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Abstract

This paper examines ways in which narrative in-
quiry might inform natural language processing
methods to explore human values. Considering
the centrality of storytelling to human sense-
making and the far reach of stories across to-
day’s digital infrastructures, we argue that a nar-
rative lens could be fruitful for computational
approaches to value analysis. In this paper, we
bring together existing work on narrative under-
standing and value detection, identifying and
elaborating on three focal points for NLP task
design: narratives, corpora, and audiences.

1 Introduction

Narratives surround us, shaping what we find im-
portant and how we relate to each other and to the
world. Although this is not new, recent years have
seen an increase in the sheer amount and reach
of stories, a so-called ‘story boom,” manifested
by the online story economy, the emergence of
story consultants, or all the places—online and
offline—where you are prompted to “share your
story” (Mikeld and Meretoja, 2022). Research too
has witnessed a ‘narrative turn,” establishing the rel-
evance and urgency of studying narratives beyond
the domain of fiction, into matters of public and
ethical concern such as values (Korthals Altes and
Moenandar, 2024). This attention stems from real-
world phenomena that narratives co-shape, like
misinformation or polarisation, and from the so-
ciotechnical conditions they circulate in, such as
platforms or machine learning datasets.

This contribution revolves around the question:
in what ways can narrative inquiry inform and
guide NLP methods for exploring human values?
With this short paper, we (1) argue that a narra-
tive approach could be a fruitful direction for NLP
work on human values expressed through natural
language, and (2) identify several starting points
enabling this line of research. In doing so, we con-
nect several existing research strands and offer a

conceptual foundation for further developments.
These two objectives are closely linked to the is-
sue of positive impact; a narrative approach can
contribute to a more nuanced and contextualised
understanding of human values. At the same time,
it is important to acknowledge that value interpre-
tation, much like intention recognition, may be
abused in certain circumstances.! Nevertheless,
shared notions of public good and democratic sys-
tems require a diversity of views and positions in
society, as those expressed in narratives, to be given
adequate visibility. With this aim, we complement
and expand the existing body of NLP work that ex-
amines normative concerns through concepts such
as bias, fairness, or representational harm.

1.1 Research gap(s)

Although NLP research has begun to address ethi-
cal concepts, the breadth and depth of this area of
study remains limited (Blodgett et al., 2020; Vida
et al., 2023), including when it comes to dealing
with values. For one, this gap presents in terms
of limited linguistic forms that are studied. For in-
stance, to date many NLP approaches to detecting
and identifying human values have come from the
tradition of argument mining (Kiesel et al., 2022).2
While this has catalysed attention to values, these
approaches are predominantly centred around a ra-
tionalised, justification-focused framing thereof;
data-wise this translates to language that comes
in premise-stance-conclusion formats. Although
still fundamental, this leaves a large part of how
people express themselves and shape their views
untouched—meandering, in-talk, at times contra-
dictory, based on personal stories and accounts of
lived and indirect experience.’

'We address this further in the Ethical and societal consid-

erations Section.

%See for example entries submitted to the Human Value
Detection task (Kiesel et al., 2022) in 2023 and 2024.

3In spontaneous conversations, narratives may occupy up
to 40% of conversation time (Eggins and Slade, 1997).
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Second, much existing work on values is
based on psychology-inspired frameworks, such
as Schwartz’s (2012) theory of personal values
and the Moral Foundations Theory (Graham et al.,
2013), which, in practice, have largely been oper-
ationalised as closed taxonomy lists (a multiclass
classification problem). This leaves little room for
any domain-tailored or situated understanding of
values, called for by e.g. empirical ethics (Helm
and Gerlek, 2026), data feminism (D’Ignazio and
Klein, 2020), or even “neighbouring” disciplines
like HCI that have long stressed the need for open-
ended value discovery (Le Dantec et al., 2009).

The ways in which we express and develop our
moral stances make use of a broad set of dialogical
tools and processes (see e.g. Boyd et al., 2021).
To account for this, it is crucial that NLP research
considers this diversity. Guided by the evocative
metaphor of values being ‘storied’ (JafariNaimi
et al., 2015)* and given the rich field of narrative
ethics (see Section 2.3), we see narrative analysis
as one promising avenue forward. While compu-
tational narrative understanding (see Section 2.1)
has established a practice of narrative framing in
NLP, we see potential in extending this to questions
surrounding human values; engaging not only with
who and what stories are about (their entities, char-
acter relations, event chains, emotional arcs, etc.),
but also what the normative implications of what it
said or written might be.

