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Abstract

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY The aim of this study is to expand our understanding of how narrative
persuasion attempts compete with other narratives in the cultural discourse. It is clear that we
understand stories and evaluate them, their legitimacy, their cultural value etc. significantly based
on the social contexts we are in and the social contexts we have experienced. Yet, the social contexts
in which narrative persuasion occur are poorly understood in the literature and there has been a
significant critique emerging in recent years of the removal of these social contexts in most
persuasion research. In this thesis, I present that these social contexts involving narrative
persuasion are competitive in nature and that the involved competitive dynamics define what these
stories are and how people respond to them.

In this thesis, I specifically answer two research questions in order to fill the gap in the literature.
The first being, how different narrative persuasion attempts compete in competitive belief
environments, and the second being, how people interact around narrative persuasion attempts in
competitive belief environments.

METHODOLOGY I investigate pro-vegan and anti-vegan narratives on YouTube through a passive
netnography, taking an interpretivist perspective to a typically positivist field, observing the
conflicts between the narratives that arise through the cause-and-effect relationships that are
presented, as well as the conflicts within the communities found in the video comment sections that
arise amongst supporting and opposing commenters. These observations are analysed and
interpreted through the lens of a narrative meaning framework as well as a vast array of both
narrative persuasion research and competitive belief environment research.

FINDINGS I will argue that the persuasion links, the cause-and-effect relationships in the
narratives which persuade in favour of or against something, reveal how the persuasive narratives
compete in the competitive belief environment. I will present how the pro-vegan and anti-vegan
narrative persuasion attempts create a chain of persuasion links that build on one another and that
this chain defines the competition amongst the beliefs between the opposing narratives and the
opposing belief communities as well.

Based on these findings, I will present potential managerial implications, limitations to the study,
as well as avenues for future research.

Keywords narrative persuasion, competitive beliefs, persuasion links
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TUTKIELMAN TAVOITE Tamaén tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on laajentaa ymmarrystaimme siita,
kuinka narratiiviset vakuuttamisyritykset kilpailevat muiden kulttuuridiskurssin tarinoiden kanssa.
Vakuuttavien tarinoiden osalta on selvii, ettdi ymmarramme tarinoita ja arvioimme niitd, niiden
legitiimiytta, kulttuurista arvoa jne. merkittavisti sosiaalisten kontekstiemme ja kokemiemme
sosiaalisten kontekstien perusteella. Niitd sosiaalisia konteksteja, joissa vakuuttavia tarinoita
kerrotaan, ymmarretdan kuitenkin huonosti tieteellisessa kirjallisuudessa, ja viime vuosina on
esitetty merkittdvda kritiikkia ndiden sosiaalisten kontekstien poistamisesta useimmissa
vakuuttamistutkimuksissa. Tdssd opinnéytetyOssani esitidn, ettd ndma sosiaaliset kontekstit, joihin
liittyy narratiivista vakuuttamista, ovat luonteeltaan kilpailukykyisia ja ettd mukana oleva kilpailun
dynamiikka méirittelee, mitd ndma tarinat ovat ja miten ihmiset reagoivat niihin.

TAssd opinndytety0ssani vastaan erityisesti kahteen tutkimuskysymykseen timén kirjallisuuden
aukon tdyttamiseksi. Ensimmainen on se, miten erilaiset tarinalliset vakuuttamispyrkimykset
kilpailevat  kilpailukykyisissd uskomusympairistoissd, ja toinen, kuinka ihmiset ovat
vuorovaikutuksessa ymparist6issi, joissa on tarinankerronnallista vakuuttamista.

TUTKIMUSMENETELMA Vastatakseni niihin kysymyksiin, tutkin pro-vegaanisia ja
vegaanivastaisia tarinoita YouTubessa passiivisen netnografian avulla, ottaen interpretivistisen
nakokulman tyypillisesti positivistiseen tutkimuskenttdan. Tarkastelen tarinoissa esitettyjen syy-
seuraussuhteiden kautta syntyvid kertomusten vilisid ristiriitoja ja my0s yhteisgjen sisdisia
konflikteja, joita esiintyy tukevien ja vastustavien kommentoijien keskuudessa videoiden
kommenttiosioissa. Analysoin ja tulkitsen néita havaintoja tarinankerronnallisen merkityskehyksen
avulla ottaen huomioon myos laajan valikoiman tarinankerronnallista vakuuttamistutkimusta ja
uskomuskilpailututkimusta.

TUTKIMUSTULOKSET Téarkein vaittiméani on, ettd vakuutuslinkit, kertomusten syy-
seuraussuhteet, jotka vakuuttavat jonkin puolesta tai vastaan, paljastavat, kuinka vakuuttavat
kertomukset kilpailevat kilpailuun perustuvassa uskomusymparistossa. Esitdn kuinka vegaani ja
vegaanivastaiset tarinat luovat ketjun vakuutuslinkkejd, jotka perustuvat toisiinsa ja etta tima ketju
madrittelee kilpailun uskomusten vililli vastakkaisten kertomusten ja vastakkaisten
uskomusyhteisojen valilla.

Niiden havaintojen perusteella esitin mahdollisia vaikutuksia yrityksille, rajoituksia talle
tutkimukselle ja mahdollisuuksia tulevalle tutkimukselle.

Avainsanat vakuuttava tarinankerronta, kilpailevat uskomukset, vakuutus linkki
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1. Introduction: setting up the research gap

Narratives have long been considered a powerful marketing tool (Deighton et al., 1989; Hamby
etal., 2015; Shen et al., 2015; van Laer et al., 2014), in particular, due to their ability to transport
us to different places and to make us vicariously experience things we otherwise could not
experience ourselves (Appel & Richter, 2010; Slater & Rouner, 2002; van Laer et al., 2014).
Marketers understand that they can, for example, connect their products or services with
nostalgic feelings through immersion into nostalgia evoking narratives (Muehling et al., 2014;
Rindfleisch et al., 2000; Schindler & Holbrook, 2003). But stories can also make us live
through different perspectives and ones that we may even be opposed to; this has been noted
to be one of the main reasons why narratives are considered one of the most persuasive forms
of communication (Appel & Richter, 2007; Braddock & Dillard, 2016; Shen et al., 2015).

However, the research into narratives as a form of persuasion is brought to question by similar
issues that plague persuasion research in general. For instance, the debate in persuasion
research over whether or not persuasion actually occurs and when, as well as if it is even
possible to persuade or influence people with any consistency has gone on for decades (Aguinis
et al., 2001; Cacioppo et al., 1986; O’Keefe, 2012; Wood, 2000). Most do agree that influence
is possible, but they also agree that it is difficult to know when or why it happens. Indeed,
narrative persuasion is riddled with the same inconsistent results, such as, some studies
showing that narrative persuasive outcomes become stronger over time while some show the
opposite or studies that show that some story topics persuade while others don’t (Appel &
Richter, 2007; Hoeken et al., 2016; Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010; Nera et al., 2018; Shen et al.,
2015).

Consequently, some researchers have noted that there seems to be a serious problem in the
manner in which most persuasion studies are conducted (Borah, 2011; Niederdeppe et al.,
2015; Nisbet et al., 2013).

“An emerging critique of much of this research questions its external validity, as experimental
participants are typically exposed to single-sided messages that do not realistically model the
competitive message environments in which most individuals are embedded.” (Nisbet et al.,
2013, p.766)



The argument is that in most studies, the participants are completely removed from their social
contexts, and thus, any conclusions made are based on an unrealistic scenario because the
persuasive messaging does not face the competition of other perspectives and beliefs. Our
beliefs are not isolated from others (Acemoglu et al., 2013; Chong & Druckman, 2007, 2010),
and therefore, it makes sense that the effectiveness of any persuasive message should be heavily

impacted by the given social and cultural contexts of those being persuaded.

Regarding persuasive narratives, it is clear that we understand stories and evaluate them, their
legitimacy, their cultural value etc. significantly based on the social contexts we are in and the
social contexts we have experienced (Bode & Vraga, 2015; Dempsey & Skarakis-Doyle, 2019).
Naturally, such processes would likely impact the effectiveness of any given persuasive story.
For example, an individual could be exposed to many different narratives, or the individual
may discuss stories amongst friends who interpret the stories in different ways.

Yet, if something occurs within the social context to impact how a persuasive narrative is
received, then it seems an oversight not to ask what actually occurs. It may be understood by
some that such contexts are somehow competitive (Niederdeppe et al., 2015; Nisbet et al.,
2013), however, a more comprehensive investigation is required into these competitive
message environments. Particularly in marketing contexts, this is an important question since
marketing concerns itself generally with larger groups of people rather than persuading some
specific individual. Therefore, the gap in the literature of lacking any comprehensive
perspective on narrative persuasion in competitive belief environments is significant and must
be filled.

This sets up the problems that this thesis addresses.

1.1. Research objectives

The research problem or in this case research questions of this thesis are the following:

1. How do different narrative persuasion attempts compete in competitive belief

environments?



2. How do people interact around narrative persuasion attempts in competitive belief
environments?

The key to the research questions is understanding what narratives people who have different

and opposing beliefs about a topic tell, how those narratives connect to one another, and

consequently how such connected narratives are understood and engaged with by the rest of

the social environment. Effectively the objective is to understand what makes a narrative

persuasion attempt competitive and to understand how this relates to a specific competitive

context.

Answering such questions would begin filling the gap in the literature surrounding
understanding narrative persuasion attempts within competitive social belief environments
since it requires both understanding what the competitive belief environment is and how it

connects with narrative persuasion.

1.2. Intended methods

To answer the research questions, | investigate pro-vegan and anti-vegan narratives on
YouTube through a passive netnography (Costello et al., 2017; Kozinets, 2010; Loanzon et al.,
2013), observing the conflicts between the narratives that arise through the cause-and-effect
relationships that are presented, as well as the conflicts within the communities found in the
video comment sections that arise amongst supporting and opposing commenters. These
observations are analysed through the lens of a narrative meaning framework by Thompson
(1997) as well as a vast array of both narrative persuasion research (Braddock & Dillard, 2016;
Choetal., 2014; Hamby et al., 2015; Nera et al., 2018; Shen et al., 2015) and competitive belief
environment research (Acemoglu & Ozdaglar, 2011; Bilazarian, 2020; Chong & Druckman,
2010; Kaufmann, 2004; Napoli, 1999; van Eerten et al., 2017).

1.3. Structure of the thesis

The structure of this thesis is the following. First, I will discuss narrative persuasion as it is
currently understood, particularly amongst narrative transportation researchers. Then, | will

discuss various depictions of competitive belief environments as found in, for instance, opinion



dynamics research and within the marketplace of ideas metaphor. Based on these | form a new

framework to understand competitive belief environments.

In the methods section, | will discuss how I will connect this framework of competitive belief
environments with narrative persuasion through a passive netnography in order to answer the

research questions.

In the general discussion, | will argue that the persuasion links, the cause-and-effect
relationships in the narratives which persuade in favour of or against something, reveal how
the persuasive narratives compete in the competitive belief environment. | will present how
narrative persuasion attempts create a chain of persuasion links that build on one another and
that this chain defines the competition amongst the beliefs between the opposing narratives and

the opposing belief communities as well.

Finally, based on the findings and general discussion, | will present potential managerial

implications, limitations to the study, as well as avenues for future research.



2. Literature review

2.1. Understanding narrative persuasion

For this literature review, at first, we must understand what narrative persuasion is and what

the common frameworks are to understand how narrative persuasion works.

2.1.1. Definitions of narratives

One common definition of narratives stands that a narrative is “any cohesive and coherent story
with an identifiable beginning, middle, and end that provides information about scene,
characters, and conflict, raises unanswered questions or unresolved conflict, and provides
solution(s)” (Hinyard & Kreuter, 2007, p.778). This and other similar definitions have been
argued by some to be too reliant on implicit elements of the narratives and identifying
narratives becomes difficult as a consequence (Braddock & Dillard, 2016; Nabi & Green,
2015).

The elements effectively prove challenging to identify as many of the concepts are a challenge
to interpret. For instance, what counts as conflict and what counts as a solution to said conflict?
For example, many of Richard Linklater’s films famously do not contain overt conflict in the
narratives. Of course, Hinyard & Kreuter (2007) may argue that the conflict can be interpreted
between the lines as things like time or various internal conflicts of the characters. However,
within scholarly pursuits of identifying narratives with clear and easily understandable rules,

such interpretations prove difficult.

The definition used by Braddock & Dillard, (2016, p.448) portrays this scholarly usefulness
and is consequently the one used in this thesis; they state that a narrative is a “causally linked
sequence of events that takes place in a dynamic world subject to conflict, transformation, and

resolution through actions performed by characters.”

The focus on causally linked sequences of events is important because it highlights that stories
contain a progression in time. If there is no progression in time — i.e., there is only a still
moment in time — that could be considered a description but not a narrative. Also, the focus on
connected events in the definition is important as it has been noted to assist scholars in

identifying narratives out of other forms of communication, such as lists of unconnected events,
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rhetorical arguments, or expressions of factual information (Braddock & Dillard, 2016;
Deighton et al., 1989; Shen et al., 2015).

