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Abstract 

As people express their beliefs and values through storytelling, narrative analysis can improve 

understanding of community environmental conflicts.  This paper examines the narratives of 

community members in Erris, Ireland, where Shell E&P Ireland Ltd. is constructing a natural gas 

refinery/pipeline.  Through interviews and content analysis, this study found two main 

narratives: supporters and objectors.  These narratives differed in their reporting and 

characterization, and destabilized trust within the community.  The objector narrative reinforced 

their institutional distrust, while strengthening their trust in fellow objectors.  Through a critique 

of a negotiation process carried out in Erris, this report describes how awareness of narrative can 

improve other mediators’ effectiveness.  In Erris, reframing a new community narrative may 

allow residents to communicate effectively and restore trust. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Narratives, Trust and Natural Gas 
3 

Acknowledgements 

 
 
Thank you to the people of Erris, particularly those I interviewed, for sharing your experiences 

and stories with me.  All of my conversations were enlightening and informative, and thank you 

for trusting me enough to speak openly and honestly.   I thank my professors at the Centre for the 

Environment, particularly my advisor, for their insight into research and assistance.  Lastly, I 

thank my in-laws, my parents and my husband for all of their feedback and steadfast support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Narratives, Trust and Natural Gas 
4 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements  …………………………………………………………… pg. 2 
Abstract  ……………………………………………………………………….. pg. 4 
Introduction  …………………………………………………………………… pg. 5   
Literature Review  ……………………………………………………………… pg. 5 
 Narrative  ………………………………………………………………. pg. 5 
  Definitions and features of narrative …………………….…….. pg. 5 
  Uses of narrative ……………………………………………….. pg. 9 
  Types of narrative ……………………………………………… pg. 11 
 Trust  …………………………………………………………………… pg. 12 
  Definition and judgements of trust …………………………….. pg. 12 
   Types of trust ……………………………………………………  pg. 15 
  Distrust …………………………………………………………. pg. 17 
 Narratives and trust …………………………………………………….. pg. 18 
 Framing ………………………………………………………………… pg. 19 
Methodology …………………………………………………………………… pg. 21 
 Situation background …………………………………………………... pg. 21 
  History of situation …………………………………………….. pg. 21 
  Location of situation  …………………………………………… pg. 23 
  Groups involved  ……………………………………………….. pg. 23 

Map of area  ……………………………………………………. pg. 24 
 Narrative analysis ………………………………………………………. pg. 26 
  Interviews ………………………………………………………. pg. 27 
  Transcribing ……………………………………………………. pg. 28 
  Analysis of narratives/discourse ……………………………….. pg. 29 
Results …………………………………………………………………………... pg. 31 
 Supporter narrative ……………………………………………………... pg. 32 
 Objector narrative ………………………………………………………. pg. 37 
 Overlapping themes ……………………………………………………. pg. 42 
 Official narratives ……………………………………………………… pg. 44 
 Trust and community groups ………………………………………….. pg. 47 
Discussion ……………………………………………………………………… pg. 50 
 Evolution of narratives/framing ……………………………………….. pg. 50 
 Recommendations ……………………………………………………… pg. 56 
  Mediation recommendations …………………………………... pg. 56 
  Reconciliation recommendations ……………………………… pg. 58 
Works Cited ……………………………………………………………………. pg. 62 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Narratives, Trust and Natural Gas 
5 

Introduction 

Community environmental conflicts have become a major issue in areas seeking 

industrialization.  Although those in favour of development claim campaigners only cry “not in 

my backyard,” activists reply that industrial projects reinforce years of social injustices (Fischer, 

2000).  The community in Erris, Ireland is grappling with this phenomenon due to the 

construction of a Shell E&P Ireland Ltd. natural gas pipeline and refinery/terminal.  This study 

will use techniques of narrative analysis to examine the stories told by project supporters and 

objectors.   It will then relate those narratives to the levels of trust community members express 

in each other and the relevant institutions. 

 
 

Literature Review 

Narrative 

Definitions and features of narrative. 

People use narrative’s chronological structures to organize events and instil their lives 

with meaning (Howard, 1991; Polkinghorne, 1988; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998).  

As narration has existed in every society, exploring narratives is essential to understanding 

communication (Barthes, 1977).   

 Within the academic literature, narrative lacks a single definition. Although early 

linguistic scholars Labov and Waletzky (1966) simply define narrative as a series of clauses with  

“at least one temporal juncture” (pg. 28), others have applied narrative analysis to conversation, 

psychoanalysis, business, and cultural themes (Gulich & Quasthoff, 1986; Howard, 1991; 

Farrell, 1985).  I will rely on Polkinghorne’s definition: “the type of discourse composition that 
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draws together diverse events, happenings and actions of human lives into thematically unified 

goal-directed processes” (1995, pp. 5). 

 All narratives have a specific structure, action, plot, characters, and “narrative features.”   

Labov and Waletzky identify four elements that occur in all “complete” narratives 

(1966).  After beginning with an orientation that depicts the time, place, characters, and 

necessary background, the narrator describes the complicating action (Labov & Waletzky, 1966).  

An evaluation of the action provides the “point,” while the resolution concludes it (Labov & 

Waletzky, 1966).   

Action in real life is a “narrative expression of existence,” the main way of following 

through on understanding created by narration (Polkinghorne, 1988, pp. 146).  What action a 

person decides to take depends on how she situates herself within her narrative (Somers & 

Gibson, 1994). Narration is also the best method for describing action, as it provides its situated 

context (Polkinghorne, 1995).   

Plot, or theme, holistically ties actions in a story together (Polkinghorne, 1988).  The plot 

provides the social, historical, and physical context for why an event matters (Somers & Gibson, 

1994).  While different plots lend different meanings to the same set of events, plot does depend 

on the characters’ actions (Griffin, 1993; Polkinghorne, 1988).  Often, speakers use themes to 

express the “evaluation,” which explain why the story is being told to both the teller and 

audience (Labov, 1982; Franzosi, 1998).  In stories that illustrate problem solving, the evaluation 

may recommend how others can deal with a similar problem (Ryfe, 2006). 

Characterization occurs through the holistic assignment of traits to characters, expressed 

through adjectives and actions (Franzosi, 1998; Bruner, 1986).  When individuals create their 

personal narratives, they create and maintain their self-identity through self-characterization 
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(Carr, 1985; Somers & Gibson, 1994).  As such, narration allows people to both reflect on the 

past and anticipate their character into the future (Polkinghorne, 1988).   Storytellers also 

characterize other people, to help them make sense of others’ actions and experiences 

(Baumeister & Newman, 1994; Czarniawska, 2004).  People often compare themselves to others 

through these characterizations (Elliot, 2005). 

Focusing on its uses, Bruner identifies 10 narrative features: diachronicity, particularity, 

intentional state entailment, hermunetic composability, canonicity and breach, referentiality, 

genericness, normativeness, context sensitivity and negotiability, and narrative accrual (1991).  

Focusing only on the relevant features, I will not discuss genericness or normativeness. 

Diachronicity, also known as chronology or temporal sequence, is one of narrative’s most 

essential elements (Bruner, 1991; Franzosi, 1998; Polkinghorne, 1988; Ryfe, 2006; Labov & 

Waletzky, 1966).  As the purpose of narration is to describe change, all narratives describe 

logically connected sequences of events located in time (Franzosi, 1998).  These sequences have 

a beginning, middle and end, although the end may not have occurred yet if it is a personal 

narrative (Kohler Reissman, 1993; Polkinghorne, 1988; Steinmetz, 1992).  However, the story’s 

order and amount of time the narrator spends describing events is purposeful, and changes the 

story when it is changed (Franzosi, 1998; Labov & Waletzky, 1966).   

Particularity is another major feature of narrative (Bruner, 1991; Polkinghorne, 1988; 

Ryfe, 2006).  As a narrative could never describe all events and states that occur, narrators 

purposely select events that occurred in particular places at particular times (Ong, 1982).  

Individuals base these recollections on “situation models,” the individual’s memories of a 

specific “episode” (van Dijk, 1982).  As each person will have a different memory of an incident, 

people can have different narratives of the same event (Steinmetz, 1992).   
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Intentional state entailment is that idea that characters’ wants, beliefs, and values must 

drive their actions and the story (Bruner, 1991).  People act as motivated agents, not automatons 

(Polkinghorne, 1988). 

The idea that people send, receive and interpret messages via narration is hermunetic 

composability (Bruner, 1991a).  Although the narrator and audience are often different people, 

one individual can act as both in personal narratives (Carr, 1985; Polkinghorne, 1988).  The 

narrator’s goal is to convince the listener not only of the truth of her tale, but also of its 

importance (Kohler Reissman, 1993).   

Canonicity and breach is the feature that a narrative must describe an event that is 

somehow unusual (Bruner, 1991; Labov, 1982).  Violating this “script” can range from a minor 

to a major challenge to a societal story (Bruner, 1991).  Through this powerful feature, tellers can 

expand the perspectives of their listeners, inspiring both fear and hope (Bruner, 1991; Robinson, 

1981).  

Referentiality is the idea that people use narration both to reflect and create social reality 

(Bruner, 1991; Lieblich et al., 1998; Weick & Browning, 1986).  Even personal narratives are 

partly created, as no narrative drawn from memory can perfectly describe “what happened” 

(Gulich & Quasthoff, 1986).  Rather than judging the narrative in comparison to objective 

reality, the listener assesses it by standards of narrative probability and fidelity (Fisher, 1999).  

Narrative probability is the judgment of whether a story is internally coherent, while narrative 

fidelity is how well the narrative matches with the listener’s experience of reality (Fisher, 1999).   

Although the teller assumes the listener will grasp her intended interpretation, narration’s ability 

to create simultaneous realities may cause listeners to derive different meanings from a story 

(Polkinghorne, 1988; Barry & Elms, 1997). 
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Context sensitivity/negotiability is another major element.  As she interprets the story, the 

listener will consider the teller’s personality and motives (Bruner, 1991).  If this context changes, 

including the audience and purpose of telling, the “situatedness” shifts, changing the narrative’s 

meaning (Robinson, 1981). 

Lastly, narrative accrual is when stories combine into a tradition or history (Bruner, 

1991).  It occurs when the same stories are repeated multiple times, and become part of a culture 

(Bruner, 1991). 

 

Uses of narrative. 

 Storytellers use narration for a number of purposes.  Czarniawska (2004) divides the 

academic literature on uses of narrative into two main categories: as a way of creating meaning 

and as a method of persuasive communication. 

 As a way of knowing, narrative cognition contrasts with paradigmatic, or scientific 

cognition (Bruner, 1986).  It is an “ontological condition of social life” that individuals use to 

make their experiences meaningful and coherent (Somers & Gibson, 1994, pg. 38; Lieblich et al., 

1998; Llewellyn, 2001; Polkinghorne, 1988).  People carry out this process because recalling an 

event in story form more closely resembles reliving it than scientifically analysing it (Baumeister 

& Newman, 1994).  This self-emplotment provides a sense of purpose, allows people to relate 

events to a larger goal, and helps them understand the consequences of their actions 

(Polkinghorne, 1988; Czarniawska, 2004).  It allows individuals to explain their intentions to 

themselves and others, in order to fit their own actions into a larger morality or set of norms 

(Baumeister & Newman, 1994).  Narrative organization is particularly helpful for dealing with 

contradictions in information and experiences, as narratives are relatively flexible (Baumeister & 
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Newman, 1994).  However, when events do not fit within this set structure, a person must either 

shift the events to fit the story or make a change in the narrative (Llewellyn, 2001).  This new 

narrative may force people to question assumptions about what they believe in or know 

(Llewellyn, 2001).   