1.2 Definitions

Human values Values are a concept that has long
been studied in a range of domains and described
using various definitions, frameworks, and corre-
sponding measures. In terms of function, many
definitions converge around the idea that ‘values
serve as guiding principles of what people consider
important in life’ (Cheng and Fleischmann, 2010:
2).% In discourse, values are typically anchored to
abstract concepts—such as ‘care’—which require
contextual situating to acquire concrete meaning.
For our working definition, we build on Friedman’s
(1997) approach that emphasises values dealing
with human welfare and justice. While distinctions
between, e.g., moral, conventional, and personal
domains of social knowledge have been used to

*Following this thesis, ‘values function as hypotheses to
draw out what the situation is, and what action it demands’
(JafariNaimi et al., 2015: 103).

>This is based on a meta-inventory by Cheng and Fleis-

chmann (2010), which maps the theories and definitions asso-
ciated with values across various disciplines.

demarcate values in psychology, this framing opts
for the ‘broader term “human values” instead of
simply moral values to highlight the complexity
of social life and to provide the basis for anal-
yses wherein personal and conventional values
can become morally implicated” (Friedman, 1997:
5). Values, then, are defined jointly with value
dimensions deemed relevant by the observer or
speaker/writer. Situated events either promote or
demote certain values, intentionally or not.

Narratives Although with varying prerequisites,
many narrative theorists concur that events can be
seen as the fundamental units of narrative (Abbott,
2021). In its minimal form, a narrative can there-
fore be understood as a representation of one or
multiple events. Scholars like Ryan (2001) fur-
ther suggest that narrativity should be treated as
a “fuzzy set”, assessing the presence of various
features as a question of degree. Importantly, nar-
ratives too are situated; along with the story that
the events illustrate, they are always co-constituted
by manner in which they are told, the narrative
discourse, shaped by the context or conversation.®
Narratives are mutable and take on many forms:
spoken, written, texted, filmed, streamed, drawn,
but also linear, branching, immersive, interactive.

2 Background

Here, we bring together a slice of existing research
grouped by the three pairwise intersections of nar-
ratives, computational methods, and human values.

2.1 Studying narratives at scale

Coming up with ways to study narratives at scale
has been the concern of the growing field of com-
putational narrative understanding (see, e.g., Piper,
2023 for an overview). Much of the work in this
domain developed from structural approaches to
narrative (e.g. Barthes and Duisit, 1975; Greimas
and Schleifer, 1983) and domains like narratol-
ogy (e.g. Genette, 1983; Bal and Boheemen, 2009),
which frame narrative in terms of functional and
formalised units that lend themselves to modelling.

®Broken down into an elementary level, a narrative can be
seen as an instance when ‘[s Jomeone tells someone somewhere
that someone did something(s) [to someone] somewhere at
some time for some reason’ (Piper, 2023: 3), where the first
subclause refers to the components that make up the frame
of telling (heterodiegetic, in narratological terms), and what
follows is in the frame of the storyworld (diegetic). These
elements can be framed as NLP tasks. For instance, the very
first ‘someone’ could be studied through point of view identi-
fication or dialogue attribution.
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While alone this line of work may well be chal-
lenged as being somewhat closed and prescriptive,
increasingly various complementary “bottom up”
approaches have emerged. For instance, unsuper-
vised methods can help surface domain-specific
narrative features, e.g., inferring canonical char-
acter tropes based on large corpora of film sum-
maries (Bamman et al., 2013). Participatory meth-
ods foreground the diversity of human perception
when it comes to the interpretation of narratives,
e.g., demonstrating that non-experts pay attention
to different things than literary scholars when judg-
ing the similarity of two stories (Nguyen et al.,
2014). Similarly, emphasis is increasingly being
placed on looking to a wider range of sites in
which storytelling takes place—beyond literature—
to daily exchanges in online communities (Anto-
niak et al., 2024) as well as through different media,
like memes (Fharook et al., 2022).

2.2 Computational, language-focused
approaches to values

Previous work has shown that values lend them-
selves to study through natural language, offer-
ing a complementary—and for some purposes per-
haps arguably better (Boyd et al., 2021)—approach
to established methods such as self-report ques-
tionnaires. In line with this intuition, tasks like
value detection or elicitation have been approached
at scale using, e.g., topic modelling (Boyd et al.,
2021), BERT-based models (Kiesel et al., 2022),
and increasingly various generative LLMs (Ye
et al., 2025). This has been accompanied by hand-
annotated datasets, e.g., the Human Value Detec-
tion dataset (Kiesel et al., 2022) or the Moral Foun-
dations Reddit Corpus (Trager et al., 2022).”
Alongside access to human written and spoken
language data, recent advances in language mod-
els with corresponding efforts to understand, align,
and monitor these models have formed a substan-
tial chunk of NLP work on values. In this area,
one line of work focuses on inferring value judge-
ments and moral stances of LLMs based on gener-
ated textual outputs, often adopting questionnaires
and taxonomies developed for individual human
assessments, like the Moral Foundations Theory
(e.g. Bulla et al., 2024) or Political Compass Test
(e.g. Wright et al., 2024). As Rottger et al. (2024)
show, such approaches are still far from robust,
with models demonstrating substantially different

7 Annotation is currently mainly either done by small teams
of trained annotators or outsourced to crowd workers.

stances depending on slight changes in formulation
or format.