One note must be made concerning the definition regarding the sequences of events. Some
interpret that the sequences in narratives must follow chronologically (Shen et al., 2015),
however, this is not the case. Chronology means telling the story in the order that the events
occurred, however, non-linear stories are commonplace (Dempsey & Skarakis-Doyle, 2019)
and should therefore be considered in the definition of narratives. A famous nonchronological
example of a narrative is the movie Memento, which is told out of order but should still be

considered a narrative.

2.1.2. Definitions of persuasion and persuasive narratives

If a narrative is a form of communication of connected events or occurrences over some
progression of time, then how does such a message persuade people? Some present that it is
the impact of narratives on the consumer of the narrative that defines whether or not a narrative
is persuasive (Braddock & Dillard, 2016; van Laer et al., 2014), however, | will argue that the

key to understanding narrative persuasion is in the causal links of the events in the narratives.

Most commonly it is understood that persuasive narratives are those narratives that change a
person’s beliefs, attitudes, intentions, and/or behaviour (Appel & Richter, 2010; Braddock &
Dillard, 2016; Green, 2004; van Laer et al., 2014). In effect, this is a combination of narratives
with earlier general persuasion theories, which agree that a persuasive outcome is such that a
person’s beliefs, attitudes, intentions, and/or behaviour changes (Cacioppo & Petty, 2001;
Nelson et al., 1997; Slater & Rouner, 2002).

The downside with this approach is that it is impossible to identify persuasive narratives unless
a scholar can measure whether or not some change has occurred. Yet, measuring whether or
not a person’s attitudes, beliefs, or behaviours have changed is difficult and potentially
unreliable (Braddock & Dillard, 2016; Lau-Gesk & Meyers-Levy, 2009; O’Keefe, 2012, 2018).
For example, O’Keefe (2018) argues that one of the most commonly used measurement
methods of perceived persuasiveness assessments is wildly inconsistent as it produces wildly

different results compared to, for instance, actual message effectiveness measures.
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Because it is difficult to ascertain whether or not someone has changed their minds and because
doing it requires access to the people being persuaded, for this thesis it is preferable to identify
what qualities are present in persuasive narratives, and consequently, what makes a narrative
persuasive. The narrative definition of Braddock & Dillard, (2016, p.448) contains the
important phrase “causally linked sequence of events”. This highlights the root of where

persuasion comes from in narratives.

“Stories persuade through depictions of characters in a setting, and through inferences about

cause-and-effect relationships that exist.” (Hamby et al., 2015, p.1243)

Effectively, this means that stories link actions and consequences. Those consequences may be
good or bad. If the consequences that are linked to an action are good, then the story persuades
in favour of that action. If the consequences that are linked to an action are bad, then the story
persuades against that action. These links — that | will dub persuasion links due to the lack of a
specific name in the literature — define the persuasiveness of any narrative (Braddock & Dillard,
2016; Hamby et al., 2015).

A commonly used example of a persuasive narrative is the seatbelt example (Appel & Richter,
2010; Green, 2004; van Laer et al., 2014). Two people A and B get into a car. A puts on a
seatbelt and B does not. A tells the other passenger to put on their seatbelt, but B does not
comply. They drive regardless and get into an accident. A survives with little injury, while B

is injured severely.

Causal relationship
Valence of
consequence
) A puts on seatbelt Car accident - T A survives with little infury|  +
Get into car <
E does not put on seatbelt % B is injured severely -

Persnasion link

Figure 1. Seatbelt story: persuasion link analysis

To analyse this story, we must first interpret the cause-and-effect relationships in it. In this
narrative, there can be interpreted to be two main consequences. The first consequence is the

accident, and the second consequence is the injuries. In this version of the story, the
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consequence of the accident is not linked with any prior cause in the narrative, therefore, the
accident itself is not the persuasive locus. If the passengers had been arguing and then the
accident occurred, then the arguing would create a link to the consequence of the accident and
could then be considered a persuasion link that persuades against arguing in the car. The
consequence of the injuries on the other hand is connected to wearing a seatbelt as is presented
in figure 1. since the narrative makes a point of A wearing a seatbelt and B not wearing a
seatbelt; then the differences in consequences they face highlights the cause-and-effect

relationship between wearing a seatbelt and worse injuries.

The next step from cause-and-effect analysis to persuasion link analysis is interpreting how the
consequence is valenced, i.e., interpret if the consequence can be considered good or bad. Since
the consequence of severe bodily injury can be interpreted as worse than the lesser bodily
injury, as seen in figure 1., the narrative persuades in favour of wearing a seatbelt and the

persuasion link is that wearing a seatbelt keeps A safer, which is better.

Of course, if the narrative had not made note of the seatbelt wearing of A and B, then the
persuasion link would not be present as there would be no cause-and-effect relationship
present. As this example shows, narrative persuasion is perhaps more open to interpretation
than some other forms of persuasion. This means that different people may interpret a narrative
and its persuasive intent differently, and thus, may be impacted in different ways by the same
narrative, which is a rationale that is consistent with the research due to the large variation in
persuasive outcomes across different people (Appel & Richter, 2010; de Graaf et al., 2012;
Hoeken et al., 2016; Lau-Gesk & Meyers-Levy, 2009).

Additionally, due to the typical complexity of interpreting narratives, it is generally accepted
in the literature that the clearer the persuasion link is in the narrative and the clearer the intended
interpretation of the narrative, the clearer the signal is of the persuasive intent from the creator
of the narrative (Dempsey & Skarakis-Doyle, 2019; Hoeken et al., 2016). This is presented to
be the case because generally, it requires deliberation to produce a narrative with only one clear

interpretation of the persuasion link.
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2.1.3. The transportation imagery model

The predominant framework for understanding the effectiveness of narrative persuasion is the
transportation imagery model (TIM) (Green, 2004; Green et al., 2008), which has more recently
been updated by van Laer et al. (2014).

The TIM posits that narrative persuasion is a process in which the consumer or receiver of the
narrative is immersed into the narrative such that they vicariously experience the narrative,
thus, blending the story into their reality, including any inferences made within the narrative,
such as, cause-and-effect relationships and consequently persuasion links (Green, 2004; van
Laer et al., 2014).

Within the model, there is a receiver of the story with a variety of characteristics, such as
identity, transportability, and attention, and the story with story elements, such as characters,

plots, and themes.

The story receiver experiences the story through a storytelling medium, such as film or text
(Green et al., 2008) and then the receiver is transported depending on their characteristics in
relation to the story — for example, how much the receiver identifies with the specific story
characters, how much the receiver is paying attention to the story, how the story reality
connects to their reality etc. The transportation into the narrative world blends the receiver’s
reality with the story reality, which produces changes in the receiver, such as, affective
responses, critical thought, and narrative thought, which in turn influences beliefs, attitudes,
and behaviours, i.e., produces persuasive outcomes. (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Cho et al.,
2014; Green, 2004)

This model argues that, although critical thought is a part of the narrative processing,
transportation is what produces the persuasive outcomes through the connection of the
receiver’s world and the story reality (Appel & Richter, 2010; Green, 2004; Green et al., 2008;
Hoeken et al., 2016; van Laer et al., 2014).
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2.1.4. Critiques of narrative persuasion research and the Transportation imagery
model

The main critique of the TIM is that it takes an isolationist view to story consumption (Hamby
et al., 2015; Nera et al., 2018; Niederdeppe et al., 2015). The sender sends a message to the
message receiver, and no other form of communication is considered to be a part of the process.
It is as if the impact of the narrative on the receiver should be considered as a separate

phenomenon to any social activities since the story can be consumed alone.

However, it has been noted by, for example, reader-response critics (Hirschman, 1999) that our
reading experience is not an isolated process. We interpret messages socially and we consider
our social contexts when evaluating and experiencing any text. We also communicate about
what we read, and it has been noted that this is particularly true of narratives, because narratives
themselves have a strong social component to them (Bode & Vraga, 2015; Dempsey &
Skarakis-Doyle, 2019; McAdams et al., 2001; Niederdeppe et al., 2015; van Eerten et al., 2017)
— narratives are typically the experiences of others, therefore, we approach interpreting them

as predominantly social messages that are about other people.

Ultimately, the beliefs themselves that narrative persuasion attempts to alter are not isolated
from social contexts either (Acemoglu & Ozdaglar, 2011; Chong & Druckman, 2007, 2010).

But this removal of the social context is not unique to narrative persuasion; it is part of
persuasion studies in general because participants to persuasion studies are almost only ever
given single-sided messages to experience in isolation (Borah, 2011; Niederdeppe et al., 2015;
Nisbet et al., 2013). This means that the receiver is isolated from the rest of their surroundings
and any other potential message or other interpretation of the receiver’s message. Also, the
communication is one-way, meaning that the receiver is not communicating back to the sender.
This one-way communication style depicts the recipient as passive. However, people who are
being persuaded do not simply absorb the persuasion attempt, rather they engage with it and
around it, they talk to their friends and social networks about it, and importantly, they can
actively oppose the social standing of the persuasive message (Bilazarian, 2020; Cacioppo et
al., 1986; Campbell & Kirmani, 2000; Friestad & Wright, 1994; Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010;
van Eerten et al., 2017).

Thus, I highlight two departures from the TIM:
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1. The TIM presents the recipient as passive. | posit that the recipient is active in
communicating with their community, including the sender.

2. The TIM presents the recipient as isolated from a social context. | posit that the recipient
is surrounded by a dynamic, interpretive, and competitive belief environment with

messages that may oppose the sender’s message.
Consider the consequences of this.

Based on the TIM, some of the main benefits of narrative persuasion is the power of
transportation in lowering counter argumentation, lowering the use of persuasion knowledge,
and lowering resistance to persuasion (Appel & Richter, 2010; Braddock & Dillard, 2016;
Hoeken et al., 2016; Shen et al., 2015). These are lessened by transportation because if a
receiver is immersed in the narrative, their mind is less focused on producing, for example,

counter-arguments or persuasion knowledge.

This implies to marketing managers, for example, that they can care less about counter
argumentation when producing persuasive narrative marketing messages because narratives

meet less counter argumentation. However, is this the case?

In researching conspiracist fiction, Nera et al. (2018) found that the stories did not reduce
counter argumentation. This is connected to the social position of the narratives since even
stories that ought to have been persuasive according to the TIM did not produce persuasive
outcomes. Similarly, Niederdeppe et al. (2015) show that the lowering of counter
argumentation reduces over time, even though for instance, Appel & Richter (2007) showed

that such persuasive effects of narratives as lowered counter argumentation increase over time.

Such inconsistencies have been noted repeatedly to persist in the literature (Braddock &
Dillard, 2016; Cho et al., 2014; Moyer-Guse et al., 2011; Nera et al., 2018; Shen et al., 2015).
This alone brings to question the usefulness of the TIM to marketing managers as it is unclear
whether or not the TIM produces results. However, consider as an addition that transportation
depends on connecting the right individual with the right story, which means that no story will
transport everyone (Appel & Richter, 2010; de Graaf et al., 2012; Green et al., 2008; van Laer
et al., 2014). Would this not mean that, even if some people in a social context are transported
and their counter argumentation is lessened, there will be those who have not been transported

and that they will still counter-argue against the narrative’s persuasive message?
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Of course, it could be argued that the marketing managers could focus their narratives only on
specific groups, which they do. Therefore, it may not matter that people who are not targeted
are not transported into the narratives. But this assumes that those people do not communicate
with the target groups or that their communication will not influence the target groups.

A greater understanding of the social context is required. Some have begun discussing this
(Bilazarian, 2020; Tan et al., 2016), however, although it is understood that individuals are
within some kind of social environment, there is little done in the research to understand what

that environment is like.

2.2. Depictions of competitive environments in persuasion research and beyond

Next, to understand what the social environment around persuasion attempts is like, we must

investigate such depictions in both persuasion research as well as other fields.

2.2.1. Critiques of the general understanding of competitive beliefs in persuasion
research

The view of persuasion as a competitive pursuit is present in most persuasion research through
the presence of opposition, even when competitiveness is not directly expressed (Chong &
Druckman, 2007; Nisbet et al., 2013; Wood, 2000). For example, inoculation theory “offers
guidance for efforts to counter opposing messages over time” (Niederdeppe et al., 2015, p.840).
In effect, this refers to strategies to avoid or counteract counterarguments of those with

opposing views.

One such strategy is forewarning, i.e., warning people of expected counterarguments and
opposing persuasion attempts in advance (lvanov et al., 2013). This is predicated on the fact
that if people are aware that they are being persuaded, then they activate their persuasion
knowledge, meaning their understanding of persuasion tactics and strategies that persuasive
agents may use against them (Friestad & Wright, 1994). The activation of persuasion
knowledge also increases the likelihood of viewing the persuasive agent as dishonest since the

persuasive agent is seen as saying whatever they can to convince you regardless of whether or
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not it is honest (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000; Hibbert et al., 2007). This activation of persuasion

knowledge reduces their chance of being persuaded by opposing viewpoints.

This presence and activeness of an opposition in such cases reveals the general understanding
of competitiveness in persuasion research, which is that a competitive belief environment is a
context in which there are two or more competing beliefs, i.e., beliefs that actively oppose one
another, and that the different viewpoints counter each other’s messaging through counter
argumentation. This understanding considers that the people in these environments engage in
this environment because they believe that their viewpoint is true and that other viewpoints are

false.