In addition, Fisher argues that the narrative paradigm offers a new approach to persuasive 

communication (1999).  Calling society “homo narrans,” he argues that narration combines 

scientific and literary thinking into a universal persuasive form (Fisher, 1999).  Narration can 

help people understand the significance of a technical issue, and is especially relevant when 

discussing issues of morality in public policy (McGee & Nelson, 1985).   

Although narratives may allow the public more control than scientific rationality, people 

can still wield power over others through their use.  Those who create the dominant narratives 

have power over those who do not, as people see their knowledge as more legitimate (Sutton, 

1999).  People’s narratives sometimes rest on a set of assumptions about how the world 

functions, making any other conception illegitimate (Langellier & Peterson, 1993).  They can 

implicitly communicate what actions and values are appropriate, making it difficult to challenge 

those claims (Nakagawa, 1993; Witten, 1993).  Stories can also communicate a specific problem 

definition, making it seem as if that is the only possible formulation (Witten, 1993).  Narrators 

can use characterization to communicate who has authority, and who is marginalized or 

powerless (Langellier & Peterson, 1993; Porter & Catt, 1993).  Through both the meaning-

making and persuasive uses, organizations can use narration to build legitimacy (Brown, 1994).  

Organizations, including corporations, use symbols to lend meaning to acts, and then employ the 

persuasive use of narration to reinforce those meanings (Brown, 1994).   
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Types of narrative. 

 Individuals create personal narratives that are representations of that person’s views of 

reality and history (Lieblich et al., 1998).  People can hold and tell multiple narratives about 

themselves, depending on what part of their cultural identity they wish to emphasize (Steinmetz, 

1992).  Tellers may share these narratives with others to confirm their self-characterization or 

interpretation of a situation (Baumeister & Newman, 1994; Robinson, 1981).  They may also 

want assistance in problem solving or deciding on the significance of an event (Robinson, 1981).   

Individuals use narration in groups both to create meaning and persuade others.  In 

deliberative discussion groups, individuals use stories as their main form of communication 

(Ryfe, 2006).  Employing narration allows people to save face, and imply disagreement rather 

than explicitly stating it (Ryfe, 2006).  As narration often focuses on values, it allows groups to 

create “moral communities” while limiting outright conflict (Ryfe, 2006).  Also, individuals may 

gather in a group to co-evaluate their experiences and collectively derive meaning from them 

(Robinson, 1981). 

 When a group develops its own narrative, it becomes a group narrative, often seen in 

organizations and businesses.  Organizational narratives help people understand the purpose, 

values, and norms of the organization and their own role (Polkinghorne, 1988).  Besides active 

creation, these narratives also develop through the process of symbolic convergence (Bormann, 

1985).  Symbolic convergence theory explains that when individuals in a group use narratives to 

make sense of events, their stories engage other group members (Bormann, 1985).  They identify 

with certain characters and will combine the general plotline with their own experiences 

(Bormann, 1985).  Both individuals and the group will use these plotlines in an ongoing fashion 
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to make sense of events (Bormann, 1985).  Networking and discussion among group members 

reinforces these shared narratives (Brown, 1998).    

Cultural narratives are narratives shared by a society, which transmit its common norms 

and values (Fisher, 1999).  Individuals draw on these “legitimate” narratives for their own 

personal stories, which may include traditional themes and attitudes (Czarniawska, 2004; Stahl, 

1977).  However, cultural narratives have their own flexibility, and “a culture is as much a forum 

for negotiating and renegotiating meaning and for explicating actions as it is a set of rules” 

(Bruner, 1986, pg. 123) 

 

Trust 

Definitions and judgement of trust. 

 Trust is necessary for individuals and society to function, as all actions require some 

reliance on the actions or knowledge of others (Luhmann, 1979). Definitions of trust focus on the 

introduction of risk into the decision making process and what effect it has on a person’s actions 

(Coleman, 1990).   This risk exists because the truster lacks the necessary information to know 

what the trusted person or system will do (Dasgupta, 1988; Giddens, 1990). If the person 

deserves that trust, the truster will benefit from trusting, but if the person is untrustworthy, the 

truster will suffer (Coleman, 1990).  The truster judges the risk and makes her decision based on 

a set of expectations about the reliability of the potential trusted (Giddens, 1990).   

 There are two types of expectations relevant to trust in specific agents, according to 

Barber (1983).  Expectations are “the meaning actors attribute to themselves and others as they 

make choices about which actions and reactions are rationally effective and emotionally and 

morally appropriate” (Barber, 1983, pg. 9).  First is the expectation that people will have 
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competence and use that technical capability (Barber, 1983; Gabarro, 1978).  The second 

expectation is that the trusted will consider the needs of others, having “fiduciary obligation” or 

“character” (Barber, 1983; Gabarro, 1978).  In other words, the truster expects that the trusted 

party’s actions will not cause more harm than if the truster did not place trust (Luhmann, 1979).  

Beginning with a high but reasonable level of trust provides people with the most benefits, as 

trust increases through use (Gambetta, 1988). 

 People make decisions about trust partly based on a calculative judgement, as well as the 

truster’s own characteristics, the trusted person’s characteristics, and the situation.   

The theory of calculative trust assumes that people are perfectly rational actors (Coleman, 

1990).  The truster calculates the rough probability of a gain if a person is trustworthy and a loss 

if she is untrustworthy, and attempts to maximize that ratio (Coleman, 1990).  Although some 

have argued calculation cannot be the only basis for trust, most think that people use some level 

of computation (Hardin, 1993; Good, 1988; Luhmann, 1979). 

The truster’s personal experience has a strong effect on her judgements of others’ 

trustworthiness.  If people have previously betrayed the truster, she is more likely to judge 

people as untrustworthy, and less likely to trust (Coleman, 1990; Dasgupta, 1988; Hardin, 1993; 

Luhmann, 1979; Putnam, 2000).  Also, a person who is trustworthy herself is more likely to 

believe that others are trustworthy (Deutsch, 1960). 

 The truster will base her judgement on several factors, including demographics, 

reputation, judged intentions/motives, and prior relationship.  Demographic characteristics may 

influence the level of trust, even without any previous exchange (Dasgupta, 1988; Sydow, 1998).  

Reputation, whether known by personal experience or communication with others, reflects an 

individual’s behaviour over time (Dasgupta, 1988).  That reputation can influence the truster’s 
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judgement about why a person may or may not take action, or their motives.  When a truster 

believes an action is intrinsically motivating the trusted, the truster is more likely to trust her to 

carry out the action (Rempel et al., 1985).   After judging motives, a person estimates the trusted 

person’s intentions, which include a source (motive), focus, and strength (Deutsch, 1960).  The 

previous relationship between the two parties influences all of these assessments.  By observing 

the behaviour of another person over time, the truster gains familiarity, allowing the truster to 

make a better judgement of motives (Luhmann, 1979; Rempel et al., 1985).  Through time, the 

truster attaches characteristics to the person, based on her remembrance of past interactions 

(Luhmann, 1979; Rempel et al., 1985).  As a result, actions taken at the beginning of a 

relationship tend to have a significant effect on the establishment of trust or distrust (Hardin, 

1993).  This familiarity leads to the development of “thick” trust (Hardin, 1993).  However, if a 

person lacks contact with others or seems unapproachable, other people will not have an 

opportunity to test her trustworthiness (Luhmann, 1979). 

 In addition, a decision of trust will depend on the situation (Gambetta, 1988).  “If the 

incentives are ‘right,’ even a trustworthy man can be relied upon to be untrustworthy” (Dasgupta, 

1988, pg. 54).  In contrast, people are most likely to exercise trust when both parties are aware of 

their long-term benefits and have unambiguous communication (Good, 1988).  In a place with 

high norms for trustworthiness and strong punishments for untrustworthiness, a person is more 

likely to act trustworthy (Coleman, 1990).  Also, in situations that require high trust, people are 

actually less likely to trust because of the possible losses (Ziegler, 1998).   
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Types of trust. 

 Interpersonal trust occurs when a trusting person lends another individual her resources 

without expecting an immediate reimbursement (Coleman, 1990).  Interpersonal trust relations 

always have two parties, both of whom have a mutual commitment (Coleman, 1990; Luhmann, 

1979).  This relationship develops best when both parties share the same expectations (Gabarro, 

1978).  Interpersonal trust is necessary because people need trust in one another to carry out 

cooperative action (Deutsch, 1960; Luhmann, 1979).  In many situations, if each party acts in her 

own self-interest without trust, neither party will gain (Deutsch, 1960).    

 People also have generalized trust in others who are part of the same community, even if 

they lack a shared personal history.  This “thin” trust, a trust in the “average person,” partly 

arises from the likelihood of future interaction between the parties or common associates 

(Putnam, 2000; Luhmann, 1979).  The higher the potential is for future communication between 

the truster and other uninvolved, but connected actors, the more likely the trusted person will 

want to fulfil that trust (Coleman, 1990).  As such, the more closely-knit a neighbourhood is, the 

higher the citizen’s level of generalized trust (Fukuyama, 1995).  Some argue that this 

generalized trust arises out of a set of shared norms and values within communities (Fukuyama, 

1995; Putnam, 2000).  Common cognitions, such as shared modes of thinking, expectations, and 

cognitive frames, can also serve as the basis for community trust (Lane, 1998).   

 Group trust is most needed and tested during a crisis, when a group lacks resources to 

deal with a situation and may require additional actions from people within and outside of the 

group (Webb, 1996).  Crises can also undermine trust, as “failure to provide expected help or 

resources in a crisis may be viewed … as acts of complete betrayal” (Webb, 1996, pg. 293).  In 

these situations, trust can be built between very different groups of people, despite backgrounds 
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perceived as incompatible.  Chatterton argues that direct action activists can build trust with 

“ordinary” people through dialogue (2006).  Activists can build a common space through 

conversation emphasizing mutual responsibility, cooperation, shared empowerment, and similar 

experiences (Chatterton, 2006).  These interactions can lead to a realization of mutual norms and 

values (Chatterton, 2006). 

 Institutional or systemic trust distinguishes itself from interpersonal or community trust 

in its link to a larger body.  Institutional trust occurs when institutions build trust by acting as 

intermediaries between trusters (Lane, 1998).  However, since the truster must trust the 

intermediary, institutional trust requires some level of system trust, or trust in the system itself 

(Lane, 1998).  This trust is necessary because people rely on major institutions and lack the time 

and resources to fully understand institutional principles (Giddens, 1990).  Conversely, all 

systems require some level of confidence from the public to function (Luhmann, 1988). This 

“faceless commitment” towards systems includes trust in scientific experts, political systems, 

and economic systems (Giddens, 1990).  Specifically, political trust has two levels: trust in its 

principles and trust in the individuals within the system to act competently and morally (Barber, 

1983; Luhmann, 1979).   

