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MEANING ACROSS CONTEXT: ORAL HISTORIES, BIG DATA, AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

Abstract:  

The use of oral histories in social scientific approaches to climate change has enabled richly 

detailed explorations of the situated, meaning-laden dimensions of local experiences and 

knowledge. But “big data” approaches have been increasingly advocated as a means to 

scale up understandings from individual projects, through better utilizing large collections of 

qualitative data sources. This article considers the issues raised by such secondary analysis, 

using the NOAA Voices Oral History Archives, an online database with a focus on coastal 

communities and groups thought especially vulnerable to climatic changes. Coupling larger-

scale methods such as text-mining with more traditional methods such as close reading 

reveals variations across time and space in the ways people talk about environmental 

changes, underscoring how memories and experiences shape understandings and the 

subtlety with which these differences are articulated and culturally inscribed. Looking across 

multiple collections illuminates those shared understandings, points of contention, and 

differences between communities that might be obscured if decontextualized, showing the 

importance of “small data” approaches to “big data” to fully understand the deeply cultural 

understandings, perceptions, and histories of environmental changes such as climate 

change.  

1. Introduction

As the sense of urgency surrounding climate change intensifies—and recognition 

that its causes and consequences are often social, cultural, political, and economic in 

nature—the need for greater involvement and impact from social sciences has been 

increasingly voiced from ever greater quarters (e.g. Crate 2008, Agrawal et al. 2012, 

Weather 2014, Victor 2015). Although a variety of methods and approaches have been 

employed by social scientists, oral histories have played a particularly important role in 

climate work given their strength in grounding the meanings and relations between place 

and people in everyday practices (Williams and Riley 2020). The intimacy of qualitative 

methods such as oral histories enables richly detailed explorations of “unique cases and 

mechanisms” that complement macro-level approaches, helping to more fully answer why 

people believe or act in the ways that they do (Editorial, Nature Climate Change  2021:717). 
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As such, they illuminate the issue of scale: the tensions between the global scale at which 

climate change is usually analyzed and the situated, meaning-laden dimensions of local 

experiences and knowledge (Jasanoff 2010, Hulme 2015).  

But oral histories are typically conducted in small batches for particular projects, 

which not only requires investment in time and relationship-building but risks insights being 

left singularly localized. There is thus a potential wealth of untapped information in larger 

collections of oral histories whether or not they were targeted at questions of climate. The 

challenge lies in finding ways to uncover, understand, and interpret relevant histories: 

charting changes in narrative and ideas over time and across cases. In this article, we 

consider lessons to be learned from recent approaches in the social sciences of climate 

change that “are changing the spatial and temporal scope of inquiry” through 

methodological innovations surrounding “big data” (Biehl et al. 2018:1).1 While facilitating 

new larger-scale approaches to oral histories, this “computational turn” may also lead to 

false insights and spurious correlations without the grounding insights from smaller-scale 

studies (Lahsen 2022). In the backdrop of this push and pull between the micro and macro, 

we critically consider how to bring different collections of oral histories together to help us 

understand the “bigger picture” of climate change by scaling both up and across our 

understanding, linking communities to others experiencing change, looking in particular at 

the opportunities and challenges posed by diverse oral history collections. In short, our 

goals are to explore whether and how archived collections of oral histories might inform 

understandings of climate change; how best to approach the analysis of large and 

unconnected oral history collections, particularly for the typical user of oral histories 

without advanced programming skills in quantitative data science; and what one might hope 

to learn from such an approach. 

1 A common definition of “Big Data” is that which is “huge in volume, high in velocity, diverse in variety, 
exhaustive in scope, fine-grained in resolution, relational in nature, and flexible in trait” (Kitchin 2014: 68). Yet 
the term is also emergent and evolving, as new technologies and forms of data challenge older definitions. As 
Tinati et al. (2014: 664) write, “although the term may imply coherence and uniformity, 'Big Data' is not one 
thing but many, differentiated inter alia by content, structure, ownership and availability.” The emergence of 
Digital Humanities, for example, or other forms of large-scale, digitized qualitative data not only points to the 
ways that “new processing and interpretation methods” in qualitative disciplines become increasingly 
necessary (Kaplan 2015: 1), but also shows how notions of Big Data are restructured by analytics such as 
“scaling up” and data reuse that are enabling new connections between older infrastructures (Mauthner 2019: 
672-673).
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We used the large and diverse collections housed at the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) as a case study. The NOAA Voices Oral History Archives 

(https://voices.nmfs.noaa.gov/) was formalized in 2007 (with support from NOAA Office of 