However, this general understanding of competing beliefs, including among inoculation

theorists, is lacking, particularly when considering the following three questions:

1. Why do people believe in things?
2. Why do people engage in persuasive activities?

3. How do people engage in persuasive activities?

Considering the first question, the general understanding paints a rationalistic view of beliefs,
because it claims that people believe in things because they are true. This is not the case. For
example, the beliefs of terrorists would be difficult to understand through a rationalistic lens.
Instead, terrorists have been noted to believe in their activities because it gives their lives a
sense of purpose (Post, 2009).

Similarly, the answer to the second question is rationalistic, because it assumes that the
engagement in persuasive activities is based on a pro-truth pursuit with the only value being
getting people to believe in what is factually and logically correct. However, consider, for
instance, the social value of others believing in what you believe. For example, it has been
shown that a core value to many conspiracy theorists is the sense of belonging that they get
from others who also believe in their conspiracy theory (Nera et al., 2018). The same is true of
the terrorism example (Post, 2009). This means that persuading others to believe in the same
thing has more value than just truth value alone since, for instance, if one persuades others,

they can gain a greater sense of belonging, therefore, increasing their social value.

Finally, the answer to the third question creates perhaps the most practically apparent
consequence to persuasion research. One of the core measures of the success of a persuasion

attempt is whether or not the message recipient engages in counter argumentation (Appel &
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Richter, 2007; Nabi & Green, 2015; Shen et al., 2015). This means that how people interact
around persuasion attempts according to the research is that they either rationally argue against

the attempt or they accept it as true.

Again, this paints a rationalistic view of people, but it also undervalues non-argumentation-
based communication. Consider public shaming or guilt appeals; they are not predicated solely
on counter argumentation yet are highly used to influence beliefs (Hibbert et al., 2007).

Counter argumentation is also generally the response of those who are not persuaded. What of
those who are persuaded? Persuasion research generally does not even consider the actions that
such people would take, possibly because if a person is persuaded, the goal has already been
reached. But consider that in consumer research it is understood that individuals may support
products that they enjoy through word of mouth (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006). It is well
understood that consumers may discuss beliefs they have, for example about brands, and may
support and voice both negative and importantly positive beliefs about those brands (Jansen et
al., 2009).

| would argue that such positive forms of word of mouth should also be valued more in
persuasion research regarding how people engage with persuasion attempts. This is because
beliefs in products are beliefs like any other, so the consequences of word of mouth on beliefs,
in general, should not be much different to the consequences of word of mouth on product or
brand beliefs. Therefore, supporting messaging should be beneficial in producing persuasive

outcomes.

2.2.2 The emergence of counternarratives and a vague claim for power

One slightly different depiction of competitiveness in persuasion can be seen in
counterterrorism research surrounding the emergent concept of counternarratives (Bilazarian,
2020). Counternarratives are a somewhat new concept in research that has gone completely
overlooked in TIM based research. Counternarratives are narratives that oppose other
narratives, in other words, posit different or even opposite persuasion links (Bilazarian, 2020;
van Eerten et al., 2017).

The understanding surrounding counternarratives of the competitive belief environment

highlights that our beliefs are not isolated since counternarratives emerge in groups and wider
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social contexts as a response to the narratives of others (Bilazarian, 2020; van Eerten et al.,
2017).

Additionally, the counter-terrorism researchers highlight that the motive behind the creation of
counternarratives is not reason, rather it is in combating the present or potential discursive
power of the countered narrative and consequently “counter-narratives are always strategic
narratives, they are designed and promoted with a specific purpose in mind.” (van Eerten et al.,

2017, p.27).

Although this specific purpose is considered to be discursive power, what that entails exactly
is left rather vague. In reference to the same intent van Eerten et al., (2017, p.27), refer to the
intent of these counternarratives as simply to “undermine the appeal of (the) narratives... either

directly or indirectly,” as if appeal and discursive power are synonymous, which they are not.

However, this still introduces some concepts that are useful to consider. These
counternarratives show that the competitive environment of beliefs surrounding narratives is
filled with stories that are constructed strategically with the opposition in mind. The focus on
appeal and power — even though poorly defined — also indicates that beliefs and the stories that
support them have some sort of believability value position in society that persuasive agents
wish to influence. These researchers essentially understand that persuasive agents do not only
care about what some specific individual believes but rather they care about what many people

believe in wider social contexts.

2.2.3 The antiquated concept of the marketplace of ideas

Since depictions of competitive belief environments in the persuasion literature range from
non-existent and vague to considering people as too rational, better depictions must be searched

for elsewhere.

Within popular discourse, perhaps the most notable conceptualization of competitive beliefs is
the concept of the marketplace of ideas (Kaufmann, 2004; Mccombs, 1993; Napoli, 1997). It
is predicated on the idea that beliefs are exchanged and that ideas vie for some kind of market
position — i.e., gain a larger number of people who believe in the specific belief — much like
companies vie for market share (Mccombs, 1993; Napoli, 1997). Consequently, it is implied
that beliefs have some kind of competitive advantages much like companies and those
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advantages improve the likelihood of success, meaning the likelihood that many people will

believe in the specific belief. Practically, this perspective views ideas as if they are brands.

It may even make sense for beliefs to operate in the same way as brands since brand image is
simply a collection of the beliefs that people have about a brand. For example, Giesler’s (2012)
depiction of the evolution of botox cosmetic’s brand image is mainly directed around the
meanings that the botox brand expresses versus what in said research are called doppelgénger
brands express in contestation to the brand messaging. The statements made by these
oppositional brands, such as, “Keep the wisdom — lose the lines” by the botox brand versus
“Botox freezes your expressions” by the doppelgénger brand are connected to beliefs about
botox. This is because without the belief in these messages, the messaging would have no
monetary value. Therefore, brand image research could maybe be generalized to opinion

research.

However, this marketplace of ideas metaphor has been critiqued poignantly because ideas do
not fit the concept of a marketplace, and has consequently not been taken seriously in most
academic circles as a robust framework (Kaufmann, 2004; Napoli, 1997). Ideas are not
exchanged in the manner of goods. One person does not have to give something in return for
hearing an idea. Also, ideas do not have a price. Although ideas can be monetized, they do not
themselves have value directly. Ideas also cannot be considered brands because they are not

necessarily connected to any individual actor, such as a company, in the way that brands are.

Another criticism is directed towards the common idea in the metaphor that the better and more
truthful ideas should claim more believers, i.e., the brand claiming a higher market share so to
speak. Kaufmann (2004) argues that this claim that good ideas succeed within the marketplace
of ideas is false through the example of the war in Irag. Kaufmann (2004, p.6) posits that going
to the war with Iraq was not based on an exercise in truth as “the (US) administration
succeeded, despite the weakness of the evidence for its claims, in convincing a majority of the
public that Iraq posed a threat so extreme and immediate that it could be dealt with only by
preventive war”. He argues that it was not evidence but a sense of inflation of threat that
allowed the war to occur noting that “elevated fears of terrorism reduced Americans’

scepticism about almost any promises to decrease their personal security fears.” (p.46).

This is the argument already expressed that our beliefs are not predicated solely on the truth or
evidence. Indeed, the evidence that we do not believe things solely based on reason is

overwhelming, with notable examples of non-reason-based influences on our beliefs being our
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emotions (in the Iraq case, fear), our social position, and our cultural values (Acemoglu et al.,
2013; Bench-Capon, 2003; Stephen, 2016; van Hiel & Mervielde, 2004; VVohs et al., 2008).

Despite such flaws in the metaphor, it is still somewhat useful because; first, it understands that
opinions may compete within a larger social, cultural, and political context; second, it
understands that the competitive goal is to be believed by as many people as possible; and third,
it understands that beliefs may have some kind of competitive advantages over other beliefs.

2.2.4 Flexible beliefs in opinion dynamics research

A more academic depiction of competitive belief environments can be found in social opinion
dynamics research. Social opinion dynamics researchers base their understanding of
competitive belief environments around the idea that people have some level of flexibility to
their beliefs or opinions, i.e., the probability by which they will change their opinion.
(Acemoglu et al., 2013; Acemoglu & Ozdaglar, 2011; Chong & Druckman, 2010; Kozma &
Barrat, 2008; Tan et al., 2016)

This means that given a social network with just two people A and B with opinions x and y
respectively, if person A’s opinion x is more flexible - meaning A is more likely to change their
mind - than B’s opinion y, then it follows that A’s opinion is more likely to change or move
towards B’s opinion y than the reverse happening. This naturally assumes that A and B

communicate with one another about their opinions x and y.

Within a larger social context with a greater number of people, what is therefore shown to occur
is that opinion clusters form around those with the least flexible opinions (Kozma & Barrat,
2008).

Notably, flexibility is not the same as commitment.

Commitment implies a sense of investment into a belief whereas flexibility is simply the
probability that someone will change their opinion. It is important to speak of flexibility rather
than commitment because speaking of commitment would imply that investment into a belief
is the only thing that defines whether or not a person will stick to a belief and does not account
for things like personality traits, which flexibility does. This can be seen in for example that

inflexible people are spoken of in the literature as stubborn —a more of a personality trait —and
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those who are active in supporting their inflexible beliefs are called stubborn agents (Kozma
& Barrat, 2008).

The benefits of the opinion dynamics model are the following.

It does not portray people as rational beings, rather it understands that whatever a person
happens to believe in, how flexible they are in their belief, and what the people around them

happen to believe in largely defines what they will believe in.

It does not limit influencers of change to some individual persuasive agents, rather it notes that
all people in a social context who communicate in any way participate in a belief competition

to the degree that they communicate.

It does not limit the behaviour of participants in the competitive belief environment to
agreement/disagreement and/or counter argumentation, rather it understands that ANY
oppositional AND supporting messaging OR action that influences beliefs must be considered,

not just reason-based arguments.

However, the downside of this model is that it is not particularly comprehensive since the only
aspect it considers is flexibility and does not speak much to, for example, competitive strategies
or competitive advantages like the marketplace of ideas metaphor. Additionally, the model has
been critiqued even by its proponents who have noted that it has remained largely theoretical
and based on a mathematical approach, rather than a practical one (Acemoglu & Ozdaglar,
2011; Tan et al., 2016).

2.2.5 Combining the competitive belief environments

All depictions of the social environments surrounding beliefs and in particular competitive
beliefs have unfortunately been fundamentally flawed. They are not comprehensive enough,
are not robust enough, are too vague or are altogether non-existent. Yet each possesses some
nuggets of value that is not present in the others. This is why they must be combined to create
a new understanding of competitive belief environments to answer the question of what such

competitive belief environments surrounding narrative persuasion attempts are like.

For example, if we combine the concept of competitive advantage from the marketplace of

ideas with the concept of flexibility, an opinion with more actively communicating believers
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has a competitive advantage over an opinion with fewer believers as it will be more likely to
pull flexible people into the specific belief cluster, which is true (Acemoglu & Ozdaglar, 2011).
Similarly, inflexibility is a competitive advantage over flexibility as opinions that have
increased inflexibility in their believers will be more likely to succeed because the believers
will be less likely to change their opinion (Acemoglu et al., 2013). Also, an opinion cluster that
is closer to a person’s present belief, i.e., the opinion is less different, will be more likely to
convince the person to move to that opinion cluster, therefore opinions that are closest to most
people’s beliefs have a competitive advantage (Acemoglu et al., 2013). None of these examples
mean that successful opinions will possess these traits, instead, the point is that every belief

has varying competitive advantages.
This kind of combining shows promise, therefore, I posit the following:

a competitive belief environment that contains narrative persuasion attempts is a context in
which there are two or more competing beliefs, i.e., beliefs that actively oppose one another.
These beliefs are believed to a varying degree of flexibility by individuals who communicate
to one another in a variety of strategic ways to increase the believability —i.e., how many people
believe in the belief and the potential of the belief to be believed in — of their own belief and
undermine the believability of the opposing belief. The success of the beliefs is defined by
whatever competitive advantages the belief might have, such as how many people believe in

the belief, or how close it is to what others believe.

This framework does not view people as rational; it does not limit the actions of individuals to
counter argumentation and acceptance; it does not assume a pursuit of truth; it does not isolate
people and their beliefs, and it does not present people as passive. Therefore, this model seems

to portray a more robust understanding of competitive belief environments.

The question that follows is, how narrative persuasion connects with the understanding of such
competitive belief environments. Specifically of interest is, in an environment with multiple
persuasive narratives that may oppose one another, how are those narratives are responded to

by a given community.
This defines the research questions

1. How do different narrative persuasion attempts compete in competitive belief

environments?
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2. How do people interact around narrative persuasion attempts in competitive belief

environments?

The key to the research questions is understanding what narratives people who have different
and opposing beliefs about a topic tell, how those narratives connect to one another, and
consequently how such connected narratives are understood and engaged with by the rest of

the social environment.
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3. Methodology

There are two methodological reasons why narrative persuasion research has failed to reach
and account for the importance of the social context and why it has failed to define the
competitive belief environment. The first reason is that it has been pointed out by, for example,
Tan et al., (2016) that it has been difficult to observe persuasion within wider societal contexts
before the internet and the birth of online conversations. Essentially, this means that with more
online discourse the availability of data regarding persuasion in wider social contexts has
increased. However, the research before the increase and availability of data has laid a
foundation that does not concern itself with social contexts. This is the second reason and has

to do with the fundamentally positivist nature of most persuasion research.