 System trust is generally automatic, based on socialization and education (Giddens, 

1990).  People trust in the system partly because they realize that “system trust builds upon the 

fact that others also trust and that this common possession of trust becomes conscious” 

(Luhmann, 1979, pg. 69).  Although most people have some scepticism towards systems, they 

continue to trust in them because they see little alternative (Giddens, 1990; Luhmann, 1979).  

Also, people assume that the motives of certain institutions, such as the government, are 

essentially good (Luhmann, 1979).  However, an individual’s experience with “access points,” 
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the people who act as the system’s “public face,” can strongly influence these perceptions 

(Giddens, 1990).  Although system trust goes beyond simply summing up trust in individuals, 

people want and need “facework commitments” with these representatives (Giddens, 1990; 

Sydow, 1998).   

 As systems do often work as “guarantors” of trust in other individuals, a shift in system 

trust can affect interpersonal trust.  Overall, people expect others to work and cooperate within 

the system (Bachmann, 1998).  When people do work within the system, it improves its ability to 

function (Sydow, 1998).   

 

Distrust  

 Distrust and trust are actually “functional equivalents,” in that both are used to reduce 

complexity and assist decision-making (Luhmann, 1979).  Distrust may arise when a person 

believes that their interaction with another will have a negative result or thinks that the other’s 

true motives do not match with their stated ones (Hardin, 1993; Mellinger, 1956).   

Trust shifts to distrust when a person or institution has passed a certain threshold 

(Luhmann, 1979).  Past this threshold, the person has a completely different orientation towards 

the distrusted party than she previously held (Luhmann, 1979).  Where this threshold lies 

depends on the person’s past experiences.  The typical person has a fairly high threshold because 

most people have flexible expectations (Luhmann, 1979).  Also, most people have a 

confirmation bias that leads them to interpretations that confirm their current beliefs (Good, 

1988).  However, for similar reasons, it is very difficult for a distrusted party to gain back trust.  

When a person stops trusting in another, she no longer has opportunities for testing the trusted, 

and the distrust becomes self-fulfilling (Dasgupta, 1988; Gambetta, 1988).   
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Narratives and Trust 

 Through its roles in characterization and plotting, narration allows people to make 

decisions about trust and influence others’ trust. 

People use narration to make decisions about trust and justify them afterwards through 

characterization and emplotment of the future (Gabbaro, 1978).  Although he does not use the 

word, Luhmann’s “symbol complexes” appear to be a form of characterization in their usage and 

purpose (1979).  He argues that people transform events into symbols, where the experience 

symbolizes the whole character of a trusted person or system, then base their trust on those 

symbols (Luhmann, 1979).  As a person has more interactions, those events feed into the symbol 

complex, further shaping a person’s trust (Luhmann, 1979).  Luhmann’s discussion of prediction 

in the context of trust is also relevant for narrative evaluation.  He states that trust allows the 

individual to act as if she knows the future, and therefore make decisions based on that forecast 

(Luhmann, 1979).  As narration allows people to organize past events in a way that points to 

future events, it appears that “plotting” of the future is an essential part of making trust decisions. 

 Individuals use narrative strategies to both build and break down trust. Communication 

allows people to express and explain their motives to others, allowing for a more accurate 

assessment of their trustworthiness (Gambetta, 1998; Good, 1988).  Narration is one of the best 

forms for sharing personal information and contextualizing motives and actions (Ryfe, 2006).  

Because of this opportunity for characterization, two parties are most likely to build trust when 

they can communicate regularly (Good, 1988; Deutsch, 1960).  

 Narrators can manipulate people’s trust by increasing the amount of favourable personal 

information and downplaying negative information (Gabbay & Leenders, 2003).  
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Communicators can also use narration to express their beliefs and vision in a way that appeals to 

the listener (Gabbay & Leenders, 2003). 

 Similarly, narratives, particularly gossip, can break down trust.  When a person hears 

gossip about another, it generally reaffirms their previously held judgment (Burt & Knez, 1996).   

As a result of this narrative fidelity, gossip strengthens the listener’s characterization, reinforcing 

her trust or distrust (Burt & Knez, 1996).  When several trusters communicate with each other 

often, but have limited communication with the trusted, they are likely to form similar levels of 

trust (Coleman, 1990).  As people often decide on whether to trust based on information from 

another, this network effect can significantly influence trust (Hardin, 1993).   

 

Framing 

 Much like narration, framing is a tool that people use to organize data and make sense of 

their world.  Frames are mental models that communicators use to decipher messages, connect 

events, and understand experiences (Gilliam & Bales, 2001; Snow & Benford, 1992; Drake & 

Donohue, 1996).  In addition to listening, frames also act as communicative tools that people use 

to structure discussion (Drake & Donohue, 1996).  In conflict situations, each individual will 

have a dominant frame that she will attempt to convince the other to adopt (Drake & Donohue, 

1996).  In this process, the communicator incorporates meanings into messages that match her 

previously held beliefs (Gilliam & Bales, 2001).  When the other partner does not share these 

frames, conflict occurs, fragmenting communication and making resolution unlikely (Drake & 

Donohue, 1996). 

Social movements that require collective action use framing to attract and mobilize 

participants (Tarrow, 1992).  Movements perform “meaning-work” to connect their actions to 
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common cultural values (Snow & Benford, 1992).  It is easiest for social movements to create 

mobilizing frames when there is a specific problem, clear opponent and struggle to create 

meaning (Tarrow, 1992). 

When people become involved in a movement, they undergo frame alignment processes 

that match their personal frames to those of the movement (Snow, et al., 1986).  Frame bridging 

is when a movement motivates people who already share their ideology to participate (Snow et 

al., 1986).  With frame amplification, movement leaders “tap into” a person’s existing values and 

beliefs and intensify them to a new place of prominence (Snow et al., 1986).  When the 

movement stretches its boundaries to include values that may be of interest to recruits, but are 

incidental to its purpose, frame extension occurs (Snow et al., 1986).  In frame transformation, 

people have a complete shift in how they interpret information (Gilliam & Bales, 2001).  Past 

events are reinterpreted through this new frame, and assigned new meanings (Snow et al., 1986).   

Through their role in organizing and communicating information, frames and narrative 

are interlocked.  While narration is one form of framing, global frames also influence a narrative, 

helping people understand the story’s larger place in society (Gilliam and Bales, 2001; Labov, 

1982).  Framings can both help and hinder a person’s comprehension of a narrative.  As people 

interpret stories through their individual frames, those who share different frames may have a 

different understanding of its content and meaning (Gulich & Quastoff, 1986).  Conversely, the 

use of narratives influences individuals’ responses to certain frames.  When frames tap into 

values held in cultural myths, they have narrative fidelity and greater cultural resonance (Snow et 

al., 1986).    
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Research Questions 

 As with most qualitative methods, narrative analysis does not lend itself to statistical 

hypotheses testing.  However, three research questions did drive this study: 

Research Question 1: What are the main narratives of the Corrib natural gas controversy and 

what groups and individuals express these narratives? 

Research Question 2: Why do these specific groups express these narratives? 

Research question 3: How do these narratives interact with the levels of trust community 

members have towards each other and institutions? 

 

 

Methodology 

Background on the Project 

History of situation. 

 In 1996, Enterprise Energy Ireland (EEI) and its partners announced finding the Corrib 

gas field off the West coast of Ireland (Cooke, 2006).  In 2000, the Mayo County Council 

conditionally approved EEI’s planning application to build a natural gas terminal/refinery in the 

town of Bellanaboy (Cooke, 2006).  Local residents appealed the decision to the Irish planning 

appeals board, An Bord Pleanála (Cooke, 2006).  After two oral hearings, An Bord Pleanála 

rejected the application on grounds of health, safety, and environmental issues (Cooke, 2006).  

After Shell E&P Ireland Ltd. (now on referred to as ‘Shell’) bought EEI, they submitted a 

revised plan, which An Bord Pleanála passed (Cooke, 2006).   

 Although the official planning process had ended, objection to the project still remained.  

From April to June 2005, Shell employees attempted to access private property in Rossport to 
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cite the transmission pipeline (Cooke, 2006).  While 28 landowners granted access, six 

landowners, with the help of other residents, blocked the employees from accessing the land 

(Cassells, 2006).  Shell then received compulsory acquisition orders for the land from the Irish 

Minister for Marine and Natural Resources (Cassells, 2006). As the objectors continued to 

prevent access, Shell brought five of the objectors to the High Court of Ireland, where the judge 

found them in contempt of a court order of non-interference with pipeline construction (Cooke, 

2006).  This case and subsequent jailing of the men, known as the Rossport 5, brought the 

situation to international attention (Byrne, 2005).  During this time, Shell ceased construction 

and activists from outside of the community set up the Rossport Solidarity Camp (Ryan, 2006b).  

After three months, Shell dropped the injunction (Byrne, 2005). 

 Since the state released the objectors, discussion has continued around the project.  In 

response, the Irish government assigned the independent contractor, Advantica, to carry out a 

safety analysis on the pipeline.  They also assigned mediator Peter Cassells to negotiate a deal 

between the objectors and Shell.  Both Advantica and Cassells recommended a number of 

technical and social changes to the plan, although Cassells was unable to forge a compromise 

between the parties (Acton & Andrews, 2006; Cassells, 2006).   

 In October 2006, Shell resumed construction work on the refinery (Ryan, 2006b).  On the 

first day of work, and other “days of action,” objectors attempted to blockade the gates into the 

site (Ryan, 2006b).  At some points, these blockades resulted in violent conflicts between the 

Gardai Sinocha (Irish national police), and the protestors, where members of both sides were 

injured (Ryan, 2006a).  Since then, the Environmental Protection Agency heard objections to the 

project in April 2007 and Shell has continued consultation through the consultancy firm RPS. 
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Location of study. 

 The study focuses on the barony of Erris, in northwest County Mayo, Ireland  (Figure 1).  

It has historically been one of the poorest, most remote regions in Ireland, and is a Gaeltacht, or 

Irish-speaking region (Moore, 2003). Currently, there is little industry and minimal infrastructure 

in the area (Moore, 2003).  The refinery site is nearest to the village of Bellanaboy.  Located 11 

miles east of Belmullet, the largest town in Erris (population 1880), it is within the watershed of 

Carrowmore Lake, a Special Area of Conservation candidate and the local drinking water source 

(Moore, 2003).  The contested site for the natural gas pipeline ran from Broadhaven Bay through 

the town of Rossport into Bellanaboy (Cassells, 2006).  RPS is in the process of consulting the 

community on relocation of the pipeline. 

 

Groups involved. 

 As Cassells describes in his report, there are three groups of people in Erris: those who 

have always supported the project, those who want the project to go ahead in some form but have 

concerns, and those who do not want any version to go forward (2006).  However, there are 

several organizations involved on both sides, and no groups’ members are homogeneous in their 

opinions.        