Turning to narratives, although computational
narrative research has not, to the best of our knowl-
edge, explicitly focused on human values as such,
we nevertheless do find examples that clearly en-
gage normative concerns. On the one hand, this
involves narratives as the object of study; data
that are narrative in form. Work on story morals,
for example, has explored narratives from a range
of genres including including folktales, novels,
films, personal stories from social media and news
items (Hobson et al., 2024; Piper, 2025). On the
other hand, we also see examples of narrative
schemas used for (value-laden) NLP tasks. For
example, Sourati et al. (2024) approach analogy
detection on a dataset of texts grouped by proverbs
using a breakdown of the source stories into narra-
tive components. Antoniak et al. (2019) map power
relations in a corpus of personal accounts of giving
birth, which can be seen as an example combining
both narrative data and analysis.

2.3 Narrative and ethics

Despite existing normative work in NLP, the in-
terconnection between narrative and ethics has
rarely been developed in this field. However, in the
humanities (and some social sciences), narrative
ethics has been extensively theorised and examined.
Within the hermeneutic tradition for example, Kear-
ney and Williams (1996) identified three areas for
the ethical potential of narrative: testimonial (bear
witness to the past, remember), empathic (identify
with others), critical/utopian (challenge official sto-
ries, present counter-narratives).® This foregrounds
at least three different corresponding ways in which
computational work that integrates narratives—be
that as data, method, output, or a combination—is
ethically implicated.

Importantly, work on the ethics of storytelling
points out that narratives shape what we value and
highlights the interconnectedness of stories (Mere-
toja, 2018). The notion of ‘collective narratives’
mentioned above likewise connects individual nar-
ratives to more aggregated forms thereof (similar to
those others have also termed e.g., ‘deep stories’ or
‘meta-narratives’), foregrounding the political and
normative function that they can come to assume.

8Kearney and Williams (1996) build on the work of schol-
ars like Paul Ricoeur, Hannah Arendt, Martha Nussbaum.

%As Meretoja (2018) puts it, ‘[t]he stories we tell are never
entirely our own’ (p.18).
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Addressing the importance of collective narratives
for values and beliefs about social reality, Bliuc
and Chidley (2022) offer a typology of functions
that they can have for groups of people, depend-
ing on whether these are shared within or between
groups and ultimately tend to consensus (unifying,
empowering) or dissent (divisive, factionalizing).
Such models provide a glimpse of both the ethical
potential and importance of narratives, including
in relation to values.

3 Towards narrative-informed
computational methods

The ethical implications of narrative, briefly intro-
duced above, set a rich stage for computational
work on both narrative understanding and human
values. Notably, narratives offer one way to bridge
the gap between what people think and what people
do, as stories often weave aspects of both together.

Building on narrative theory, we plot a few fo-
cal points that can help us move towards scalable
narrative-inspired approaches to value discovery.
We illustrate each of these with concrete questions
and tasks for a guiding application: studying the
values discussed in online communities using so-
cial media data.!® The overall challenge invites a
holistic and situated approach to natural language
corpora, building on the various dimensions rele-
vant to narrativity; this includes the content, the
context, and the conversation.

Narrative instances The first level of analysis
concerns the stories themselves. For a large part,
this extends what the examples included in Sec-
tion 2.1 are already doing. For example, many
structural models used to analyse narratives that
focus on character roles (e.g. Hero, Villain, Vic-
tim, etc.) or Greimas’ actants are fundamentally
axiological (Korthals Altes and Moenandar, 2024);
directing our attention to how and why certain enti-
ties fit these roles within a narrative can be a fruit-
ful way to understand the values that shape a story.
Crucially, as the focus moves to examining story-
telling in domains that do not necessarily follow
literary conventions, new models may be needed.
Small stories research (Georgakopoulou, 2006), for
instance, could lend itself to dealing with posts and
comments exchanged in online communities.

1OWe chose this starting point given existing NLP research
and datasets concerning both values (e.g. Trager et al., 2022)
and narratives (e.g. Antoniak et al., 2024) in this domain.