3.1. Research philosophy: taking an interpretivist perspective to a typically
positivist field

Persuasion research generally concerns itself with identifying cause and effect relationships
between various features of a persuasive message and the potential changes in the recipient of
said persuasion message (Aguinis et al., 2001; Wood, 2000). Consequently, the research
paradigm in persuasion research is generally positivist since such generalizable cause and
effect relationships are a part of positivist paradigms rather than interpretivist ones (Zyphur &
Pierides, 2020). Naturally, positivists generally attempt to remove the influence of a social
context and isolate variables to identify the causal relationships, which makes it no surprise at

all that social contexts are not commonly considered in persuasion studies.

An interpretivist perspective seems to be needed, yet interpretivism seems to be opposed to
persuasion research since interpretivists posit that we cannot remove phenomena from their
social contexts and isolate the causal relationships (Walsham, 1995; Williams, 2000), while

that is precisely what persuasion researchers attempt to do.

However, | would argue that this does not have to be the case. We know that persuasion occurs
in social settings (Bode & Vraga, 2015; Wood, 2000), therefore, an interpretivist may look at
how people persuade and how others respond to such persuasion attempts without being
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concerned with the exact identifiable cause and effect relationships between the message and

changes in the message recipient.

That is precisely the angle with which I will approach the research question.

3.2. Research methods focusing on meaning

The key to the research question is understanding what narratives people who have different
and opposing beliefs about a topic tell, how those narratives connect to one another, and
consequently how such connected narratives are understood and engaged with by the rest of
the social environment. This is means understanding the meanings expressed in the stories

since the meanings are what reveal the beliefs.

Consequently, the most popular framework for researching said meanings is the
“hermenecutically grounded interpretive framework for deriving marketing-relevant insights
from the 'texts’ of consumer stories” created by Thompson (1997, p.438). This framework is
centred around “(1) discerning the key patterns of meanings expressed by a given consumer in
the texts of his or her consumption stories, (2) identifying key patterns of meaning that emerge
across the consumption stories expressed by different consumers, and (3) deriving broader
conceptual and managerial implications from the analysis of consumer narratives.”
(Thompson, 1997, p.438)

In this case, the relevant meanings are the persuasion links of the narratives since they identify
the persuasive intent and the belief that said persuasion attempt tries to support. Thus, | analyse
the persuasion links of stories by interpreting the causal relationships presented in stories that
people tell. Additionally, the focus is on competitive beliefs, therefore, the specific relevant

differences across consumers are the differences in their beliefs.

Thompson, (1997) states that the data collection of said stories may be done ethnographically
because understanding the meanings that are expressed in stories often requires greater
knowledge of the context in which the stories are told. However, as stated earlier, online

discussions provide an easily accessible source of data that has previously been difficult to
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access, therefore, the optimal data collection method, in this case, is netnography (Kozinets,
2010).

De Valck et al., (2009, p. 197) define netnography as “a new qualitative research methodology
that adapts ethnographic research techniques to the study of cultures and communities
emerging through electronic networks” meaning that the focus is on observations of a specific
place, and in the case of electronic networks, this means online communities that can be found,

for example, on various online forums or social media.

The reason why a netnography is beneficial is that a netnography can uniquely access the
meanings expressed in narratives and discourse. Meanings that are expressed can be contextual,
and in this thesis, that context is of specific importance to the research questions. If the aim is
to understand the interplay of competitive belief environments, i.e., the context, and narrative
persuasion, a netnography that considers the contextual environment of a community allows
observing meanings within the context in which they are situated, thus, answering what role

those meanings have in relation to the specific environment.
The context or platform in the case of online communities may define various meanings...

A netnographic study also provides the opportunity to see how people engage with the stories
within a natural everyday setting. According to opinion dynamics researchers (Chong &
Druckman, 2010; Tan et al., 2016), this engagement should be studied based on the meanings
behind how people speak both in favour of and against a specific opinion, therefore, a
netnography is beneficial since online communities contain a great deal of both (Bilazarian,
2020; Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Tan et al., 2016).

Kozinets posits that there are 6 parts of this observational research called netnography.

First, a researcher finds the right online community to study. According to Kozinets (2010,
p.89), this community must be “relevant, active, interactive, substantial, heterogeneous, and
data-rich.” Vegan stories in the vegan and anti-vegan communities on YouTube proved to be

an optimal source for this thesis, but this will be elaborated on in a later section.

The second and the sixth part that Kozinets presents, entrée and research representation
respectively will not be included in this thesis. Although Kozinets (2010) argues that the

researcher should participate actively in the community, in this case, | elect to limit this. | chose
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to participate as if |1 were a silent viewer, which is in fact true of most participants. This is a
more passive perspective to netnography and is fittingly called passive netnography (Costello
etal., 2017; Loanzon et al., 2013). In this case, | take a passive netnography perspective since
Loanzon et al., (2013) states that polarized contexts may be better suited to passive netnography
because people may act differently if they know they are being studied, therefore, a silent
observer position is preferred. Additionally, contacting the people in the communities proves
impossible — the vloggers are too famous, and commenters are active and inactive to varying
degrees. Therefore, a passive approach is also more practical. Costello et al., (2017) also point
that in exploratory research, participating in the community may not be necessary because that
level of depth to understanding the community may not be relevant to answering the research
questions. This proved to be the case in this thesis as well. The amount of content is vast,
therefore, the observations provided by the passive approach were sufficient. Further depth to

the observations may be a source for future studies.

In the third part, data is then collected through observing the discourse and behaviour of those
in the community. As stated, this research will be passive observation — silently observing the
stories that people tell and seeing how others respond to those stories. This thesis requires
observing with an open mind, not being connected to any single belief. It is not of interest who
is right or wrong about their belief. Instead, the focus is solely on the dynamics at play, such
as what stories are told, what the persuasion links are, how they are told, what people respond
to, how they respond, how they interact with one another, and what roles they take in the

discourse.

In the fourth part, data is analysed. For this thesis, the analysis is focused on persuasion link
analysis — identifying the cause-and-effect relationships of the narratives and interpreting what
meanings said cause and effect relationships portray. Then analysing the community
participation by identifying what roles different commenters take in support and opposition of
the narrative and how they go about supporting or opposing the story, with a specific focus on

what meanings they discuss and how they treat those meanings.

Of the fifth part of maintaining ethical standards, one detail must be highlighted. A notable
ethical concern that I as well as others (Roy et al., 2015) believe in is that anonymity must be
respected unless permission is otherwise granted. Since in this case it is not feasible to get
permission due to the popularity of the vloggers and the variation in how active specific

commenters are, | elect to maintain absolute anonymity for all vloggers and commenters with
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anonymous identifiers, such as age or gender as they are available, and if not, then letter

identifiers such as commenter A, commenter B and so on.

3.3. Data source: Vegan and Ex-vegan stories on YouTube

As stated earlier, Vegan and Ex-vegan story videos of Vegan and Ex-vegan communities
respectively on YouTube provide a great source to study since they fit the requirements set by
Kozinets (2010, p.89) that it must be “relevant, active, interactive, substantial, heterogeneous,
and data-rich.” Here I will elaborate on how these two opposing communities were found and

how they fit the requirements of Kozinets.

For this thesis, the research question is a question of meaning, therefore, a relevant community
had to be centred around something that people find meaningful to themselves. Such topics
include, for instance, politics, religious beliefs, and identity. Also, the source had to contain
stories that people can then discuss amongst others. A google search into website options
showed that notable websites in which this dynamic is possible are forums like Reddit or
Suomi24 as well as video-based sites like YouTube. In this case, YouTube provided the best
source because it contains longer and more in-depth individual narratives than other websites,
thus making the stories more data-rich. These narratives also had larger comment sections that
discussed that specific narrative without veering too much from that specific topic. Thus, these
communities were more data-rich than the ones found on other sites since there were more
comments and they were all specifically relevant to the specific story, which was not always

the case with Reddit for example, in which there were more irrelevant off-topic comments.

Next, | searched for meaningful topics on YouTube based around politics, religious beliefs,
and identity in which people told personal stories with the added note that there had to be
oppositional stories made by people with differences in opinion. It was also preferred that the
opposing sides would both be significant in size in terms of views and comments since that

would increase the amount of available data.

Vegan and Ex-vegan story videos of Vegan and Ex-vegan communities proved to fit the

requirements of Kozinets the best. These communities are relevant because they are directly
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opposite in their beliefs; one side is in favour of veganism, while the other is opposed to
veganism. Therefore, they can be considered competitive, so it is a relevant source to
investigate competitive beliefs. Veganism also provides particularly meaningful stories, and
therefore relevant and rich data, because it is a belief that can be connected to one’s identity
and core moral values. Also, the communities are similarly large, active, and interactive with
videos ranging from hundreds of thousands of views up to millions and comments also in the
tens of thousands. The vegan and ex-vegan communities are both distinct having specific
unifying beliefs surrounding veganism, yet they are heterogeneous because YouTube is a
global platform that appeals to many ages, demographics, beliefs, and locations. However,

most relevant for this thesis was that there was a range of expressed beliefs in the comments.

These vegan and ex-vegan stories also fit the requirements of Thompson’s (1997) framework
since it requires multiple stories, of which there are hundreds on YouTube, and which is why
YouTube is the perfect site for this study. Thompson’s (1997) framework is also centred around
consumption practices; therefore, the consumption or non-consumption of animal products also
fits.

Videos were chosen according to the most viewed results to the search terms “My Vegan Story”
for the pro-vegan stories, and “No longer Vegan” as well as “Ex vegan story” for the anti-vegan
stories, with four videos chosen for both viewpoints. To answer the research question
sufficiently, it is preferable to investigate videos that represent the most well-known narratives,
i.e., the most viewed videos, because they will likely have a greater presence or influence in
the overall discourse compared to videos with fewer views. Consequently, this means that the

competition of beliefs would likely be more influenced by the more viewed videos as well.

A total of 8 videos, 4 vegan and 4 ex-vegan videos were chosen, because with that amount, the
various expressed meanings in the videos began to repeat themselves, and thus, a greater
sample size would not have benefitted this particular study. The entire comment sections were
read of every video with a focus on the top comments, as they are the ones that most people
read. Videos that did not adhere to the characteristics of narratives were not included. Also, as
the responses were an integral part of this study, videos that had comments turned off were not

included.
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4. Findings

All the narratives are stories of personal experiences told in a vlog format by the vloggers
themselves, told in a manner typical for YouTube vlogs; the vlogger is sat in the centre of the
camera’s frame with no other points of focus than the vlogger. There are no diagrams, or other
visuals (apart from some pictures of themselves prior to going vegan and after), just a person

telling their story.

4.1. Persuasion link analysis

The meanings that emerged through the persuasion links were distinctly connected to health

consequences, both in pro-vegan and anti-vegan narratives.

4.1.1. Pro-vegan health link

“...1 found the whole food vegan lifestyle. I started incorporating cooked
high carb vegan foods ... into my day and ... I started to feel really amazing.
Since eating this way my fitness has gone through the roof; I've overcome
Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, | used to have no energy at all because | was
suffering from low thyroid function, depression, Irritable Bowel Syndrome,
Acne on my face and my shoulders and my chest and my back, and | was very
depressed. Now | have plenty of energy, | am cycling mountains all around
the world, I'm running a 5K running race in like under 20 minutes whereas
I was running it in over 30 minutes at one stage... so I just feel amazing like
| just want to move, and | wish someone had told me about this lifestyle 30

years ago.” - Woman late 20’s (vegan)

This vlogger’s persuasion link is clear. She incorporates veganism into her diet and the vast list
of negative health issues seemingly goes away as a consequence. Not only that, but she also
gains a wide list of beneficial attributes, such as running ability (athletic performance in

general), high energy, and overall fitness. She makes the link between veganism and positive
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consequences explicit through statements like “since eating this way (referring to veganism)”,
which highlights that it is specifically veganism that produced the positive health effects, and
“I wish someone had told me about this lifestyle 30 years ago” which again highlights veganism

as the cause of her good health.

For context, this core persuasion link is the same for all the pro-vegan videos, and all the
following excerpts that are presented have that same backdrop behind them. The vlogger is in
poor health in some manner (this varies), finds veganism, then becomes healthy and the specific
poor health that they mention goes away. There is no sense of trying to hide the persuasive
intent in this video or any of the other videos either. They are open with expressing that
veganism is good and it is not only the narrative content but also the presentation that highlights
that.

“Before going vegan... Healthwise I did not feel good in my body, I had very
low energy, I had no motivation to exercise, I was thin but I wasn'’t fit. 1
didn’t have the vitality that I have now... Now [ feel better than I ever have

in my whole life.” - Woman early 30’s (vegan)

This vlogger focuses mainly on energy and highlights her improved vitality as a result of going
vegan by presenting the story in an energetic manner; she speaks loudly, fast, and with a big
smile. It is not just about the content of the narrative but about how she presents herself and
thus maintaining consistency between the story and the storyteller. The consequence of good
health is essentially shown to the viewer in addition to telling it. She even shows some photos

of herself in bikinis to further drive home the point that she is in good health.