The main opposition group is Shell to Sea, who states their purpose is to “seek to ensure 

the proposed Corrib gas terminal and pipeline are constructed offshore … We seek to highlight 

the negligent environmental, health, safety, planning and economic consequences of this 

government backed plan” (Shell-to-Sea, 2007). This group evolved from early objectors and 

others who supported the five men during their jailing. Locally, it includes area residents and 

long-term activists who live in the Rossport Solidarity Camp.  Although the group is based in  
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Erris, there are a number of Shell to Sea branches nationally and internationally.  While local 

members of Shell to Sea picket daily outside of the construction site, national Shell to Sea 

members protest and sometimes blockade the site on mass days of action (Figure 2).  Shell to Sea 

also works through the media and government processes.   

 

 
 
Figure 2.  Garda Síochána officers and protestors in the morning outside of refinery construction 
site.  Photo used courtesy of Rossport Solidarity Camp. 
 

Other residents have also expressed their opposition to the project.  The 

Bellanaboy/Lenamore Concerned Citizens group and the Erris Inshore Fishermen’s Association, 

as well as other local people, objected during the planning process on grounds of health, safety, 

and environmental damage.  Although the Bellanaboy /Lenamore Concerned Citizens Group has 

discontinued their protest, the Erris Inshore Fishermen’s Association continues to object. 

There are a variety of local support and community decision-making organizations.  The 

Council for the West is a group that “highlights and creates awareness of the major social and 

economic issues affecting development” in several counties, including Mayo (Council for the 

West, 2007).  The Pro-Gas Mayo Group is a group in County Mayo who actively support the gas 
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project through media and political participation (Cafferty, 2007).  The Pro-Erris Gas Group was 

originally created to help community members reach a consensus decision, but currently 

continues in support of the project. 

The government, both local and national, has played a significant role in the project’s 

evolution.  The Mayo County Council manager approved both planning applications, and the 

planning staff is responsible for many local environmental safety issues. Nationally, An Bord 

Pleanála made the decisions on both of the appeals and the Department for the Marine and 

Natural Resources issued the lease for the Corrib gas field (Cooke, 2006).  The national 

government called in the Garda Síochána (Irish police) when objectors, led by Shell to Sea, 

began to illegally blockade the gates (Ryan, 2006a).   

 

Narrative Analysis 

 Like any area of research, research on narratives has its own set of philosophical 

assumptions.  Narrative researchers hold the ontological assumption that truth has a basic 

flexibility, so narration both “creates” and represents forms of reality (Gulich & Quasthoff, 1986; 

Polkinghorne, 1988).  There is no single, “correct” reading of a text; each reading imposes its 

own meaning (Bochner & Ellis, 1992; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998).  In this 

approach, the researcher is actively involved in the co-production of data, not a mere observer 

(Mischler, 1986).  Also, studying narratives has a number of advantages, especially its attention 

to holism and detail (Daiute & Lightfoot, 2004; Lieblich et al., 1998).  Studying narrative is 

especially helpful when attempting to understand social action or when there are a number of 

different “voices” participating in a discussion (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000).   
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Interviews 

 Interviews are one of the main methodologies for obtaining personal and group narratives 

(Llewellyn, 2001; Polkinghorne, 1995).  They create a discourse between 

interviewer/interviewee and can serve as “an inscription of narrative production” (Mishler, 1986; 

Czarniawska, 2004, pg. 55). 

 The researcher should choose interviewees based on theory, rather than obtaining a 

representative sample (Valentine, 2003).  Researchers can contact potential interviewees through 

organizational gatekeepers or snowballing techniques, where the researcher asks interviewees to 

provide contact information of others (Valentine, 2003).   

 Narrative interviewing is typically unstructured, as opposed to survey interviews (Denzin, 

1970).  In this open question form, people are likely to tell stories, especially with the 

researchers’ encouragement (Kohler Reissman, 1993; Mishler, 1986; Polkinghorne, 1988).  The 

interviewer develops a guide of five to seven questions, which she can rephrase and reorganize 

as necessary (Denzin, 1970; Kohler Reissman, 1993).  Questions can be as simple as “What 

happened?” and “Why did it happen?” (Kohler Reissman, 1993; Polkinghorne, 1988).   

I conducted 33 interviews during my visits to Erris, from 24 March – 3 April 2007 and 17 

– 26 May 2007.  Appendix I lists the details of these interviews.  

I contacted leaders on both sides of the project, obtaining their names from websites and 

newspaper articles.  I requested interviews from leaders in the Shell-to-Sea group, Erris Inshore 

Fishermen’s Association, Bellanaboy/Lenamore Concerned Citizens group, Council for the 

West, Pro-Mayo Gas Group, Erris Chamber of Commerce, and Pro-Erris Gas Group.  However, 

members of the Bellanaboy/Lenamore Concerned Citizens group rejected my request. I also 

interviewed Shell’s community advisor, who is a local resident. 
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I also interviewed four Mayo County Councillors, and a member of the local clergy who 

had submitted a formal objection.  I requested an interview at the Belmullet Garda Síochána 

station several times, but never received a specific answer. 

Lastly, I contacted some community members without interest group affiliation, deriving 

these business owners’ and club leaders’ information from an Erris promotional booklet. One 

refused the interview, while the other two, an uninvolved resident and a non-Shell-to-Sea 

objector, agreed to interviews.   

I also engaged in snowball sampling, and as a result, spoke to several members of Shell-

to-Sea, one non-Shell-to-Sea objector, three uninvolved residents, one former objector, several 

active supporters, and one business supplier.   

I had a set of interview questions (Appendix II), which I asked most interviewees.  Over 

the course of the interviews, I eliminated a few questions and used others rarely.  The list was 

revised for non-local objectors. 

 

Transcribing 

 Although the researcher must transcribe interviews to analyse them, some content and 

context is inherently lost (Arksey & Knight, 1999).  The researcher can preserve the most 

content by including the entire text and appropriate context in the transcription (Kohler 

Reissman, 1993; Polkinghorne, 1988).  Texts may include repeated words, affect, emphases, 

pauses, and pitch (Kohler Reissman, 1993). Whether to fully or partially transcribe the text 

depends on the type of analysis and issues of length (Lieblich et al., 1998).  I transcribed the 

interviews to preserve all of the verbal utterances, but have eliminated verbal “fillers” in this 

paper for the sake of readability and length.  Full transcripts are available upon request.   
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Analysis of narratives/discourse 

 Narrative analysis falls into several categories, including holistic/categorical and 

content/form (Lieblich et al, 1998).  In holistic analyses, the researcher examines the narrative as 

a whole, while in categorical analyses, she only analyses certain themes (Lieblich et al., 1998).  

Content-focused approaches examine what events the teller recounts and why, while form 

evaluates the style and organization (Lieblich et al., 1998). Content-focused approaches allow an 

examination of events, plot and characterization.  When a researcher is analysing multiple 

narratives, she can compare events and themes across them, although individuals will express the 

same theme differently (Kohler Reissman, 1993).  It is often helpful to see which themes reoccur 

and which ones the teller excludes (Lieblich et al., 1998).  Researchers can use the traits the teller 

assigns people to gain a sense of the person’s self-image and opinion of others (Franzosi, 1998).   

 Categorical/content analysis (from now on referred to as ‘content analysis’) can provide a 

systemic method of analysing plot and characterization.  Although content analysis developed as 

a quantitative method, researchers can also use it qualitatively (Rose, 2001).  The method 

focuses on classifying events and themes into categories and counting the number of times each 

category occurs in the text (Rose, 2001).   

 After choosing the relevant texts, the first step of content analysis is creating categories 

(Lieblich et al., 1998).  The categories should emerge naturally from the texts and relate to the 

theory and research questions (Hansen et al., 1988; Lieblich et al., 1998).  Unlike quantitative 

content analysis, in narrative analysis, researchers can refine categories as they re-read material 

(Lieblich et al., 1998).   
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 The researcher then codes the texts, which should be systematic, although there is an 

inevitable level of subjectivity (Arksey & Knight, 1999; Rose, 2001).   The researcher can then 

count the occurrences of a theme, rank them by their frequency, or qualitatively describe them 

(Lieblich et al., 1998).  She can also relate the frequency of categories to each other (Hansen et 

al., 1988).   

 In addition, the researcher must also consider the narrative’s social context.  

Understanding why and how the individual uses these stories in their culture is essential to 

understanding the narrative’s personal significance (Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995).  The researcher 

should consider the social, temporal and geographical circumstances in which the narrator is 

telling her story (Gulich & Quasthoff, 1986).   

 Discourse and framing analysis are similar to narrative content analysis and offer further 

insight into qualitative text analysis.  Discourse consists of “groups of statements which structure 

the way a thing is thought, and the way we act on the basis of that thinking” (Rose, 2001, pg. 

136).  Narratives both derive from and are forms of discourse (Carr, 1985).  Both analyses 

examine texts as ways of representing the world and communicating it to others (Fairclough, 

1995).  Like content analysis, the researcher must first select her sources, which can include 

interviews (Rose, 2001).  She then analyses these texts rhetorically and contextually, sometimes 

using coding to identify themes (Rose, 2001).  Framing analysis offers another way of examining 

how people organize and communicate ideas.  Interviews can reveal significant information 

about participants’ framing, as they demonstrate how a person reasons about an issue (Gilliam & 

Bales, 2001).  In their study, Creed, Langstraat, & Scully (2002) identified the argumentative 

devices and broad themes used in each text.  They scrutinized the assumptions, unspoken 

meanings, inherent discourses, and voices of authority within the frames (Creed et al., 2002).   



Narratives, Trust and Natural Gas 
30 

 I mainly utilized the methodology of narrative content analysis, but also integrated some 

aspects of discourse and framing analysis.  As I transcribed the interviews, I created a list of 

reoccurring themes, including commonly noted events, concerns, and characterizations.  I then 

read each interview, selecting sections that fit into the pre-made categories.  If a theme appeared 

to be significant, I added it to the list and re-analysed previous interviews.  Like in discourse 

analysis, my categories were somewhat flexible, but I did attempt to maintain specific 

definitions.  I considered a theme “significant” if at least four people mentioned it.  I also 

compiled a list of quotes for each category.  Using the same themes, I conducted a qualitative 

discourse analysis on “official” narratives from Shell and Shell to Sea.  I analysed a Shell 

information packet on the Corrib natural gas project and a Shell to Sea pamphlet and 

informational website (http://www.mayogasinfo.com).   

 After analysing the main texts, I addressed the narratives’ social and historical context.  

Unlike discourse analysis, I did not attempt to make people more aware of how their language 

demonstrates power, as narrative analysis should allow others to tell their own story (Wodak, 

2001).  However, I did explore the cultural and historical context, and used it to explain the 

evolution of residents’ framing and narratives.   

 

Results 

 Like all stories, the narratives surrounding the Corrib gas project described a number of 

chronological events.  I divided these descriptions into four sections: initial reaction, other past 

events, present issues, and visions of the future.  

 Interviewees embedded their narratives with characterizations that did not always match 

with any particular event.  Although these characterizations often referred to people in one of the 
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groups, they did not always apply to every individual in that group.  People often made several, 

sometimes contradictory, characterizations, and also engaged in self-characterization. 