Corpora The broader context within (/against)
which individual narratives sit is shaped by collec-
tive narratives. Although this idea has been widely
echoed (see Section 2.3 for several examples), there
are few methodological pointers to study the phe-
nomenon of so-called meta-narratives. NLP could
help tackle this empirically; for example in the
form of methods for aggregating individual narra-
tives, identifying patterns such as recurring event
chains, developing macrostrategies for coding dif-
ferent points of view, or finding characteristic turn-
ing points over time. This could bring into view the
values underpinning dominant narratives in partic-
ular corpora, as well as those intended to challenge
them.

Audiences Often the glue between narratives and
collections rests in audiences; be they imagined,
lurking, engaged, oppositional, or involved, social
relationships are integral to narratives. As Bam-
berg (2006) puts it, it is ‘in and through talk’ that
speakers establish both the content and form of
social interaction that come together in a (narra-
tive) engagement. This third direction orients us
to understanding stories as parts of unfolding con-
versations, a process that simultaneously shapes
the values at stake. Therefore, in addition to nar-
rative features, structures, conventions, etc., it is
important to examine the (social) dynamics that ac-
company them; who listens, reads and reacts? How
are meaning and value attributed, shaping the inter-
pretation (Korthals Altes and Moenandar, 2024)?
This invites an investigation of, e.g., emotional arcs
unfolding across conversations, as well as within
singular narratives; a consideration of metadata that
might hint at reactions triggered by data points in a
corpus; or mapping how particular or prototypical
stories travel and spread within or between groups.

4 Conclusion and future work

This paper reorganises existing insights from nar-
rative ethics, narratology, and computational nar-
rative understanding as a departure point for de-
veloping computer-supported approaches to value
discovery. We argue that a narrative framing can be
fruitful for NLP work aiming to explore human val-
ues and identify three focal points relevant for task
definition in this domain: series of (individual) nar-
ratives, (aggregated) corpora, and (interactions of)
audiences. New analytical tools developed along
these lines would support a deeper social under-
standing than current methods.
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Future work could examine what aspects of nar-
rativity tend to be value-laden, or whether certain
narrative features convey value judgments more
often than others. Another line of study concerns
the dynamics exhibited in discourse, linking indi-
vidual narratives to evolving positions of different
stakeholders in conversations. Importantly, we see
value frameworks as neither fixed nor universally
applicable, so determining which one(s) to use will
remain a context-dependent choice.

From a practical standpoint, future works follow-
ing the proposed research lines could focus, for one,
on conceptual aspects; e.g., introducing dedicated
schemas for value elicitation in narrative instances
and drafting associated codebooks to guide annota-
tion. Second, on new resources, which will need to
be assembled and tested; e.g., curating datasets to
operationalise the identification of meta-narratives,
or studying recurrent narrative patterns that emerge
from the lived experiences of a particular group of
people. Third, on the various associated method-
ological challenges; e.g., integrating the analysis of
narrative components with network studies, such
as opinion dynamics, or finding ways to capture
(dis)similarity, dissonance, and flag ambiguities,
which are inevitable when working with subjective,
multifaceted concepts like human values.

Ethical and societal considerations

In terms of ethical and societal considerations, it
is crucial to first stress that narrative communica-
tion poses its own risks; while it can inform, it can
equally misinform audiences, often in compelling,
immersive, or difficult to falsify/assess ways (Piper,
2023). For this reason, it is important to remain crit-
ical when studying narratives (Mikeld et al., 2021;
Mikeld and Meretoja, 2022). In the process of mod-
elling human values through a narrative lens, it is
also important to remain vigilant of the risk that nar-
ratives can become subsumptive (Meretoja, 2023),
as a result of which that they can overshadow or
suppress other voices and positions.

When reaching for narrative as an analytical ap-
proach, the notion of meta-hermeneutics may also
be helpful; that is, a reflection on the values that are
imbued in the interpretative layer that goes hand
in hand with the analytical process (Korthals Altes
and Moenandar, 2024). This type of self-reflexive
work could be particularly useful in NLP contexts,
where as e.g. Birhane et al. (2022) show, engage-
ment with the assumptions involved in the research

process itself are currently limited.

Finally, we believe that it would not desirable to
replace or “automate” qualitative research in this
area; the two should remain complementary, as
both are needed to address values in a nuanced and
situated manner. Similarly, audits, human valida-
tion, case studies, bias mitigation and assessment
remain crucial, and perhaps even more important
if NLP methods are to move into the realm of nor-
mative assessment. Representational harm, dis-
crimination, erasure, and dual use are but a few
of the dangers that such methods can bring with
them (Blodgett et al., 2020; Hovy and Prabhumoye,
2021). This area of research is no exception.
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