The persuasive intent is clear even for those videos that do not show their health in such a way.
They may speak and tell their stories in natural tones but regardless, from a narrative persuasion
point of view, the persuasion link is enough to count as persuading in favour of veganism
because there is no other explanation given for what caused the improvement in health and
because the positive health follows directly after the change of diet. Additionally, the vloggers
leave little room for interpretation because they always proceed to make their point of view
explicit.

“Going vegan has totally changed my life. If I wasn't, I probably would be
cynical, depressed, [ probably wouldn’t be able to keep a job because I would
probably have such bad (laughs) diarrhoea.” - Woman late 20’s (vegan)
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Here the claim is made outright. Veganism has changed her life. Then she supports that point
by listing negative consequences that may have happened if she were not a vegan, therefore,

equating non-vegan diets as potentially detrimental, at least to her.

The fact that the vloggers make the claim that veganism is good explicit in some similar way
shows a clear sign of intent. They do not want anyone to interpret the story in any other way
than that it was veganism that produced the positive health effects. They want people to know
that veganism is good, which is why they are telling their stories and why they are making
videos. This is a point that is almost stated in one of the previous quotes. “I wish someone had
told me about this lifestyle 30 years ago.” There the vlogger implies that she is doing what she
wished someone had done for her. This is a sentiment shared by other vloggers as well. Another
vlogger (Woman early 40s, vegan) states that she is “a leader” and a “helper” to “get you where
you need to go.” This is in reference to getting people to become vegans. She identifies herself
as a guide and a recruiter for the pro-vegan cluster almost like a kind of ambassador for

veganism.

These different vloggers essentially are and identify themselves as active agents within the
Youtube environment, aiming to support the belief that veganism is good.

Interestingly, however, some simultaneously downplay their own narratives. This seems to be
contrary to their active pursuit of presenting veganism as healthy. One vlogger places a great

deal of emphasis on the fact that her story is just her personal experience.

“I'm not a health coach, dietician, or nutritionist. I'm just sharing my

experiences.” - Woman late 30’s (vegan)

It appears that she is trying to diminish her experience as evidence that veganism is healthy by
highlighting a separation between her with “just” her experience and those who might speak
with more scientific credibility. However, it may not be that she is diminishing her experience
but is rather creating separation between a science-based argument and her story, and thus,
would mitigate any influence of a science-based counterargument. Her insistence on making
sure the audience thinks of her story as just her personal experience, which does not apply to
everyone, indicates that she at least believes that such an approach to interpreting her story
would lead to more positive persuasive outcomes or that such an approach leads to other

benefits to how her story is received. This altogether shows that she has constructed her
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message strategically and that there is at least some awareness of potential counterarguments

by a potential opposition.

4.1.2. Anti-vegan health link

The meanings that emerged through the persuasion links of the anti-vegans were also connected
to health concerns, however, the health consequences of veganism in these stories were

presented as negative.

“November 2014, | stopped eating fish, November December | stopped
eating eggs and cottage cheese and I went on a vegan diet... two days before
New Year's it's minus seven degrees outside, | shit myself for the first time in
my adult life ... it was horrible  went home on the train everything smelled...
2 days later | got pneumonia for the first time in my life. Because of the cold
| probably almost died. That's how | spent my New Year's. Everything hurt |
could hardly breathe...”- Man late 20’s (ex-vegan)

Here this vlogger’s persuasion link is clear. He incorporates veganism into his diet and a vast
list of negative health issues follows seemingly as a consequence of his diet. Phrases like “I
almost died” and “I could hardly breathe” create a sense of immediate danger, which presents
that he could not continue being a vegan without risk to his own life. For context, this core
persuasion link — in which the vlogger finds veganism, then faces a variety of serious health
issues — is the same for all the anti-vegan videos, and all the following excerpts that are
presented have that same backdrop behind them. There is no sense of trying to hide the
persuasive intent in this video or any of the other videos either. They are open with expressing

that veganism is bad and they even make their claims explicit.

The previous vlogger makes the link between veganism and poor health explicit through
statements like “you don't get b12 and all of those water-soluble vitamins. You end up... ill
because in nature there would be no way to live like that (referring to veganism) and now we
kind of survive but we miss all of these nutrients” which highlights that it was specifically

veganism that produced his negative health effects.
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Typically, the various anti-vegan vloggers also explain how they stopped being vegan.

“We (vlogger and her boyfriend who were vegan at the time) went to the
doctor (because of poor health), and he said we needed to eat more protein
and eat less fibre and to either eat fish and meat or take antibiotics. | was
like, I'm not doing that. I'm not eating animal products... (takes
antibiotics)... Eventually the antibiotics stopped working. I had come so far,
I wasn’t going to question the vegan diet. Since it had only helped me from
where | was you know. We went to several doctors and dieticians. They all
said we needed to change our diet. Tim (her boyfriend) started eating chicken
and that gave him some great results... (all his symptoms went away) ... I
was happy... but I was devastated. I couldn’t believe this was the only thing
that helped him. Another doctor said | should change my diet including
adding in fish and eggs... So, eventually I started eating fish and eggs... and

| just felt better immediately.” - Woman late 20’s (ex-vegan)

Here the vlogger uses authority figures, i.e., doctors and dieticians, as catalysts that guided her
towards the seemingly only solution, which was eating animal products. She explains how she
explored all kinds of options and notes that none worked. Her focus in exploring the options is
on building a sense of the copious amounts of effort that she took to try and make veganism
work. The statement “this was the only thing that helped him” highlights that they did not have
other options. This may make the switch away from veganism more acceptable to the audience
since the other option is to live with poor health. Also, as a consequence, the link that veganism
produced the health issues and that animal products remove them is significantly more
pronounced because it was specifically animal products that helped and what directly follows
is that veganism was the problem.

From a narrative persuasion point of view, the persuasion link is enough to count as persuading
against veganism because there is no other explanation given for what caused the health issues

and because the positive health follows directly after the change of diet away from veganism.

Much like the pro-vegan narratives, the anti-vegan narratives do not leave room for
interpretation with statements like “I stopped being vegan because over a long period of time,
my health declined and it was clearly linked to my diet because | figured it out, | went to a

doctor...” (Woman late 20’s, ex-vegan). The fact that each vlogger makes the claim explicit in
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some similar way shows a clear sign of intent. They do not want anyone to interpret the story
in any other way than that it was veganism that produced the negative health effects. They want
people to know that veganism is bad, which is why they are telling their stories and why they
are making videos. This is a point that is even stated in one of the narratives.

“All right everyone, it's time to tell my ex-vegan story and why | make these anti-vegan
videos.” Here the vlogger labels himself as “anti-vegan” and distinctly states that he opposes
veganism. This is a sentiment shared by other vloggers as well. Another vlogger states that she
thinks that “the vegan community has become very toxic (in reference to their treatment of
non-vegans)” (Woman late 20’s, ex-vegan) and that she hopes to instead encourage “love and
understanding.” It is implied there that she encourages love and understanding through her
vlogs, which happen to be opposed to veganism. Thus, it can be interpreted that she considers
active opposition to veganism a good thing and that she identifies herself as someone who is at
least trying to change the vegan community to become more accepting of non-vegan diets, in
effect supporting the anti-vegan cluster to remain non-vegan. These anti-vegan vloggers are

therefore active agents, trying to support non-vegans and oppose vegans.

Yet, despite all this, they all proceed to downplay their own narratives much like the pro-vegan
vloggers. One even says directly “I’m not blaming veganism.” (Woman late 20s, ex-vegan)
She says this even though, according to her story, she came to poor health after becoming vegan
and all her negative health consequences went away after switching to animal products after a
number of doctors told her she had to change her diet, and after saying she had to change her
diet because it was ruining her health. Naturally, the contrast between her words and her story
is clear; she claims not to blame veganism, yet her story does blame veganism. Another vliogger
states that “this is just my personal experience, and | am not a professional and | am not telling
you how to live, how to eat, how to be, I’m just sharing my journey.” (Woman early 20s, ex-
vegan) From the given tone and context, it may be interpreted that the vliogger is pleading to
the audience to think of her story as solely a personal experience that does not apply to everyone
just as with the pro-vegan narratives. The pleading nature implies that the vliogger hopes to
influence the audience’s response in some way — possibly hoping that the audience does not

argue against her.

This shows that these vloggers understand that there are those who might oppose their story
and that the vloggers construct their message strategically in order to mitigate the influence of

that opposition.
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4.1.3. Connected oppositional links

It has been clear that the pro-vegan vloggers identify themselves as vegans and that the ex-
vegans identify themselves, at least to a degree, as being oppositional to veganism. However,
the videos and the narratives do not exist in isolation. There are many videos on YouTube, and
it is clear that viewers have the opportunity to watch those videos since there are recommended
videos that appear on the side of each video that relate to what the viewer is watching. It is not
surprising then that the different videos address the general cultural narratives surrounding
veganism present on YouTube that can be identified from other videos, and specifically the
points of those with opposing views. Therefore, there are commonalities in the narratives of
the opposing groups and oppositional persuasion links, i.e., links that address points raised by
the opposition. This means that in their narratives the pro-vegans address some points that ex-

vegans raise in their narratives and vice versa.

Consider the narrative persuasion link in the pro-vegan videos that veganism produces good
health. Obviously, the narrative persuasion link of the anti-vegans is oppositional to this pro-
vegan persuasion link since the anti-vegans present the opposite that veganism produces bad
health. However, the anti-vegans also create a persuasion link which explains why the pro-

vegans feel positive health outcomes in their narratives.

“Before going vegan I ate the standard American diet of processed food and
fast food. Then, when I became vegan, everything changed... in a way
veganism enhanced and saved my life... so to consider eating something that
wasn’t vegan to me wasn’t even an option. And I think this is a common
theme in the vegan community. A lot of us have become vegan coming from
a really shit diet. And so, cutting a lot of crap out and replacing it with plant
food allowed for so many benefits... and to allow for a lot of symptoms to

release and go away.” - \WWoman late 20’s (ex-vegan)

This vlogger explains the common persuasion links of pro-vegans and creates an opposing
explanation for why it exists. She goes on to describe a sense of tunnel vision that she felt while

being vegan once her health began to deteriorate. She claims the change to veganism increased
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the amount of nutrients she received because veganism forced her to stop eating fast food.
However, according to her story, this improvement was short-lived because of the restrictive
nature of veganism and the negative consequences of it come with a delay. But due to the diet
having positive effects first, her belief formed that the diet must be good, and the negative
consequences that followed afterwards must have been due to something else. It was only after
several doctors advised her to eat some animal products and after eating meat that this belief

broke down for her.

The narrative persuasion link is therefore the following: she ate fast food, then a switch to
veganism made her eat a healthier diet — her health improved from the switch — however, over
time she felt negative health effects and adding animal products improved her health. This
narrative persuasion link implies that the positive health consequences are temporary and that
it is the general switch in diet and not veganism that produces the positive health effects. This
link is described directly and through sentences like “I think this is a common theme in the
vegan community,” the opposition is addressed in a general way. She essentially says directly
that vegan narratives commonly contain this link. Her narrative, therefore, addresses the vegan

narratives.

Investigating the vegan narratives shows that this link reflects the narratives of the pro-vegans
since most of them present in the beginnings of their narratives how bad their diets were. E.g.,
“Before I was vegan, I was a meat eater. [ would have pizza, French fries... I was eating so
much cheese, so much cream.” (Woman early 40’s, vegan) This shows that the anti-vegan
vlogger is creating her narrative to counter common themes in vegan narratives and that her

narrative does not operate in isolation.
The pro-vegan vloggers in turn address this anti-vegan persuasion link in their narratives.

“I actually fell off... the vegan wagon and I'm like "this doesn't work" you
know | started to... felt good initially, but then | started to feel bad, but it was
because | wasn't eating enough, and I thought it was because of protein but
it ended up being not enough carbohydrates, so | was starving myself

essentially.” - Woman late 20’s (vegan)

This vlogger mirrors the previous anti-vegan persuasion link of eventual bad health after a
momentary bout of good health. However, in her story, she ends up finding a different type of

vegan diet and that ends up working for her. In effect the story presents that veganism does
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work, it simply requires effort. Similar sentiments of effort, as well as a sense of determination,
are echoed in other videos. One vlogger tells how after she cheated on the vegan diet during a
holiday, her bad health returned. Then she says that “something really clicked for me. This
whole plant-based thing has to be all in. I needed to be committed.” This creates a persuasion
link that the delayed negative health is a matter of a lack of commitment, effort, and sometimes

a consequence of cheating on the diet.
Again, this effort persuasion link is countered by the opposition.