 Two major narratives emerged from the interviews: supporter and objector narratives.  

Each narrative had its own set of reoccurring events, characterizations and themes.  Although 

most statements by active supporters and objectors fit into their respective narratives, some 

people’s narratives contained themes on both sides.  Also, not all of the individuals categorized 

on one side or another are active, or officially supportive of that side.  However, I will refer to 

the entire group with the dominant supporter narrative as “supporters,” and the entire group with 

the dominant objector narrative as “objectors.” 

 

Supporter Narrative (Appendix III and IV) 

 Initially, most supporters had a positive reaction to the project announcement, seeing it as 

a good opportunity for the area.   

Supporters then saw a series of events as influencing their opinion on the project’s 

context.  The most commonly mentioned event was a negative interaction with objectors, 

specifically Shell-to-Sea members.  I categorized these references as an objector characterization 

of “bullying/intimidating/disrespectful.”  While many of these exchanges were face-to-face, 

some supporters recalled stories told by others.  One active supporter described an encounter that 

occurred as he was leaving the project site: “When we tried to leave the site, our way was 

blocked.  …  the protestors held us hostage for 32 minutes.”1  An uninvolved resident said that 

she had heard of objectors holding a policewoman’s head under the bog water during a protest.2  

Supporters also raised concerns regarding Shell-to-Sea’s protest tactics, particularly blockading 

                                                 
1 Interview 20, active supporter, 21 May 2007. 
2 Interview 33, uninvolved resident (supporter), 25 May 2007 
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the site.  Their first concern was with the method’s illegality, about which one active supporter 

said, “But having illegal protests that are anti-establishment and undemocratic is, there’s 

absolutely no place for that in this society.”3 Many supporters also felt that this tactic unfairly 

denied employees “the right to go to work.”4 

In contrast to the objector characterization, the second most described past event was a 

Garda-supportive recollection of the Garda-objector interaction.   Most supporters described the 

Garda as having a difficult job, and adequately carrying out those responsibilities.   

In addition to the objectors, the supporters were also critical of Shell.  They had seen the 

corporation make mistakes during the project, or, as the Shell communications advisor said, “I 

don’t think Shell covered themselves in glory initially.”5 

Despite these mistakes, many supporters emphasized that the project had proceeded 

through all of the relevant governmental processes.  As a County Councillor said, “And the law 

of the land says this has planning on two different occasions … it has been through An Bord 

Pleanála, it has been through to the High Court, and been through a judicial review, so where 

do you stand after that?”6 

Several supporters also mentioned additional reports and evaluations of the project, 

particularly the Advantica and Cassells reports.  Some said that they found the results reassuring, 

while others cited them within a larger list of processes.  Along with these reports, supporters 

recounted that they had asked questions of the corporation, and critically analysed the project 

themselves.   

                                                 
3 Interview 19, active supporter, 20 May 2007. 
4 Interview 15, active supporter, 19 May 2007. 
5 Interview 28, Shell community advisor, 24 May 2007 
6 Interview 11, County Councillor, 2 April 2007. 
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 Many supporters also stated their disappointment that the objectors refused to 

compromise their position.  Several said that they thought that the objectors should not have 

dropped out of negotiations, and wished that people in the community would just “sit down and 

talk.”7   

In addition, some supporters offered a defence of the government’s 1992 policy shift on 

oil and gas exploration terms, characterizing the decision as justified.8   

Currently, the supporters believe the project should continue as planned.  The most 

common theme addressing the present was a faith that the government would act as a guarantor 

of safety.  After listing a number of agencies and stating his belief in them, one active supporter 

said, “Those are the people that are responsible for ensuring that this company is working to the 

standards that it promises it will.  So I think the point can’t be taken up with Shell, it has to be 

taken up with local authority.”9  Several supporters also thought that Shell had learned from their 

mistakes.   

Lastly, the supporters explained their concern and disapproval that the protests have 

continued although the planning process has ended.  Some said that some objectors did not 

participate in the original planning process, although the group opposed at the time requested 

support.  As one uninvolved resident stated, “When they applied for planning permission the first 

time around, the people in Bellanaboy naturally didn’t want the refinery beside their doors.  And 

they needed support big-time.  The people of Rossport sat back, done nothing, laughed about 

them.”10  Also, some said that continuing the protest was undemocratic. 

                                                 
7 Interview 23, Shell community advisor, 24 May 2007, very similar phrasing used by other objectors. 
8 The current state policy towards oil and gas exploration was set in 1992, when the oil/gas royalties the companies 
had to pay to the state shifted from between 8-16 percent to zero percent and equity shares from 50 percent to zero 
percent.  The tax on net profit is 25 percent and in the first year, there is a 100 percent write-off on gross profit. 
(Garavan, 2006) 
9 Interview 19, active supporter, 20 May 2007 
10 Interview 33, uninvolved resident, 25 May 2007 
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 Many supporters described a positive future for the Erris region.  The most commonly-

described direct benefit was an increase in jobs, and some specifically mentioned the temporary 

construction jobs and permanent positions.  Some supporters said they hoped that this increase in 

jobs would limit emigration away from the area, allowing local people to hold jobs closer to 

home. They saw the increase in employment as bringing additional business to other local 

businesses. 

Another frequently mentioned benefit for the area was an improvement in infrastructure.  

Although most supporters focused on development of a consistent regional energy supply, others 

also mentioned improvements in roads, broadband access and social support.   Some supporters 

said they believed infrastructure improvements would allow other industries to enter the area.   

 Along with benefits, the supporters believe the project has a low risk for human safety 

and the environment. “I have put my neck on the line … but I would have never have done that 

but for the fact that I do think that it is a hundred percent safe,”11 said one active supporter.   

 Beyond benefits for the region, many supporters noted that the project would benefit the 

country through its provision of natural gas.  They explained that the majority of Ireland’s 

natural gas is imported and that the Corrib project is key to energy independence. 

 The supporters made characterizations of themselves as a group, local objectors, and non-

local objectors.  The major self-characterizations of the supporters were that they represented the 

majority opinion and were knowledgeable about the issue.   

 The characterizations of the local objectors were much more complex.  The most 

commonly mentioned characteristic (apart from intimidating) was that at least some of the local 

objectors had legitimate concerns.  As a County Councillor said, “I quite understand that there 

are genuine fears there and there is a lot of fear in most people and people are genuinely very 
                                                 
11 Interview 19, active supporter, 20 May 2007. 
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unhappy about it … and that’s a shame, really.”12  In addition, some people, including 

supporters, believed the local objectors had brought benefits to the community, including jobs 

and heightened safety standards.  As one County Councillor said, “I’ve admired the local people 

and particularly the individuals who have spent, done a huge amount of research and 

investigation into the project. … they’ve done their community service.”13   

 Despite those concerns, characterizations of the local objectors were largely negative.  A 

common characterization was that at least some of the objectors were opposed to any 

development in the area.  One active supporter stated, “Sometimes we got the feeling that the 

people protesting, they’d like to [think] that they are the sole guardians of the environment and 

the inheritance and it must be kept that way for the chosen few.”14  Similarly, some supporters 

described the objectors as “anti-establishment”15 and “anti-everything,”16 seeing the protest as a 

general expression of contempt for institutions.  

As a result of the objectors’ perceived confrontational attitudes, some supporters and 

non-Shell-to-Sea members said that they believe Shell-to-Sea members were causing divisions 

within the community.  Some described the campaign tactics as dishonest, and said that the 

campaign had “changed the goalposts,”17 claiming objectors had unfairly shifted their focus.   

 Some suggested objectors continued protesting out of selfishness, either to protect their 

personal property or gain additional financial compensation.  As one active supporter said, “And 

there are people who don’t recognize the state …  But they take the money.  They recognize the 

                                                 
12 Interview 24, County Council member, 23 May 2007 
13 Interview 27, County Councillor, 23 May 2007 
14 Interview 21, active supporter, 22 May 2007. 
15 Interview 19, active supporter, 20 May 2007 
16 Interview 15, active supporter, 19 May 2007. 
17 Active supporters of Interview 15 (19 May 2007) and 19 (20 May 2007) both used this phrase. 
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euro.”18  Some supporters said the objectors were scaremongering, exaggerating the health and 

safety risks to frighten other people. 

 The supporters also characterized other groups involved in the project.  Supporters 

generally thought that the non-local activists did not have a right to speak about the project.  One 

County Councillor remarked, “I disagree with the fact that people who will not be directly 

affected are party … and seem to be getting over-involved and over-committed.”19 Some 

supporters also said that the non-local objectors were ignorant of the community.  Although 

supporters had minimal institutional characterization, some said that the Garda has some 

unpleasant individuals on its workforce, but maintained that it was still reliable.   

 

Objector Narrative (Appendix V and VI) 

 The objector narrative starts similarly to the supporter narrative, but quickly diverges.  

Most objectors began with an ambiguous or uninterested reaction to the project.  As one local 

Shell-to-Sea objector said, “So at that time, we didn’t take that much notice because we didn’t 

ever dream that it had anything to got to do with us.”20  Other objectors did have a negative 

reaction, although not all of them immediately became involved in the campaign.  Some current 

objectors even initially welcomed the project. 

The major division between the narratives began when the objectors gained more 

information on the project, which inspired many to action. What information they learned varied 

from person to person, with some learning about the safety issues and others about the politics.  

Also, two uninvolved residents sympathetic to the objectors said that learning about the project 

raised their level of concern.   

                                                 
18 Interview 20, active supporter, 21 May 2007. 
19 Interview 23, County Councillor, 23 May 2007 
20 Interview 4, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 28 March 2007. 
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The objectors’ narrative of past events tended to focus on occurrences that reinforced 

their negative evaluation.  The most commonly mentioned event was a negative interaction with 

the police, whether as a personal experience, communicated by media, or described by another 

individual.  Some objectors referenced these with a characterization of the Garda as 

bullying/heavy-handed, but many described specific events.  One local Shell-to-Sea objector 

described watching a video that showed a policeman kick an objector in the head as she climbed 

off of a blockaded truck.21  Another local Shell-to-Sea objector described how she attempted to 

obtain help for an objector who had fallen into a ditch.  She said that Garda members refused 

him medical attention because “They thought we were faking the whole situation.  And I got very, 

very upset because it was clearly visible that you could not have faked something like that.”22 

Similarly, many objectors described the government processes they witnessed as corrupt 

or undemocratic.  “Everything has been doctored. … It’s always a fait accompli.  … They’re 

afraid, they’ll do everything to subvert democracy.  They try and not let the people’s voice [be] 

heard,”23 said one local Shell-to-Sea objector.    Several objectors also saw the government’s 

actions as incompetent, viewing its encouragement of the project as contrary to their job of 

representing and protecting citizens.  Several suggested corruption may have led to the current 

government agreement with oil/gas companies, which they see as denying the Irish a fair revenue 

from the country’s natural resources (Figure 3). Also, some objectors mentioned that they 

believed the government made concessions for Shell, particularly a lowering of health and safety 

standards.  Some said that Shell and the government’s denial of information or provision of 

information contradictory to their own research shaped this scepticism. 

