signify its consistency with the definition of storytelling presented in this paper; 
that storytelling requires a storyteller. In the above example, this role is played by Geoff and 
Peter. By contrast, previous instances of parliamentary storytelling – such as Parliament’s 
‘Living Heritage’ webpage (UK Parliament, 2016) – do not use a storyteller; instead, the 
proposed stories are simply made available to the audience. 
 
6 – Participants’ use of storytelling: ‘imagined paraphrasing’ and ‘rhetorical conversation’ 
 
One of the most intriguing elements highlighted by the fieldwork was a particular form of 
mimesis that we will call ‘imagined paraphrasing’. Mimesis, a narrative device, refers to a 
direct presentation of speech. Frequently a participant would adopt a voice that was not their 
own, ‘quoting’ a sentiment that they did not necessarily share, but did accept as a theme 
within popular opinion: 
 

Unless you go out of your way to choose [to study] Politics you will never know 
anything about it. And then “oh it’s too confusing, I can’t be bothered now, it’s too 
confusing, there’s too much to learn”. 

 
Furthermore, there were several instances of what can be referred to as ‘rhetorical 
conversation’. One participant (and sometimes several) would recognise another 
participant’s ‘imagined paraphrasing’, and engage with it in the same tone: 
 

P4: I think a lot of feedback tends to be “is there any point in this?” 
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P2: “Where’s it going?” 
P4: “Where’s this going?” you know, “is this going to be another 20 minutes out of my 
day?”  
P2: “Shoved in a drawer, nothing will happen”. 

 
Another example is provided below: 
 

P3: ...don’t make the connection or they think it’ll make no difference, you know, 
“politicians are all the same”. 
P1: “Doesn’t matter who gets in, in power” 

 
A conversation is thereby simulated; the narrative that the conversation refers to does not 
necessarily have any adherents within the focus group. Nevertheless it is accepted – by the 
participants using these narrative devices – as a social reality. The above extracts are 
representative in that when ‘imagined paraphrasing’ and ‘rhetorical conversation’ were used, 
their tone was almost always negative. Both of these devices demonstrate the relevance of 
narrative as a medium for communicating perceived realities within political engagement. 
They also validate a fractal analogy, since they represent a broader narrative through 
simulating a single element (an indicative voice or conversation). Fieldwork research 
highlighted general positivity in theory towards parliamentary engagement through 
storytelling. However, in practice a more joined-up approach appears essential; 
communicating stories, rather than simply advertising their existence. The presentation of 
parliamentary stories must not be treated as an ‘end point’ of engagement policy, but instead 
form part of a consistent, meaningful dialogue. 
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