“I have been that person saying to people o/ they 're just not doing it right
or they just didn’t try hard enough. Of course, veganism works for everyone
they just didn’t give it a good enough go... there was always an excuse, and
| was never understanding of people’s situations... For the first few months
1 felt a lot of shame a lot of guilt. I felt like 1'd failed. I felt like I completely
lost my self-identity. I didn’t know who I was without veganism... Then [
realized, If I don’t have my health, I don’t have anything. And | have to put
that first. | was so afraid what other people would think that it was
controlling me, and I wasn'’t listening to myself, I wasn'’t listening to my
body.” - Woman late 20’s (ex-vegan)

Through statements such as “I have been that person saying to people oh they’re just not doing
it right” the vlogger directly speaks to the pro-vegan narrative of effort. She effectively
reframes the effort link as a negative through feelings of guilt and inadequacy. As the story
presents that her health had deteriorated significantly, this guilt towards the only option that
worked to improve her health — i.e., not being a vegan anymore — produced negative
consequences of feeling like a failure and a loss of identity. Then she learned to appreciate the
value of her health more and the negative thoughts went away.

This kind of back and forth of persuasion links continues. The pro-vegan side bring forth a
moralistic counter to the focus on health. ... she (another vegan vlogger) said, and we don’t
want to hurt the cow do we? And somehow that just clicked for me... like do you want to
contribute to harm, or do you want to contribute to peace?” (Woman late 20’s, vegan) The
vlogger makes the link in the story that the morality of veganism helped her to stick with
veganism despite any difficulties as morality is presented to supersede everything else and that

she would never switch from veganism because of that. The anti-vegan vloggers address this
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by highlighting that they switched from a vegan diet to ethically produced animal products,

such as grass-fed beef and consequently their own moral needs were met in their narratives.

4.2. Dissecting the communities: supporters and opposers

The different YouTube communities in the comment sections participate in the discussion in a
limited number of ways. There are effectively three types of participants in these communities
apart from the vloggers themselves. The first group is those who participate by supporting the
vlogger, their video, and/or their narrative. The second group is those who participate in the
community by opposing the vlogger, their video, and/or their narrative. Finally, in response to
said opposition, a third group combats the opposition and defends the vlioggers/belief against

attacks which may on occasion spark heated debates.

4.2.1. Support of the persuasion links and gratitude for rooting for your team

To anyone looking at the comment sections of the videos, the comments appear like a wall of
praise and thanks. Relatively shallow comments are left as kind of quick positive notes by
many commenters, such as, “Nice video” or “Love your story”. These little comments show
that many do not actively participate much. They quickly comment and then go on to watch
other videos. Even if people reply to them, they may not reply back. Although these comments
do not say much, they do voice positive support for the vlogger and because such comments

are easy to write, the bulk of the comments end up being positively toned.

There is also a sense of gratitude that many speak to. Comments like “Thank you for your
videos, you are so inspiring!!!” or “Thank you. Those are the only words | know to describe
how incredibly grateful I am for (the vlogger’s name)” posit that what the vlogger vlogs is a
seemingly positive influence on the commenters’ lives. But this gratitude is not only limited to
personal benefits. Comments, such as “Thank you for supporting veganism” or “You give so

much to this community (referring to the vegan community)”, portray gratitude beyond some
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personal benefits accrued. They show gratitude for the support of the belief in veganism.
Effectively there is gratitude for the support that the vloggers give the belief side, whether it is

pro or anti-vegan.

This praise and thanks, despite how polarizing this topic is, shows that there is no surprise of
what point of view each story takes. This lack of surprise shows that every commenter has a
good understanding of what the point of view of each video is even before watching the video.
Naturally, the thumbnails and titles of each video signal what the perspective will be. Also,
many of the viewers may be subscribers to the specific channels, which means that they likely
enjoy the vloggers’ previous similarly themed videos as well. The viewers’ support appears in

two types of comments.

In particular, commenters express gratitude that the vloggers have persuaded others to be part
of whatever belief they are speaking to with comments like “you already convinced so many
people to go vegan and that's all that counts. love u.” However, there is no actual mention of
anyone having changed their mind specifically because of any narrative. There are some
comments that indicate that they have been inspired to become vegan because of the videos,
such as, “Wow. I think I'm done wavering. 2019 is the year of no more failures!!! It's a choice.
I'm making it today and everyday!” However, the comments portray that the commenters
believed in the specific point of view already, and there is no sense that anyone has been

persuaded from the opposing anti-vegan point of view.

The second type of supporting comment is the reaffirmation of the persuasion links in the
narratives. People effectively either tell their own similar stories in which the same persuasion
link as in the vlogger’s narrative is repeated and/or they simply make the persuasion link

explicit by stating it outright.

“Thank you for your honesty! | also became super weak and ill trying the
raw vegan diet. My energy, brain function, libido and even my periods
stopped. Everything came back to normal once | started to eat meat again.
Veganism really isn't sustainable. 1 can see people(s’) health slowly
declining after they start the vegan diet but they don't want to admit it. They
are in complete denial as they have been brainwashed like | was. It is sad to
watch. | just hope they will realize it some day before things gets really
bad...” — (Commenter A)
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In this comment the commenter reflects the persuasion link in the video narrative, which is that
a switch to veganism produced bad health consequences and a switch away from veganism
removed the negative health consequences. The commenter then makes the link explicit by
speaking to the decline of peoples’ health in a more general way. This reference to the
persuasion link is, however, not simply restricted to the narratives of the video alone. The
comment of denial and being brainwashed does not refer to the specific video’s persuasion link
but the persuasion link of other narratives on the platform or in cultural discourse at large. In
this specific video this topic of denial was not discussed. Instead, it is a feature of other videos.
This shows that the people in these communities speak to a wider spectrum of narratives within
the greater cultural discourse, and thus, that they are aware of other youtubers making different

videos with slightly different narratives.

Notably, the act of supporting through commenting — which is a form of communication —
indicates that people do not only watch for themselves, but they also support the belief in a
wider social context with the understanding that support for the belief is beneficial and worth
taking the time and effort to partake in, be they through vague platitudes or detailed
reaffirmations of the persuasion links. And since the support comes through communication,
the benefit should be social because communication is social. Regardless, this shows that this

supporting of the vlogger is an important part of the viewing experience for some.

4.2.2. Opposition of the persuasion links and the banana incident

It seems at first that there is not much conflict in these communities with those of the
oppositional point of view because the positive comments appear to drown out everything else,
as if to hide any negative discourse. There are, however, opposing commenters in the comment

sections and they direct their opposition towards the narratives’ persuasion links.

“I've been ehh...mostly vegan for just over 6 years now. | never had any of
these problems. In fact, my tummy troubles went away after eating this
way.” — (Commenter B)
This commenter for example opposes the persuasion link presented in an ex-vegan narrative

that veganism produces negative health effects and instead posits their own experience of the
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opposite occurring and essentially presents their own counter-narrative with the persuasion link

that they became vegan and then their stomach problems went away, i.e., their health improved.

Another more aggressive version of opposing a persuasion link is the personal attack. Some

commenters, for instance, question the appearance of vegan vloggers.

“Why do you have bug eyes now? Before veganism you did not have big
sunken eyes.....your skin was better too.” — (Commenter C)
Such comments oppose the persuasion link that veganism produces positive health
consequences by directing to contradictory evidence. If a person looks unhealthy, the claimed
health benefits come to question. In effect, this brings into question the validity of the
storyteller’s narrative of positive health through an inconsistency between what is said (health
has improved) versus what is seen (looks unhealthy).

These oppositional comments also direct the opposition beyond the specific vlogger.

“She was not dying. She was undereating. Like every other "ex vegan" on
this site.” — (Commenter D)
The commenter opposes the persuasion link that veganism produced negative health effects for
the vlogger by positing that the problem wasn’t veganism but that she ate too little, effectively
questioning her honesty, and then paints all the ex-vegans on the platform with the same brush.
Such community members show clear understanding of the opposition, and they connect their
opposition not only towards the specific vlogger but to the entire group, just like this
commenter did through the phrase “like every other ex vegan on this site”. Anti-vegan

commenters also refer to vegans as a group in their opposition.

“Vegans really bother the shit out of me”. — (Commenter E)

They show a sense of grouping in that they group people together and attribute things to
everyone in that group. The commenter E did not say some specific vegan bothered them, but
that every vegan bothered them. This shows an understanding of the opposition and then the
attack on that opposition shows that the commenter wants to degrade the opposition in some
way. A pro-vegan commenter take this even further as they expand their opposition to everyone

who is not a vegan.

“It frustrates me that people are so stubborn about giving up animal
products”. — (Commenter F)
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By using the word “people” the commenter paints all those who do not believe in veganism
with the negative attribute of stubbornness. The commenter essentially posits that the wider
opposition is in a sense being unreasonable due to their stubbornness, which denigrates any
point that the opposition may have to legitimize still eating animal products.

But because these opposing comments are drowned out by the positive supporting comments,
here is a strong contrast between them and everyone else in the community, which makes them
seem like they do not belong and that they are an outside influence distinctly rooting for a
different team.

There is one instance in which it seems like it is the community itself that opposes the viogger
and the point of view that they are presenting. The vlogger is a previous pro-vegan vlogger and
essentially “comes out” as having quit veganism due to the negative health consequences that
she faced, according to her story, because of veganism.

“What do you expect if you only eat bananas for a month?”
— (Commenter G)

“Says the girl who made a whole video series about only eating bananas and kale” —
(Commenter H)
The vlogger is well known for having tried restrictive diets because she made videos of those
extreme diets, so her story appears to the commenters as inconsistent because the story presents
veganism in general as restrictive even though it is known that she had taken the vegan diet to
extremes — this makes the commenters feel that she is being dishonest and therefore it appears
to be more acceptable to critique her story. It is her own community itself that turns on her,
possibly because she used to make pro-vegan videos, which likely built a very pro-vegan

audience.

I will call this the banana incident for reference. Interestingly, this banana incident is appears
to be so well-known in the YouTube vegan environment that it is referenced in the comment

sections of other videos to oppose the persuasion links of those other narratives.

“The ones that think only eating kale and bananas will absolutely get
malnourished and have severe health problems. If you however eat a lot of
beans, veggies, healthy grains, some fruit and all other stuff that keeps you

healthy, nothing should go wrong.” — (Commenter 1)
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This comment appears in a separate video, however, the specific reference to “kale and
bananas” has nothing to do with that specific video. It is also too specific to just be a non-
referential statement. It is clear that it is at least a reference to something that is not in that
video. Due to the connection between the banana incident and the specific details of “kale and
bananas” and the malnourishment, which results from restrictive diets, it is most likely that the
commenter is referring to the banana incident directly, although this is not definite. But even if
it is not a reference to the incident, the statement “the ones that think” shows that the person is
aware of some other people referred to as “ones” on the platform with narratives that fit the
subsequent claim of eating bananas and kale and then becoming malnourished with “severe
health problems.” This commenter is, in effect, not viewing and interpreting the narratives as
separate entities, but as a collective of narratives and discourse containing the persuasion link
of veganism producing negative health effects that he/she then undermines by stating that
eating a large variety of things will “keep you healthy”, which is opposite to the anti-vegan

health persuasion link.

4.2.3. Defending the vlogger from the opposition

The third type of participant in these communities is the active defender who tries to thwart the
opposition. In these vegan and anti-vegan communities there appear to be three different ways
of doing this defence. The first being to attack a kind of assumed opposition; the second, to

attack specific oppositional comments; and the third, to engage in active debating.

“So many people here are incredibly judgmental and rude to someone who
is clearly suffering from this decision.” — (Commenter J)
This comment is not directed towards anyone and comes across as quite odd. This is because
when you look at the comments, these “judgemental and rude” comments that the commenter
refers to are almost nowhere to be seen. Rather than referring to anything specific, it seems as
if the commenter is in effect blocking potential attacks from the opposition rather than actual
realized attacks. This seems like an effort to gain sympathy for the vlogger and potentially
portray any opposition as having bad attributes in some sense, such as being rude or
judgemental. This could be called a strawman, because the commenter creates a negative

representation of the opposition, despite not referring to any real specific opposer. However,
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there are instances in other videos of people being directly abusive, therefore, it may simply
refer to the cultural and social judgement and rudeness within the larger ecosystem that similar

individuals have experienced.

The next type of defence is that the community members defend the vlogger and their belief
position directly through short replies to specific opposing comments. Continuing with
rudeness, as someone comments against the appearance of a vlogger’s health, some community

members jump to the rescue with comments like

“It’s called aging and weight loss” — (Commenter K)

or

“You are rude. She looks good.” — (Commenter L)

Such comments shame the opposing commenter within the community and portray the
opposing attacker as foolish and behaving improperly. The “It’s called” comment is a sarcastic
off-hand in the English language to indicate that what is said is supposed to be obvious, yet the
opposing commenter is oblivious to it, and therefore, foolish. These comments are defending
against the attempt to undermine the persuasion link of the vliogger — that veganism produces
positive health —which the opposing commenter does by pointing to the inconsistency between
what the vlogger says and the visual evidence. The defenders either deny the inconsistency by
saying “She looks good” or they present an alternative reason for the difference in appearance

by pointing to “aging and weight loss.”

Another defence that emerges against specific opposing comments is noting a kind of

inviolability of personal experience.

“This is just her personal experience” — (Commenter M)

It is as if there is a sense that any opposition towards the narrative itself is not allowed because
an account of personal experience must be considered true, and thus, that personal experience
cannot be questioned. If you argue against the story, you are in effect arguing against
someone’s experience, which comes across as accusing them as being dishonest. An attack on

the story is, therefore, an attack on the storyteller.