                                                 
21 Interview 29, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 24 May 2007. 
22 Interview 5, Local Shell-to-Sea objector, 28 March 2007. 
23 Interview 7, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 29 March 2007. 
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Figure 3.  A poster outside of Healy’s Supermarket and Undertakers in Barnatra, County Mayo.  
Author’s own photograph. 

 

Although much of the objectors’ recollection was negative, many of them described the 

development of relationships with other objectors.  As one local Shell-to-Sea objector said, “And 

I’ve made many friends, and I would consider them to be really friends, not just acquaintances 

or people you accidentally get to know.”24 Non-local objectors, all of whom had lived at the 

Solidarity Camp for over a year, also described building relationships with objecting residents. 

Currently, the members of Shell-to-Sea and their supporters believe that the project 

should be moved offshore to reduce health, safety, and environmental risks.  They see the current 

plans as experimental and the residents as unwilling “guinea pigs.”25 The Erris Inshore 

Fishermen’s Association believe that the outfall pipe should be lengthened to bring the 

impurities farther out to sea.   

                                                 
24 Interview 12, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 2 April 2007. 
25 Interview 4, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 28 March 2007. 
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However, much like the supporters, the future drives the objector narrative.  The most 

commonly mentioned issue was a general concern about environmental damage, most often in 

the context of the connection between land and community.  As one local Shell-to-Sea objector 

said, “The area protected them … Now, this crowd want to turn it into a toxic environment.  They 

want to turn local nature into the enemy of the people.”26  Ocean pollution was the only specific 

ecological risk mentioned by objectors. 

The idea of the land becoming polluted served as a backdrop to the issue of human health 

risk, the second most commonly mentioned issue (Garavan, in press).  Although some objectors 

referred to general health risks, many mentioned two specific ones: drinking water contamination 

and pipeline safety.  As the project is within Carrowmore Lake’s watershed, objectors are 

concerned that the disturbance of the peat bog will release aluminium into the drinking water.  

Also, objectors are concerned that the pipeline presents an unacceptable explosion risk. 

In addition, some objectors raised concerns about an expansion of the refinery area to 

process natural gas and oil from other fields.  They worry that if this expansion occurs, the future 

risks will go far beyond those posed by the current project. 

The objector narrative also included counter-points responding to the supporters’ stated 

benefits.  Several objectors said that the number of permanent jobs is relatively low, many of 

them in low-paid work.  Some objectors are concerned that the project will threaten Erris’s 

growing tourism sector and increase emigration.  One local Shell-to-Sea objector said, “I could 

see gradually, people moving away from the area,”27 and another said she would leave if the 

                                                 
26 Interview 3, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 28 March 2007. 
27 Interview 31, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 25 May 2007. 
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project is completed as planned.28  Likewise, some objectors stated that the project would not 

improve infrastructure, especially access to natural gas.   

As a result, some objectors stated that they had a great deal of difficulty even imagining 

the future if the project continues as planned.  As one local Shell-to-Sea objector said, “I got 

involved because we had to win this thing.  This is survival.  So I can’t see this project going 

forth as planned.”29 

The additional characterizations of the objectors were less focused on one group than the 

characterizations of the supporters.  Several objectors, both local and non-local, described the 

community as strengthened by resistance.  As one non-local Shell-to-Sea objector said, 

“Apparently there are people who are involved now who didn’t even know each other properly 

and now there’s this whole new community developed from the Shell to Sea network.”30  In some 

cases, objectors equated the entire community with the objectors, particularly the residents of the 

parish nearest the project.  Some also mentioned that the project had increased the community’s 

level of political awareness. 

Much like the supporters, the objectors negatively characterized their opposition.  The 

most common characterization is that the supporters were greedy, either because they were local 

businesspeople with “vested interests” or had received bribes. One local Shell-to-Sea objector 

said the supporters were “those who are prepared to put a few pounds before the welfare of the 

community.”31 

The second major supporter characterization was that supporters were either ignorant or 

misled.  “They’re not informed.  They have not studied the issue. They have not analysed the 

                                                 
28 Interview 8, local Shell-to-Sea objector on 29 March 2007. 
29 Interview 12, local Shell-to-Sea objector on 2 April 2007. 
30 Interview 1, non-local Shell-to-Sea objector on 27 March 2007. 
31 Interview 3, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 28 March 2007. 
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project in any rigorous way,”32 said one local Shell-to-Sea objector.  Some supporters attributed 

this unawareness to receiving false information, while others said they refused to listen to 

alternative perspectives.   

The objectors also engaged in self-characterization.  They explained that they were not 

completely against the natural gas, but wanted to reduce its risk.  Some objectors said that their 

group represented the majority opinion of the community.  Lastly, some objectors and other 

parties described the group as devoted to fighting their cause. 

The local objectors were much more positive than the supporters towards non-local 

objectors.  Objectors most often described the non-local objectors as “genuine” in their beliefs 

and desire to serve the community.  They saw them as sacrificial, especially the long-term 

objectors.  Several people also described them as helpful, remarking that the community required 

their assistance. 

The institutional characterizations were more limited.  The objectors focused their 

characterizations on Shell, particularly its dishonesty.  As one non-Shell-to-Sea objector said, 

“They have specialized in telling us untruths.”33  Several also said that Shell had used a “divide 

and conquer”34 tactic to split the residents, and commented on Shell’s negative history in other 

communities. 

 

Overlapping Characteristics and Themes (Appendix VII and VIII) 

 Although the supporter and objector narratives conflict in many ways, there were some 

overlapping characterizations and themes. 

                                                 
32 Interview 13, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 3 April 2007. 
33 Interview 18, non-Shell-to-Sea objector (Erris Inshore Fishermen’s Association), 20 May 2007. 
34 Interview 1, non-local Shell-to-Sea objector, 27 March 2007. 
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The major overlap was in the description of the community.  People on both sides 

reported that the community had been close-knit and caring prior to the project.  In contrast, most 

people said that the community had become divided as a result of the project, with even family 

members disagreeing with each other.  Some believed the community spirit would take a long 

time to heal. 

A common generalized characterization was that the area was poor and undeveloped.  

Some described the local community as traditionally marginalized, ignored and even oppressed 

by the national government.  As one non-Shell-to-Sea objector described, “Over the years, it was 

forgotten by the government, we’re so far out here.”35  Similarly, some people emphasized the 

historically high level of emigration and viewed the people as survivors for enduring long-term 

hardship. 

Although they were a small group, some people’s community characterization did 

contradict the main narrative.  Some were less negative about the effects, believing that the 

community is less divided than outsiders believe.  For example, one County Councillor described 

a community tea in Rossport where people were celebrating together despite differences of 

opinion.36 Also, a small number of people said they believed the conflict would end fairly 

quickly once the project is completed.  Others were more cynical, believing that this issue 

revealed previous cracks in the community. 

Another area of agreement between both sides was the idea that Shell is a multinational 

corporation, acting like any other business to maximize profit.  People also suggested that Shell 

might have had disrespect for members of the community in the past.  As one active supporter 

said, “I would hope they did not feel that the people in the area were so backward, or whatever, 

                                                 
35 Interview 16, non-Shell-to-Sea objector, 19 May 2007. 
36 Interview 24, County Councillor, 23 May 2007 
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that they were going to ride over people roughshod.”37  Some also had a similar characterization 

of the Garda, saying that they are an arm of the government, and are only acting in that role.   

Lastly, people on both sides described a number of themes that demonstrated shared 

values.  The most common themes were that the government should not have jailed the men and 

that people need to respect differing opinions.  Another complementary theme, particularly 

among supporters, was that people have the right to free speech and protest, even though they 

disapprove of certain tactics.  Several people also stressed the need for the community to discuss 

the issue, and for consultation by the government and corporation.  As one County Councillor 

said, “If they were to sit down around a table and discuss … the various issues that are involved, 

I’m sure that it might be possible for a resolution to be found.”38   

Although none of the questions addressed the topic, several people negatively evaluated 

the project’s media coverage.  People on both sides complained that the media was biased 

towards the opposite side, and some mentioned that the media coverage of the issue was overly 

negative.  One local Shell-to-Sea objector described an incident when a reporter came to the area 

expecting “mayhem” at a protest, and then cancelled his report because no one was injured.39 

Another major theme is the importance of self-education on the issues, which was often 

part of the advice to people in similar communities.  Some people on both sides also mentioned 

the purity or “untouched” nature of the local environment. 

 

Official Narratives  

 Examining each side’s official group narratives sheds light on the individual stories.   

                                                 
37 Interview 15, active supporter, 19 May 2007. 
38 Interview 23, County Councillor, 23 May 2007 
39 Interview 5, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 28 March 2007. 
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 The official Shell narrative of the past reflects several of the events and themes 

mentioned in the supporter narrative.  They recount how the project has moved through the 

government processes and list additional safety reports, including quotes from the Advantica 

report (Shell, 2006).  They also defend the government’s encouragement of oil/gas exploration, 

detailing the low success rate of such exploration in Ireland (Shell, 2006).   

 Currently, Shell’s corporate narrative emphasizes their need to work “in partnership with 

local communities,” stating that “local opinion, support, and input are critical to the project’s 

success, and we value it highly” (Shell, 2006).   

 The future of Shell’s narrative describes how the project will increase West Mayo’s 

infrastructure, although it does not promise any towns access to gas (Shell, 2006).  It also 

describes the jobs created by the project, reporting that the construction will employ 700 local 

people and the refinery will create 50 permanent jobs (Shell, 2006).  The packet describes the 

project’s national benefits, calling the Corrib field “a vital national resource” (Shell, 2006).  The 

Shell narrative also emphasizes the low risks to safety and human/environmental health, stating 

that the project will meet all regulations and standards (Shell, 2006). 

 Like individuals, the Shell official narrative has self-characterizations.  The corporation 

portrays itself as having technical expertise as well as a desire to interact with local people.  It 

uses the phrase “some of the most advanced technology available in the oil and gas industry 

today” several times and features complex diagrams (Shell, 2006).  To demonstrate their interest 

in the community, the packet has large “stories” on the EPA oral hearings and a section written 

in the Irish language (Shell, 2006).   

 The official corporate narrative has significance for the community in its use of 

symbolism and characterization.  Symbolic actions can be used to establish legitimacy in a group 
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of people, and sometimes it is difficult to tell which actions are “real” or merely symbolic 

(Brown, 1994).  Whether or not Shell’s intentions are “real,” their emphasis on consultation has a 

positive association with public participation.  In an area where community members see Shell’s 

actions as dishonest, this focus does seem part of an attempt to regain legitimacy.  However, the 

Shell narrative limits the role of residents to that of consultants who can offer suggestions that 

Shell is not bound to follow.  Narration can cast actors in roles that seem beneficial for them, but 

actually limit their voice (Ehrenhaus, 1993).  In this case, Shell’s portrayal of community 

members as consultants denies them the role of active participants who can put demands on 

Shell.  Also, Shell’s emphasis on its own technical proficiency downplays residents’ 

local/cultural expertise. 