Science and Technology and the Preserve America Grant Initiative) to identify, archive, and 

disseminate oral history recordings and transcriptions concerned with commercial fisheries 

in the United States, including interviews with fishermen, fishermen’s wives, processing 

workers, and others involved in the harvesting and processing of fisheries resources. This 

publicly accessible online database, produced by NOAA scientists, external researchers, and 

non-profits, contains over 2300 oral histories involving more than 116 different collections, 

having expanded to reflect the entire NOAA portfolio, including topics from coral reef 

conservation to hurricane detection. A number of recent collections have looked at beliefs 

about and impacts from climatic change, while others focus on marginalized populations or 

communities considered especially vulnerable to such changes as rising sea levels and 

shifting resources, helping shed light on the perceptions, observations, and meanings 

associated with climate change in the context of fisheries and fishing communities in the 

United States. But while the collections in the Voices database are all focused on oceanic, 

atmospheric, or coastal issues to some degree they are also varied in terms of their aims, 

methods, and scope, bringing the issue of how best to analyze qualitative data from such a 

large corpus of oral histories, what Heaton (2008:39) refers to as amplified secondary 

analysis, to the fore. To this end, we first review the use of oral histories in the social science 

of climate change, and consider the issues raised by secondary analysis of qualitative data, 

before turning to the approach we adopted and what it has helped reveal about 

experiences of climate change.   

2. Literature Review

a. Oral histories and the social science of climate change

Social scientific work in climate change has focused on such issues as the 

anthropogenic drivers of climate change (Jorgenson et al. 2018), the role of culture and 

traditional knowledge in adapting to change (Leonard et al. 2013, Makondo and Thomas 

2018), and the assessment of differential, contested, and uneven vulnerability to impacts 

(Thomas et al. 2019). The increasingly urgent need for social scientists to more effectively 

“inform public opinion, motivate decisions, and strengthen climate adaptive and mitigative 

capacities” (Agrawal et al. 2012: 329) has also generated concern to better communicate 
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information about risk and support decision-making under uncertainty (Marx et al. 2007), 

enhance usability of knowledge through mutual engagement of scientists and decision-

makers (Meadow et al. 2015), and build collaborative engagements with affected 

communities (Pearce et al. 2009, Turner and Clifton 2009, Sheppard et al. 2011). But social 

scientists have also studied the social relations and cultural politics of science production 

and policy-making in the climate sciences, including how issues like uncertainty preclude 

“reflexive engagement” in the development of climate models (Demeritt 2001), the conjoint 

issues of trust in science and effective participation (Lahsen 2007), and how the pursuit of 

more and better scientific data can hinder rather than compel practical action (Goldstein 

2022).  

The simultaneously natural and social dimensions of social-ecological systems 

(Ostrom 2009) like climate change have also prompted recent examinations to pursue more 

ontological concerns that challenge the dualistic framework separating society from nature 

and externalizing adaptation (Nightingale et al. 2020). Co-productionist work has 

underscored how diverse and plural ways of knowing provide novel ways of reframing 

environmental problems and solutions (Berkes 2009, Nightingale et al. 2020), how 

performative narratives of change unsettle prevailing notions of causality (Kurz and Prosser 

2021, Pascoe et al. 2021), and how experimental and collaborative methods of co-producing 

knowledge move research from reaction to pro-action (Harris 2021, Zurba et al. 2022). Such 

studies reinforce the very different ways in which climate changes come to be both 

experienced and known. Indeed, greater attention to the inclusion of indigenous peoples 

and ways of knowing in climate research (Cochran et al. 2013, Smith and Sharp 2012) and 

the foregrounding of political-economic structures that produce marginality and 

vulnerability (Erickson 2020) not only brings environmental justice issues to the fore but in 

the process broadens the ideas and practices informing adaptation and mitigation (Marino 

et al. 2023)  

Oral histories have figured prominently in this work. As Crate has written, “Oral 

history is a key source for understanding adaptive strategies and a people’s collective 

understanding of global climate change” as well as the sociocultural and cognitive 

ramifications from “how our research partners frame the local effects of global climate 

change” (2008:575). Compared to more traditional historical research, oral histories are 

narrator-driven and culturally-mediated acts of remembering and interpreting the past 
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(Thomson 2007), where “memory is not a passive depository of facts, but an active process 

of creation of meanings” (Portelli 1991:52). Its participatory impulse comes from a focus on 

history from “below,” a collaborative methodology of co-producing history with 

communities (Perks and Thomson 1998), and its challenge to conventional sources of expert 

and authoritative knowledge (Cruikshank 2001, Williams and Riley 2020). Oral narratives 

instead draw attention to localized frames of meaning embodied in everyday life: how 

“individual and collective memories interact,” affirming or questioning received wisdom, 

and the “tacit knowledge [that] underpins the community and is understood but frequently 

unacknowledged by members” (Nyhan and Flinn 2016:29). Like Haraway’s (1991) notion of 

“situated knowledge,” oral histories illustrate “how discourse on climate sits at an 

intersection of biography, culture and social structure” (Anderson 2008:76). 