Conversely, since the vlogger involved in the banana incident is deemed by the community to

be dishonest because of the difference between what the vlogger says and what the community
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knows of her, this personal experience defence does not emerge in the comments, even though

it is used in the narrative itself by the vlogger.

Next, the interactions may then turn into debates if the opposing commenter replies back to the
defensive comments. For instance, as someone comments that one of the ex-vegans received

hate for quitting veganism, a debate ensues.

“Yea cause she's killing innocent beings unnecessarily, if she killed her dog
and ate it, she'd get hate too, only difference is she's paying someone else to

do it and it's a different animal.” — (Commenter N)

“if eating them is the only thing that has restored her health then it's not
unnecessary...s(h)e needs these animal nutrients...her life and well-being
matters too, and she should not damage herself for animals . — (Commenter
0)

“The doctor said that she could take Supplements and didn’t need to eat

animal products”. — (Commenter N)

In this debate, the defender of the vliogger reiterates the experiences that the vlogger spoke of,
in this case the negative health effects. However, the opposing commenter here reframes the
story that the vlogger could have taken supplements but chose not to. What happens next is
that the community shifts away from a rational discussion framed by the opposition. Instead,
they begin to label the oppositional commenter with the negative attributes seen of the entirety

of the opposition.
“Why are vegan people so aggressive on meat eaters? ” — (Commenter P)

“Veganism is a cult. This is why there’s always harsh treatment for those

that leave the cult. Including shunning the individual.” — (Commenter Q)

These commenters speak in terms of all vegans and paint them as aggressive and cult-like,
consequently implying that the specific opposing commenter is included in this. There is the
oppressed class “meat eaters” and “those who leave the cult” referring to people who stop being
vegan. This paints the commenters’ side as the victims of the negative actions of the opposition.

Yet, these implied insults do not discourage the opposing commenter.
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“nah its because she's spreading ignorance ” — (Commenter N)

As a consequence, the defenders of the vlogger become more directly aggressive, and they
begin to shame the opposition out of the discussion.

“you are nothing more than a Troll, and anything you say is no longer

valid.” — (Commenter P)
“Typical vegan trait Imao” — (Commenter R)

Comments like “anything you say is no longer valid” shows a desire from the defender to
silence the opposing commenter, rather than to continue a rational debate. This in fact works.

As these sorts of comments accumulate, the opposing commenters leave and stop replying.

4.3. Summary of findings

In summary of the findings, the focus of the narratives is on health consequences — the different
sides have opposite persuasion links; one presents veganism as causing positive and the other
negative health consequences. The storytellers aka the vloggers make their points explicit,
which shows a greater level of intent to persuade. Yet, they highlight that the story is only their
own personal experience and may even contradict the narrative by stating that they are not

making cause and effect connections that they are making.

The persuasion links of different stories connect but also add to one another. They create new

narratives that counter the opposition’s narratives directly and this back and forth continues.

The community then practices discourse around these narratives. Three distinct types of

commenters emerge: supporters, opposers, and defenders.

The supporters inundate the comment section with positive messaging and a great deal of
gratitude. Additionally, they reiterate the persuasion links of the specific narrative by relating

their own experiences as similar.

The opposition counter the narrative by commenting their own counter-narratives and

importantly by undermining the persuasion links through questioning the honesty of the
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presented experience as presented, for example, questioning a vegan’s health by noting that

they do not look healthy.

The opposition often feels like a distinct outside influence that does not belong in the
community as there is such a stark contrast between them and the rest of the community.
However, in one instance — the banana incident — the community turns on the vlogger and the
commenters highlighted the dishonesty of the storyteller because the experience as presented

was deemed inconsistent with what was known of the vlogger.

This incident was so prolific that it appeared to extend to completely separate videos as a point
of reference. References to vegans or ex vegans with narratives other than the ones in the
specific videos shows that commenters and community members have an awareness of an
overall collective cultural discourse surrounding veganism and that they group the different
sides in separate boxes. It also shows that they do not think of the individual videos as separate

from that cultural discourse as they make connections with the narrative and other narratives.

The defenders pre-emptively defend the storyteller from the opposition based on expected
opposition. They also attack the opposition that makes themselves known through short
comments and on occasion engage in debates. However, these comments and debates are rarely
constructive, rather the defenders attempt to silence the opposition through various means, such
as shaming the opposition for arguing against someone’s experience, Which is held in a kind

of inviolable position.

Notably, people do not speak of being transported into the narratives. All the discourse is
centred around the narrative persuasion links within the wider YouTube vegan environment.

The different sides also paint each other as oppositional groups and refer to each other as such.
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5. General discussion

Notably, the vegan vs ex-vegan example fits the combined depiction of competitive belief
environments, which is not surprising because said framework simply combines features of

other somewhat well-established, although flawed, theories.

The two beliefs were opposed to one another and the stories and the commenters both went as
far as to present the opposition explicitly since they referred to them by name as “vegans” or
“ex-vegans” and sometimes more vaguely as “people” while still implying that those people
were the opposing side. There was a sense of understanding within the opposing communities
that they were competing in making their belief the cultural norm or at least increasing the
number of believers. The vloggers, for example, presented themselves as ambassadors or active
supporting agents for their respective belief, meaning they were trying to convince more people
to believe in the specific belief. This shows a stark contrast between the majority of TIM based
narrative persuasion research (e.g., Appel & Richter, 2010; van Laer et al., 2014), which
considers people as passive or isolated. People in these communities clearly had goals that they
actively pursued with the understanding that there were others with different beliefs and

different messages or narratives in the community and in other oppositional communities.

They both also actively opposed one another through strategically designed messaging, just as
counternarrative research implies (Bilazarian, 2020; van Eerten et al., 2017). For instance, the
persuasion links of the ex-vegans opposed the vegan persuasion link that veganism produces
positive health consequences. They did so by presenting the positive health consequences in
pro-vegan narratives as due to a switch from fast food to homemade meals. In addition, they
argue that the positive consequences are only temporary as nutrient deficiencies produce
negative health effects over time. As the presented solution is animal products, the ex-vegans

in effect simultaneously support their belief and undermine the opposition’s persuasion links.

Importantly, responses and discourse were also not only about opposition and counter
argumentation as some TIM research seems to indicate (e.g., Hamby et al., 2015; Nabi &
Green, 2015; Shen et al., 2015). Instead, there was a range of strategic messaging there as well,
with supporting messaging being perhaps the most expansive and prevalent. The quantity of

positive messages and their tone made it clear that supportive commenting was an important
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part of the experience of the persuasive narratives. Thus, ignoring this value of supporting
messaging in persuasion research could be said to be a significant failure. People also actively
defended the beliefs and narratives against opposing attacks which meant that counter
argumentation did not go unchallenged. If we consider persuasive outcomes, this should also
be considered more in future studies as from a competitive point of view, having defenders of
the belief could be considered a competitive advantage. The same could be said of having a

number of active supporters.

Indeed, the focus on counter argumentation in most research proves to be misguided when
considering the defending commenters, because within this competitive belief environment,
counterarguing the narratives seems to be a bad strategy. Defenders of the narrative retort that
the critic is denying the storyteller’s experience. Therefore, the critics instead wait for
commenters to make the narrative persuasion links explicit, then they argue against the explicit
claims. This shows that just because there is less counter argumentation directed towards the
story does not mean that there is any less intention to do so. Rather, the commenters understand

that other means of strategic opposition maintain better competitive advantages.

Nonetheless, in one video people did openly counterargue the video without receiving
immediate backlash. This was in the banana incident case where the storyteller’s personal
credibility and honesty came into question. This shows that attacking the narrative is seen as
an attack on the storyteller rather than the persuasion links, and thus, must be justified by some
demonstrable negative features of the storyteller. This shows how complex the strategic
communication is and shows that understanding these dynamics without the backdrop of a

competitive environment would prove difficult.

The concept of flexibility or mostly in this case stubbornness from opinion dynamics research
((e.g., Acemoglu & Ozdaglar, 2011; Chong & Druckman, 2010) showed itself as the
communities were set in their narrative positions. The discussion could not be called open-
minded most of the time as instead it often devolved to name-calling and into attempts to
silence rather than to pursue dialogue. Just as according to opinion dynamics research
(Acemoglu et al., 2013; Chong & Druckman, 2010), people really only seemed to be flexible
within a narrow space. For instance, in some of the ex-vegan narratives, they highlighted how
much effort they had to go through in order to quit veganism. This shows some flexibility to
change opinions, but also highlights the consequences of that flexibility; people may change

their minds but the stronger something is believed and the more stubborn a person is in their
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belief, the more effort it appears to take to persuade them. This is an important finding as it
notes the importance of the flexibility of beliefs to persuasion, and therefore, makes it clear

that opinion dynamics research must be considered more in persuasion research.

As the features were met, it can be argued that the framework | presented accurately describes
this particular environment. Understanding competitive belief environments in this way and
investigating such an environment provided the next insights into how narrative persuasion

attempts function.

5.1. The emergence of persuasion link chains

Of course, the vegan narratives on YouTube show that persuasive narratives do not exist in a
bubble, which highlights that persuasion research should not view these narratives in isolation.
Other narratives exist that may posit the same view as the vloggers’ narrative. However, those
other stories may show different points of view and even opposing points of view and can thus
be considered counternarratives. Yet, in contrast to the research into counternarratives
(Bilazarian, 2020; van Eerten et al., 2017) in the vegan example, it became clear that these
stories do not only present opposite persuasion links. They also reference and build on the
persuasion links of the opposition’s narratives. In the vegan vs ex-vegan example, this building
on prior links can be seen in figure 2. and how each new narrative persuasion link adds to the

previous narratives.

These oppositional persuasion links in effect produce a chain of persuasion links that combat
one another one after the other. These are notably different from simple counternarratives as
each new link in the chain cannot exist without all the previous narratives as each new part is
an addition to the pre-existing chain of persuasion links. The narratives do not simply create
opposite persuasion links that present a different belief, but instead, the narratives are born

from the opposing narratives.

As the discourse surrounding the narratives was centred around the meanings the narratives
expressed, and in this case, as the narratives were persuasive narratives that produced
persuasion link chains, it was these persuasion link chains that defined the discussions. People

would reiterate the narrative persuasion links through their own narratives, they would make



53

the persuasion links explicit, they would comment on the persuasion links, and they would

oppose, support and/or defend the links.

PRO VEGAN NARRATIVES | ANTI VEGAN NARRATIVES

1. Inpoor health 2. Become Vegan

I? ON Health i A
|:i> Health mproves \ |:> S

Time passes, health
deteriorates

ON |:> Stops being vegan

3. .. Health deteriorates / |:> Health improves

[, > Putin effo 4 Putin effort (tries

ON ‘erythin
‘:> A new diet works & &)
|:> Nothing works

E[> Health deteriorates more

ON > Eats meat (last resort!)
5. Putting effort is hard /

Morality brings E> Health improves
strength to stick with ON
diet despite adversity 6. Health deteriorates too much

|:l'> Moral dilemma! (Morals or health?)

|:> Turn to ethically produced animal

ON = Opposing Narrative products

:> Moral and health victory

Figure 2. Pro and Anti-vegan persuasion link chain

5.2. Beliefs as brands and brand image evolution

If we consider opinions as if they are brands, then the depiction of persuasion link chains bears
similarity to Giesler’s (2012) study of doppelgénger brands. Over time, doppelginger brands

may create contradictory contestations to a brand’s image, undermining the meanings it



54

presents. These contestations evolve as these contestations form and so does the original
brand’s image and messaging. In a sense, the interplay between the brand and the contestations
of the doppelgénger brands also creates a type of chain of opposing messages with each new
contestation forcing the brand to combat that doppelganger brand’s claims and vice versa, just
like the persuasion links of the opposing narratives found in the vegan communities. Giesler
(2012, p. 55) even makes note of the chain-like quality as he states that “the market creation

process may be understood as a chain of brand image battles”.

This similarity supports the marketplace of ideas metaphor in that perhaps beliefs are the same
as brands and that they operate and compete in the same way. It does seem logical since brand
image is about the beliefs that people have about a brand. Therefore, the idea that brands and

opinions compete in the same way is not farfetched.

Although, there are notable differences to the persuasion link chains and Giesler’s (2012)

depiction of the conflict between brands and doppelganger brands.

Narratives are focused on cause-and-effect. It is not surprising then that the persuasion link
chains simply add new cause-and-effect narratives on top of the old ones. This highlights that
the prior persuasion links do not disappear. They are a continued part of the future stories. The
contestations that Giesler (2012) presents do evolve from previous messages, but by the 3"
contestation, the first message is no longer a part of the new message other than as a source of
that evolution. The difference is that in the narrative persuasion link chains, the persuasion
links begin to grow on top of one another, while the brand image can evolve away from the
first message. Indeed, the beginning of the narrative cannot be removed because then the cause-

and-effect relationship may be broken.

However, this could be considered the result of the differences that come from narrative versus
reason-based argumentation and not the differences between brands and beliefs. The
contestations that Giesler (2012) presents are reason-based arguments, not narratives,
therefore, it is understandable that they lack the same level of continuity across each step of

the chain. Thus, the thought that brands and beliefs compete in the same way may still be valid.