 Much like the Shell/supporter narrative, the official Shell-to-Sea narrative is similar to 

the individual objector narrative.  However, it does have a much larger focus on the issue of oil 

and natural gas exploration.  The front cover of the pamphlet reads, “What happened to €50 

billion of gas reserves belonging to the people of Ireland?” (Shell-to-Sea, 2006).  The majority 

of the text in the pamphlet and website is devoted to this issue, and the pamphlet describes how 

the government could use the money to improve Ireland’s health care system (Mayo Gas Info, 

Shell-to-Sea, 2006).   

 The Shell to Sea description of the present compares the current campaign to struggles in 

Ireland’s history.  Also, like the individual narratives, it describes how the current plans for the 

project are unique and experimental. 

 In terms of the future, both the pamphlet and website describe the project’s health and 

environmental risks.  The pamphlet has a chart describing the different pollutants and what 

diseases each cause, and the website mentions the proximity of the project to Carrowmore Lake 
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(Shell-to-Sea, Mayo Gas Info, 2006).  The website also mentions nearby protected areas and the 

“pristine” environment (Mayo Gas Info, 2006). 

 The characterizations of the official Shell to Sea narrative are quite similar to those of the 

objectors.  The website describes the objectors as representing the majority opinion of County 

Mayo, and the government as possibly corrupt (Mayo Gas Info, 2006).  It also mentions Shell’s 

negative history in other communities (Mayo Gas Info, 2006).   

 

Trust and Community Groups  

 Along with chronicling the narratives, I also wanted to investigate how these related to 

the levels of trust in the community.  People described their trust in other community members, 

trust in the various institutions, and how those changed over time.  Although their answers about 

community trust were similar, the gap between the supporters and objectors became apparent in 

their differing levels of trust in institutions (Appendix IX and X).  As the trust in institutions 

included elements of both institutional and systemic trust, I will refer to it as “institutional trust.” 

 Within the community, people on both sides gave ambiguous answers regarding trust 

towards those they disagreed with.  Some people said their trust in people they disagreed with 

had not changed either way.  Only four individuals unequivocally reported that they had lost trust 

in community members and two of those said their distrust was limited to a small group.  Many 

people said that although they disagreed with the opposite opinion, they would continue to 

respect the individuals involved. “I try to divorce people and their personalities from their 

opposition,”40 said the Shell communications advisor.  Some community members suggested 

that although they may question people’s motives regarding the project, their position would 

cause a decline in overall trust.  As the same people may engender trust differently in different 

not 

                                                 
40 Interview 23, Shell communications advisor, 24 May 2007. 
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situations, community members may feel they can separate out people from their politics 

(Gambetta, 1988; Dasgupta, 1988).  Also, several people said that they had to continue trusting 

in their neighbours, as they would still remain in the area long after the project.  As one active 

supporter explained, “these are the people that you have to live beside and talk to and meet on 

the street every day of the week, so.  I wouldn’t hold any grudge.”41 As people are most likely to 

trust each other when there is a high likeliness for future contact, people in the local community 

have an incentive to continue trusting despite the circumstances (Coleman, 1990).  However, the 

split narratives have most likely undermined this trust. The inter-group communication on both 

sides may have built a sense of uneasiness with the other party, as stories told by others with 

negative characterizations often reinforce distrust (Burt and Knez, 1996).  Although community 

members are trying to maintain trust, the situations and communication discourage it, causing 

this stressful balance.  This uneasiness is demonstrated in the breakdown in communication 

described by one local Shell-to-Sea objector: “I very rarely end up in engaging with anyone that 

I know to be totally pro- this project.  Mostly because their demeanour tends to be aggressive 

and defensive. … I imagine it would just be a negative experience all around.”42  

Although both sides expressed this ambiguity, several objectors, specifically Shell-to-Sea 

members, stated that they had gained trust in fellow objectors.  Their shared experiences with 

both local and non-local, long-term activists built solidarity and commitment to each other, 

common in collective protest (Putnam, 2000).   

 Although the project has had a limited effect on the levels of community trust, it has had 

a major influence on the levels of institutional trust, particularly in the government and Garda.  

Supporters generally felt that their trust levels in the government and Garda had stayed constant, 

                                                 
41 Interview 26, active supporter, 24 May 2007 
42 Interview 12, Local Shell-to-Sea objector, 2 April 2007. 
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and two people even reported a gain in trust.  In contrast, most of the objectors reported that they 

had experienced a loss of trust in both the government and Garda.  In addition, a few said that 

they had never trusted either of the institutions and this experience had reinforced their distrust.    

The levels of trust towards Shell were less clear-cut.  Only the business supplier said that 

he always trusted Shell, while two active supporters and the Shell representative said that they 

had gained trust.  The rest of the supporters communicated that they trusted Shell just as much as 

they would any other corporation.  As society has traditionally expected technical competency 

from businesses, not moral obligations, it makes sense that even the supporters are reluctant to 

fully trust Shell (Barber, 1983).  Similarly, some objectors reported a negative attitude towards 

Shell that the project had reinforced, while others expressed a loss of trust. This lack of trust in 

Shell is most likely tied to the lack of trust in the government, as when people do not trust in the 

system enforcing agreements, they do not trust that others will follow through on them 

(Dasgupta, 1988). 

Although interpersonal and institutional trust are different, they do appear to interact in 

this situation.  When people stop trusting in an institution and refuse to behave within its rules, 

the system weakens and becomes less trustworthy (Sydow, 1998). This relationship may be why 

the supporters are so concerned about the methods of protest and “anti-establishment” nature of 

the campaign.  Supporters see the blockading methods of protest as violating both the formal 

legal institution and informal norm of job attendance.  Likewise, the objectors’ lack of trust in 

the government/Garda weakens the government as a system, which worries those who do trust in 

it.  As one active supporter said, “You have to put faith in the people that are running the 

country.  And if you cannot do that, it means that you cannot function.  Society cannot function 
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and community cannot function.”43  Although these violations have not provoked great distrust, 

it has lowered the legitimacy of the campaign in the eyes of supporters.   

                                                

 

Discussion 

Evolution of the Framing and Narratives 

 Like most stories, one must start at the beginning to understand the Corrib gas 

disagreement.   Although most residents shared a similar narrative prior to the project, this 

narrative began to split with its announcement.  Through the use of cultural rationality, the 

objectors experienced two major frame transformations.  Later, the Shell-to-Sea group engaged 

in frame extension, and both supporters and objectors underwent frame amplification.  As these 

framings led to divergent narratives, neither group saw the other as having narrative fidelity. 

Figure 4 summarizes this process. 

 The residents originally shared a common narrative that their community was close-knit, 

but suffered from economic marginalisation.  As a result, many people in the community reacted 

positively to the project, while some others had an uninterested, ambiguous or even negative 

reaction. 

 Frame transformation began to occur on the part of the future-objectors with the 

introduction of new information and experiences.  Their concern increased when either the 

government or Shell refused to provide additional information or provided materials that 

contradicted outside information.  For some future-objectors, their first shift came as a result of a 

negative face-to-face interaction with a Shell or governmental “access point.” In this case, these 

access points failed to carry through on their facework commitments, making some residents  

 
 

43 Interview 19, active supporter, 20 May 2007. 
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uneasy.  These contradictory, negative experiences did not fit in the supportive, development-

oriented narrative. 

When someone has a negative experience with an institutional representative, she may 

decide to learn the system’s principles, which the objectors did by turning from technical to 

cultural rationality (Luhmann, 1986).  Technical rationality states that experts, using scientific 

analyses, are best suited to make policy decisions (Plough and Krimsky, 1987).  In risk 

assessments, scientists determine an “acceptable level of risk,” ignoring the value-laden 

implications of this judgement (Plough and Krimsky, 1987).  Cultural rationality presents an 

alternative through its analysis of social and local factors ignored by technical rationality (Plough 

and Krimsky, 1987).  People who use cultural rationality focus on the process of decision-

making and issues of trust, and depend on it the most when they believe institutions are being 

dishonest (Fischer, 2000).  As people use narration as an alternative to “scientific” thinking, 

narrative and cultural rationality are closely related (Bruner, 1986).  Because of their frustration 

with the system, the objectors in Erris turned to cultural rationality, which Garavan describes in 

his account of the An Bord Pleanála hearings (2006).  The objecting residents drew on local 

discourses and the land/community relationship, providing a larger context than scientific 

analysis could (Garavan, 2006).  Objectors also described the use of local knowledge in my 

interviews.  A local Shell-to-Sea objector said he began questioning the project when he heard 

they were building the pipeline into a hill.  He recalled saying, “these are supposed to be the best 

in the world … so maybe they know something about geology that I don’t.  But in the meantime, 

what they’re doing, well, it’s stupid.”44  Similarly, the fishermen argue that the emissions outfall 

pipe should be further out to sea because of the water current patterns in Broadhaven Bay.45   

                                                 
44 Interview 3, Local Shell-to-Sea objector, 28 March 2007. 
45 Interview 18, Non-Shell-to-Sea objector, Erris Inshore Fishermen’s Association, 20 May 2007. 



Narratives, Trust and Natural Gas 
51 

As objectors used the “making-meaning” form of narration and cultural rationality, they 

underwent frame transformation.  It was not a complete frame transformation, as it drew upon 

community values, but it significantly questioned the cultural frame of decontextualized 

multinational economic development.  Frame transformation is most likely in movements that 

require a great deal of time and energy, which the objector movement has (Snow et al, 1986). 

The first frame transformation was a shift from general trust in institutions to distrust.  

This change resulted from the objectors’ evaluation of Shell and the government’s narratives as 

lacking fidelity when compared to their own experiences.  The reports of community 

consultation and respect for local opinions did not fit with their frustration with the decision-

making processes (Garavan, 2006).  This distrust inspired people to reinterpret past events.  

Although one local Shell-to-Sea objector said he first thought that the poor behaviour of Shell 

employees was personality-based, he now sees it as representative of the company’s attitude.46   

The second major transformation was a redefinition of the problem, from one of 

economic underdevelopment to health, safety and environmental risk.  A policy problem’s 

definition is inherently linked to its framing, and redefining the problem is common in 

neighbourhood environmental movements (Fischer, 2000).  This reframing inspires “radical 

engagement,” where people attempt to eliminate specific dangers through social movements 

(Giddens, 1990).  This reframing was also a form of value amplification, because although 

residents never saw safety and human/environmental health as issues, this movement emphasized 

a threat to those existing values.  This reframing also re-established the problem’s “relevant 

community.”  As opposed to the Erris or national population, the objector framing defines the 

community as those geographically close enough to be “affected by an incident” (Cassells, 2006, 

pg. 14).   
                                                 
46 Interview 12, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 2 April 2007. 
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The objectors also appeared to engage in frame extension to make the issue nationally 

relevant.  Although the problem definition still focuses on health/safety/environmental issues, the 

secondary topic of the fairness of the oil/gas agreement expands its audience.  This use of frame 

extension becomes particularly clear with the comparison of the individual and “official” Shell-

to-Sea narratives.  While many individuals mentioned the issue as an aside, the Shell-to-Sea 

materials focus on the incentives. 

Both supporters and objectors underwent frame amplification, particularly value 

amplification.  Objectors also experienced belief amplification, as the belief that action was 

necessary increased over time.  This amplification occurred because individuals in both groups 

shared their narratives with each other, using the “making-meaning” and persuasive forms.  