However, this line of thought can be slightly misleading. Although, I am arguing that brands
and beliefs could be considered the same, generalizations of brand image research into belief
research overall should be made with extreme care. Companies and people do not behave the

same way because their underlying goals or drives are not the same. A company will always
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push for its brand because that is a part of its revenue source. But as opinion dynamics research
shows, people are flexible in their beliefs. They are willing to change what they think, at least
over time. Theoretically, this means that over time, consensus may emerge, and the chain of
opposing persuasion links may end. However, with brands, this is different as even Giesler
(2012) shows by highlighting the question of where the next as of yet unknown contestations
will evolve into. Because of the monetary motivations of brands and doppelgénger brands, as
long as the brand and the opposing doppelganger brands exist, the chain of contestations will
not break. There is essentially no potential for consensus unless the monetary interests can

somehow be aligned.

Because of these differences in motivation and the willingness — no matter how slight — to
switch opinions, one should be careful with generalizing brand image logics or research to the
broader opinion research.

5.3. Persuasion knowledge and stubbornness

Despite the trepidation in connecting all belief research with brand image research, | would
argue that in the vegan example, the stubbornness of people highlights where the line may

possibly be drawn regarding viewing beliefs as brands.

As stated previously, the discourse surrounding the vegan stories showed little evidence of
flexibility. People appeared to be set in their beliefs and in a way these stubborn agents could
be considered to act in a similar way to brands because they are by definition not willing to
change their minds, which removes the main difference between how people act versus how
corporations act. Therefore, it may be that the more stubborn people are, the more the beliefs

operate like brands.

Because their positions are stubborn, the opposing views will not be aligned, and consensus

appears impossible.

This likelihood of consensus may even be reduced by the fact that the messages are narratives.
Consider the presence of persuasion knowledge. Persuasion knowledge is more likely to be

activated if a person disagrees with what is presented (Campbell & Kirmani, 2000; Friestad &
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Wright, 1994), then the opposing commenters will more likely have activated their own

persuasion knowledge and the supporters will not have.

Because persuasion knowledge research presents that people view persuasive agents as
dishonest if persuasion knowledge is activated (Friestad & Wright, 1994; Hibbert et al., 2007),
this means that the opposing commenters would naturally be more sceptical of the validity of
the narrative claims. And this implies that the persuasion links will have little chance of
persuading opposing commenters and the supporters will also have a difficult time of
persuasion because they approach the discussion as if the persuasive agent is honest while the
opposers approach the discussion as if the persuasive agent is dishonest. Therefore, as appeared
to be the case in the vegan example, repetitions of the agent’s narrative will likely not produce
persuasive outcomes because the opposers do not trust in the validity of the narrative. In fact,
this could potentially create more tension between groups of opposing believers, as could be

seen in the vegan example as the discussions devolved into name-calling.

Also, if people become aware of the persuasion links, and inoculation theory supports the idea
that people would at least warn others of the opposition’s potential persuasion links, which
appeared to be the case in the vegan example, then those persuasion links become a part of

persuasion knowledge and will be less likely again to persuade anyone with an opposing belief.

This paints a picture of a competitive belief landscape which will not come to a consensus and
means, therefore, that the beliefs will compete more like the opposing brands that Giesler
(2012) presents.
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6. Conclusions

In conclusion, regarding the research questions, the answers are clear.

1. How do different narrative persuasion attempts compete in competitive belief

environments?

2. How do people interact around narrative persuasion attempts in competitive belief

environments?

The narratives within a competitive belief environment evolve in the course of counter-
narrative oppositions and form persuasion link chains, with each new persuasion link in the
chain competing against the prior links of the opposition. These persuasion link chains are the
focus of the discourse and interaction surrounding the narratives, and are, therefore, the focus
of the competition of beliefs. In order to improve the believability of their belief, people will
support or defend the persuasion links in the chains of their own side and oppose the persuasion

links of the opposition.

Notably in the discourse, people did not refer to transportation or other features of the TIM,
beyond how much they relate to the narratives. This does not mean that the transportation
imagery model is wrong or without use. However, it does indicate that the individual
experience of persuasive narratives is different from the social interaction around persuasive
narratives, and consequently, shows that this thesis provides a more comprehensive view of
how narrative persuasion attempts compete within competitive belief environments and what

the focus of the discourse is surrounding those narratives.

In effect, this competition of beliefs bears similarity to the competition of brands and
doppelganger brands as presented by Giesler (2012) as they too create a kind of chain of
conflicting messages. There are individual differences between the concepts, such as the
persuasion link chains building solely on the prior narratives, whereas the brands evolve into
new arguments that can be considered to be separate. However, the differences are likely
differences born from the differences between narrative persuasion and reason-based

argumentation, therefore it is reasonable to think of the competitive belief environment as being
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similar to a competitive brand environment, although, with important caveats. In particular, the
most important one is that people are flexible in their beliefs, and they can switch their beliefs
entirely, whereas companies will always support their own brand because that is a source of
their revenue, which drives what they do.

However, environments like the vegan versus anti-vegan communities in which there is a lot
of stubbornness, where people don’t change their minds often, may lessen the difference
between how brands compete versus how beliefs compete. Narrative persuasion may even
bring brands and beliefs closer in terms of how they compete due to the presence of persuasion
knowledge. Persuasion knowledge may create an inescapable boundary between the beliefs as
persuasion knowledge would make the opposition distrust the legitimacy of the persuasive
narrative, which will in turn not promote persuasive outcomes because narrative persuasion is
predicated on the legitimacy of the events that are presented and their connection to reality.
Inoculation theory supports this because it suggests that persuasion links become a part of
persuasion knowledge as stubborn agents may warn others of the oppositions’ persuasion links,
and therefore, make the competition in these highly stubborn and polarized belief environments
less likely to come to a consensus and more like the competition between brands.

But, unlike the vegan example, for beliefs in which people are not equally stubborn and are
more flexible in their beliefs, for example, for less polarized beliefs or beliefs that are less
central to people’s identities, it is possible that these competitive dynamics like persuasion link

chains may not appear.

6.1. Managerial implications

The consequences of this thesis are vast particularly to marketers using narrative persuasive
methods. Since this thesis takes a competitive belief environment perspective, it more
accurately fits the purposes of most marketers due to marketing activities being generally
competitive. From a marketing perspective, it is also usually more useful to consider how to
persuade larger populations than how to persuade one single and isolated individual. The
competitive belief perspective to narrative persuasion essentially fits marketing better as the

aim of the persuasive message should not be to increase the persuasiveness of the message to
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an individual but rather to increase the competitive position of the belief, meaning in marketing
contexts the belief that is connected to the promoted good or service. I will highlight three

significant consequences of this kind of competitive thinking.
Number 1. Interest in the opposition’s responses

Prior research may indicate to managers that through narrative persuasive means, one needs to
be less interested in counter argumentation since counter argumentation is lesser in narrative
persuasion compared to other persuasion methods (Braddock & Dillard, 2016). However, this
research shows the opposite. People can migrate to different narratives or they may even create
their own counter-narratives. Oppositional forces are not only limited to counter

argumentation.

Consider the presence of narrative persuasion link chains. It indicates that if any side of a belief
introduces a new persuasion link, the opposing side will possibly introduce their competing
counter to that link. This means that any manager that creates a persuasive narrative must
understand what the opposition will do in response to the narrative because what the opposition
does will certainly impact the overall cultural and societal discourse around the given story.
This in turn influences how successful the persuasive narrative will be within the competitive

landscape.
Number 2. Valuing the different response types

The second consequence highlighted is the variety in strategic messaging from the three actors
within competitive belief environments: supporters, opposition, and active defenders. The
consequence is that in order to succeed in the competitive belief environment, marketers must
identify what each of these actors would do in response to the narrative rather than focusing
just on the target audience. This is because each of these play a role in defining the cultural

discourse and the competitive position of any given belief.

For example, in the vegan example, many of the supporters and defenders often reiterated the
persuasion links of the narrative without adding much. In such a circumstance this implies that
marketers must consider whether or not their narratives provide enough ground for supporters

and defenders of the narrative to succeed in supporting and defending the narrative.

Number 3. Persuasion link chains as a source of inspiration
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The third highlighted implication is that in order to create persuasive narratives, marketers can
and must investigate the already existing narrative persuasion link chains of any given
competitive belief they wish to participate in. The marketers must also identify which
persuasion links are the most competitive within the environments in which they situate

themselves and which are not in order to create more successful narratives.

However, the banana incident highlights that any marketer must consider how the storyteller
connects with the persuasion link. If the impressions and knowledge that people have of the
storyteller, i.e., the company, do not fit with the persuasion link, people will see the story as a

dishonest persuasion attempt rather than an honest depiction of an experience.

6.2. Limitations

Although this thesis does much to fill the gaps and failings in the literature, there are still
significant limitations to certain conclusions made. Again, | will highlight three important ones.

1. Flexibility of beliefs and competitive advantage

The concept of flexibility within the framework of competitive belief environments has been
inferred from the meanings that people express in discourse. This is a significant limitation to
this thesis in regard to equivocally stating that the competitive belief framework absolutely

accurately describes these environments.

Although the concept is clearly present, due to the methodology chosen, no claims can be made
as to what role the variation of the flexibility of beliefs has on the competitive environment.
This would require investigating how flexible different people are, through for instance in-
depth interviews, and then seeing how different people with different levels of flexibility in

their beliefs engage in the competitive belief environments.

Similar to the concept of flexibility, the concept of competitive advantage also has some
limitations in this thesis. Competitive advantage has been rather loosely defined in this thesis

as building a comprehensive understanding of competitive advantages was beyond its scope.
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Thus, it can mainly only be stated that competitive advantages exist, however, much cannot be

stated about what they are or how they influence the competitive belief environment.
2. The Limits of All beliefs being Competitive

Interpretivist research is often claimed to not be generalizable, however, Williams (2000)
argues that generalization is inevitable, but that the limitations of said generalizations must be
clearly understood. Within this thesis, the main generalization that must be avoided is the claim
that the conclusions apply to all beliefs. The philosophical position of this thesis may be that
all persuasion attempts involve competitive beliefs, however, this is not a demonstrable claim

based on the methodology chosen.

It must be understood that the depiction of competitive belief environments and thus the
conclusions made applies only to such belief environments that fit its features, such as, that the
belief environment contains beliefs that actively oppose one another.

Notably, even within competitive beliefs, there must be a slight caveat made for
generalizations, much like with the claim that beliefs act like brands. The pro-vegan vs anti-
vegan example of a belief competition was polarized. It would be reasonable that such
polarization heightens opposition and generally influences the belief competition a great deal.
Therefore, it is unclear as to whether or not less polarized belief competitions would function

in exactly the same way.
3. Discounting the TIM

The final limitation highlighted is in regard to discounting or replacing the TIM. Although the
TIM deserves critique, discounting it entirely is not the purpose of this thesis. Just because the
features of the TIM are not the focus of the competitive discourse does not mean that
transportation does not happen or even that transportation itself does not play a role in the
competition. Transportation could be considered an individual experience that is not expressed
in discourse, which may be why it is not actively apparent. Similar to the concept of flexibility,
understanding what role transportation plays in the competition and how the TIM fits in with
said competition would require investigating differences in how people are transported by a
story and then seeing how they engage differently within the competitive belief environment.
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6.3. Future research

Since this thesis introduces viewing persuasion research and narrative persuasion research
specifically through a competitive beliefs point of view, many gaps emerge within the

literature.

First, the notes made in the limitations, such as identifying the impact of the differences in
flexibility or transportation on the belief competition, are necessary to understand how these
competitive belief environments function. Otherwise, the framework will remain lacking in its

scientific robustness.

Second, in order to understand how important these competitive belief environments are, it
must be investigated what their impact is on persuasive outcomes. This could be done by, for
instance, seeing the differences between how people who participate actively in such
environments, such as active debaters, are differently persuaded by a persuasive narrative
compared to people who are not as active in participating in such an environment. This is a
significant gap because without this understanding it is not clear how consequential these

environments are for people hoping to persuade others.

Finally, this research highlights that there needs to be a greater understanding of the strategies
and tactics that people use in regard to their impact on the competitive environment. There is
already considerable research by inoculation theorists concerning different narrative strategies,
however, that research has only been concerned with the impact of those strategies on the
individual (Niederdeppe et al., 2015). If we consider that competitive belief environments may
influence what narratives are told, we may also consider that such environments would
influence the narrative strategies that people use. It is plausible that narrative strategies in
competitive belief environments would be in some way different since strategies can be
considered to be driven by a specific goal, and since the goals are different in 1v1 persuasion
vs. in competitive belief environments, with the 1vl goal being to persuade a specific
individual vs. in competitive belief environments the goal being to improve the persuasion of
many people, the strategies may also be different in some way. However, it is difficult to say
what such differences would be, and therefore, this question highlights a new avenue for a great
deal of exploratory research that must be conducted. Who knows? There may even be narrative

strategies that are only used in competitive belief environments that have therefore gone
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unnoticed in studies that investigate strategies on individuals. The possibility of such unknowns

paints an exciting future for narrative persuasion research.
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