Narrative accrual, or the process of narratives building upon one another, occurred.  The use of 

narration to derive meaning led to a shared understanding, or symbolic convergence, resulting in 

the development of group narratives.  Then, the persuasive form further reinforced these 

meanings.  The evolution of these separate group narratives led to changes in narrative fidelity 

between the groups.   

The first change was a loss of narrative fidelity between the supporters and objectors.  

Neither side sees the other’s story as truthful when compared to their own experiences.  The 

objectors’ creation of a counter-narrative contesting the traditional narrative appears to have 

frustrated the supporters  (Llewellyn, 2001).  They see the canonical breach of the objectors’ 

stories as presenting too radical of a challenge to societal scripts.  On the other hand, as people 

base their interpretations on the teller’s personality and situational characteristics, the objectors 

see stories told by those with “vested interests” as lacking sincerity.  This lack of narrative 
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fidelity leads each side to question the motives of the other, leading to ambiguous levels of trust.  

As in similar cases, the competing narratives have stalled dialogue (Fisher, 1999; Ryfe, 2006).   

This lack of fidelity also creates a conflict over who has the right to speak for the 

community.  The supporter narrative, based on technical rationality, argues that the main right to 

speak belongs to experts, not “Internet qualified scientists.”47  As the supporters believe they 

represent the majority and have abided by the democratic process, they see themselves as also 

having the right to speak.  In contrast, they see the objectors as not having a right to change the 

decision at this point.  They also see the non-local objectors’ narrative as lacking fidelity to the 

community’s true needs.  On the objectors’ side, they evaluated the government and Shell’s 

narratives as having little fidelity.  In contrast, they see themselves as having a right to speak on 

cultural and scientific aspects of the project.  This struggle has only led to further frame 

amplification on both sides.   

The second change was a building of narrative fidelity between local objectors 

(particularly Shell-to-Sea members) and non-local activists.  As the non-local objectors, 

especially long-term ones, spent more time within the community, their narratives became 

incorporated into the group narrative.  As one non-local objector described, “As we’ve become 

closer, we’ve gotten to know each other.  We kind of figured out where we’re all coming from.”48  

This evolution led local activists to see non-local activists as trustworthy and having a right to 

speak. 

 

                                                 
47 Interview 20, active supporter, 21 May 2007. 
48 Interview 9, non-local Shell-to-Sea objector, 31 March 2007. 
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Recommendations 

 I hope that future communities can learn from the Corrib disagreements.  I have critiqued 

the approach to the Erris formal negotiations, as well as outlined a pattern that the Erris 

community members may want to consider following in the future.   

  

 Mediation recommendations. 

 Other communities can learn lessons by examining the formal mediation in Erris.  After 

the release of the imprisoned men, the Irish government hired negotiator Peter Cassells to 

mediate between the objectors and Shell.  In his report (2006), he describes a three step process: 

working to establish trust between parties through “an understanding of mutual concerns,” 

establishing “common ground,” and identifying a set of resolution principles (pg. 8).  However, 

after seven months, Cassells announced “no agreement is likely” due to disagreement over 

opinions and negotiation styles (2006, pg. 4). Although he did not address the local conflict, 

understanding how he could have better attended to narration and cultural rationality may help 

mediators in similar situations.  My research suggests that to produce a report satisfactory to both 

sides, they must see the mediator’s own “story” as having narrative fidelity.  I propose that 

Cassells’ “story” lacked fidelity because of his closed-door negotiation technique and emphasis 

on expert rationality.  However, as this critique is solely based on his report, other circumstances 

that I am unaware of may have made these changes unfeasible. 

 Although the technique of confidential and exclusive sessions may be suitable for most 

negotiations, this approach overlooked objectors’ previous negative experiences in closed-door 

meetings.  As one local Shell-to-Sea objector said, “We know they (Shell) don’t want to see a 

hall full of people because everybody hears the same thing at the same time. ... if they go to you 
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and tell you something, and then they go to somebody else, they tell them something different.”49  

As objectors shared these stories with each other, they reinforced the characterization of Shell 

being divisive and dishonest.  As the objectors were concerned with informing those outside of 

the negotiation, it makes sense why they only agreed to very limited closed-door talks (Cassells, 

2006). 

 The reliance on technical/expert rationality may have also distanced the objectors.  First, 

the request for both sides to “set down core non-negotiable issues” relies on the objectors having 

a specific list of demands (Cassells, 2006, pg. 10).    However, neighbourhood environmental 

conflicts often connect to deep historical/cultural issues embodied in narratives that residents 

cannot easily summarize (Fischer, 2000; Garavan, 2006).  Also, the separation of community 

concerns into narrow categories appears not to capture residents’ richness of feeling (Cassells, 

2006).  Only the category “concern about relations with Shell” touches on the shifts in trust and 

why they occurred (Cassells, 2006).  Also, the recommendations emphasize the role of technical 

risk assessment, describing the project as using “best available techniques” (Cassells, 2006).  It 

characterizes the government as a guarantor of safety and says it will adequately regulate and 

monitor the site (Cassells, 2006).  Although governmental trust has narrative fidelity for 

supporters, it lacks fidelity for the objectors based on their characterization of the government.  

This reliance on institutions and technical knowledge also downplays the importance of local 

knowledge.  Similarly, its statement that there is no discussion of the terminal location because 

the planning process is completed lacks narrative fidelity for objectors, because they viewed that 

process as illegitimate (Cassells, 2006).   

 In contrast, a mediator could take narrative and cultural rationality into account in a 

number of ways.  She first could design the mediation process to build trust, rather than have the 
                                                 
49 Interview 7, local Shell-to-Sea objector, 29 March 2007. 
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process repeat previous negative experiences.  A reasonable compromise might be to have 

meetings with limited attendance, but then release public transcripts. Considering the level of 

institutional distrust, it may have been worthwhile to consider a discussion of the democratic 

process.  Although it may not be legally possible to “backtrack” the process, discussing these 

issues is probably the only way that a mediator could establish narrative fidelity.  A negotiator 

could also suggest a more radical participation approach than community consultation, one that 

allows residents to make their own decisions.  The report does recommend that the County 

Council restructure the monitoring committee to further empower residents, but lacks specific 

suggestions on how to do so (Cassells, 2006).     

 

Reconciliation recommendations 

 Although the local community in Erris has significant divisions, there is a continuing 

need to understand narratives and framing.  Currently, even if both sides agreed to “sit down and 

talk,” they would only “talk past” one another.  For the community to reconcile, even if they still 

disagree on policy, it seems necessary to formulate new frames and narratives that have fidelity 

to both parties.  Perhaps, if each party can better understand the others’ thought patterns, they 

will be less likely to mischaracterize them.  However, due to the stress of the ongoing 

construction, this process can probably only occur once the action on the project ends. 

 To move forward on this process, community members must be willing to lead it.  

Because of the institutional distrust, objectors will look upon any mediator associated with the 

government or Shell with suspicion.  As a community member will understand the cultural and 

historical context of the narratives better than an observer, Albeck, Adwan and Bar-On 

recommend that facilitators are members of the conflicting groups (2002).  The rest of these 
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recommendations are just suggestions, as my version is subject to the community members’ 

judgement of fidelity. 

 The first step appears to be for both sides to understand the other group’s framing and 

narrative.  Community members can accomplish this step by allowing each side to describe their 

ongoing experiences, using the process of “working-through” (Albeck, Adwan & Bar-On, 2002).  

Used in Israel/Palestine and Northern Ireland conflict dialogue groups, it is a bottom-up process 

where participants share their own stories, focusing on their emotions (Albeck, Adwan & Bar-

On, 2002).  After each person speaks, the group discusses their story and differing interpretations 

(Albeck, Adwan & Bar-On, 2002).  The process also involves re-characterization from an 

us/them dichotomy to one where all members recognize how they have acted as victims and 

victimizers (Albeck, Adwan & Bar-On, 2002).  As this process often helps develop a shared 

narrative, it seems an appropriate first step.   

 The second step of the process is reframing the issues.  Reframing helps people organize 

their thoughts in a similar manner and disputants more easily reach an agreement (Drake & 

Donohue, 1996).  However, as frames must have narrative fidelity to the entire audience, both 

sides must converge (Snow & Benford, 1992).   

The first reframing should redefine the problem.  Currently, both groups have framed the 

problem as it suits their side, a common issue in “wicked” policy problems (Fischer, 2000).  

However, each group has a certain level of understanding of the alternative framing.  While 

several supporters sympathize with the objectors’ concerns, objectors also acknowledge the lack 

of local economic development.  These overlaps show where the community may be able to 

come to a unified problem definition.  They also reflect a set of shared values that the new 

narrative can build upon, which is necessary for cultural resonance (Snow & Benford, 1992).  A 
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re-characterization of the problem also seems necessary.  Generally, social movement frames 

blame a specific agent for a problem (Snow & Benford, 1992).  In this case, the objectors 

directly blame the government and Shell for the project, but also negatively connect the local 

supporters to it.  Likewise, supporters blame some objectors for causing divisions and inciting 

officers in the Garda.  If both groups believe in respecting the opposite side’s views, they may 

want to reconsider their characterizations.   

In the second reframing, community members may want to rethink the issues surrounding 

institutional trust.  Currently, both sides have broad frames of trust and distrust, and are sceptical 

of the others’ views.  Both sides should understand that the others’ trust is simply based on their 

experiences, not an affront to democratic ideals.  As in most cases of “political distrust,” the 

objectors are not apathetic towards the democratic system so much as they do not trust the 

politicians who run it (Barber, 1983).  The objectors should also understand that the supporters 

disapprove of their choice to protest past the planning process because of their belief in 

democracy.  Some supporters even expressed admiration for those who had participated in the 

original process and accepted the decision.  Overall, both sides believe in the democratic ideals 

of Ireland and want the government to express those principles, although they disagree on the 

form.  Starting with the democratic ideals as a base may serve as a good way to reframe the 

institutional distrust issue. 

 The third major step of the resolution process is to formulate new narratives based on 

these re-framings.  The community may want to begin by re-establishing a community narrative.  

The shared community description across both groups suggests that some sort of narrative 

existed previously and continues through the present.  Although community members may have 

never explicitly stated this narrative, it provided a shared story.  To retell that narrative, residents 
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may want to consider questions like, “What constitutes a ‘good’ community?” and “What kind of 

relationship should our community have to the land?”  Objectors making submissions at the 

second An Bord Pleanála hearing began this process, but both sides did not engage in it 

(Garavan, 2006).  This step is also a good place to review the role of cultural rationality in 

community decision-making, as local history informs local knowledge.  In this new narrative, 

both sides should respect technical and cultural rationality as different, but valid methods of 

decision-making.  From this basis, the community can create a new narrative that draws on 

shared history, respect for local and scientific knowledge, and democratic ideals.   

The last step is for community members to purposely use these new frames and narratives 

in their everyday lives.  As framing and narratives are embedded in the thinking process, this 

shift may be difficult, but narrative and reframing may provide the key to reconciliation in the 

Erris community. 
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