Given this tension between the personal and collective, Nightingale (2009:35) 

distinguishes two approaches to oral narratives in environmental history: seeking 

consistencies through key informants in order to document shared systems of local 

knowledge, versus exploring the politics of knowledge through much broader involvement. 

Emphasis on consistencies tends to assume “a system of knowledge exists at the local level 

[…that] can inform science” while a more biographical emphasis rejects decontextualized 

knowledge “to understand how different people interact with and view their environment.” 

For example, Riedlinger and Berkes (2001) found that oral histories with Inuit communities, 

and more broadly studies of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), complemented 

scientific understandings of climate change in a number of ways, informing fine-scale 

environmental changes like shifting weather patterns and knowledge of historical baseline 

data in otherwise data-poor contexts. In their view, TEK and the oral histories revealing 

them were key to developing “more pluralistic and participatory” forms of Arctic science 

that included native communities. A focus on past adaptations to climatic variability is 

echoed in other studies using oral history to, for example, explore barriers to adaptation 

(Islam et al. 2014) or enhance community resilience-building (Janif et al. 2016). But 

Carothers et al. (2019) found mixed perceptions about salmon population changes in oral 

histories with Alaskan native fishermen, showing how changing commercial and subsistence 

practices were mediated by sociocultural and political-economic processes in the context of 

broader environmental and climatic change.  
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As Cruikshank argues, the danger in treating local knowledge as mere inputs into 

scientific research, “as ahistorical, timeless, abstract data” (2001:390), is in misreading how 

the social worlds in which knowledge is entangled can involve radically different notions of 

personhood and thus new ways of looking at environmental problems. “Information 

formulated as TEK tends to reify and reinforce a Western dualism—prying nature from 

culture—that local narratives challenge in the first place” (ibid.: 389). Instead, she writes 

“narratives have the power to create or to establish what they signify—in this case, a land 

that responds to humans in a reciprocal rather than a hostile manner. This constitutive part 

asserts the ongoing importance of human agency and human responsibility, a perspective 

that is frequently missing from detached scientific expertise” (ibid.: 391; also Pascoe et al. 

2021). Such narratives shed light on how people understand their place in and relation to 

environment, ideas which shape behaviors and practices.  

For Hulme (2015: 3), climate is intrinsically material and cultural, “an idea which 

mediates between the human experience of ephemeral weather and the cultural ways of 

living which are animated by this experience.” Everyday experiences and memories of 

weather thus are integral to how people come to know their world (Ingold 2010), shaping 

and localizing practices, identities, and senses of place (Pillatt 2012, 2016) while also 

personalizing ideas about climate change (Hall and Endfield 2016). Anderson (2008, 2010) 

examined how drought in the Australian outback “mythologized” settlers in a harsh and 

unpredictable environment as “rural battlers, shaping foundational narratives of struggle 

and hope” (2008:68). Such narratives not only helped interpret the past but materially 

grounded contemporary farming practices despite increasingly difficult conditions 

(Anderson 2010). Oral history narratives also play an important role in newer emphases on 

“storytelling” present-day experiences and future imaginations (Lejano et al. 2013, Fløttum 

and Gjerstad 2017, Veland et al. 2018). Harris (2021: 334), for example, argues storytelling 

that is sensitive to specific histories and experiences can build collaborative knowledge and 

action around abstract concepts like climate change even in places where expert knowledge 

is controversial, with engagement “less about exchanging facts than it is about finding ways 

to listen to people and help them make sense of their worlds, climate changed or 

otherwise”. These, as Goldman et al. (2018) contend, are the “different world-making 

practices” that confront researchers with questions about climate change that are at once 

Accepted for publication in Weather, Climate, and Society. DOI 10.1175/WCAS-D-23-0114.1.Unauthenticated | Downloaded 05/28/24 02:52 PM UTC



8 

epistemological and ontological, pushing the boundaries of the politics of knowledge and 

the ways we approach climate change. 

b. Reusing and recontextualizing secondary data

Oral histories are the product of multiple and negotiated relations of power: they are 

biographical narratives that both produce and interpret wider sociocultural structures, 

reflections on the past as seen from the present, and stories told by interviewees but co-

produced with interviewers. Thus debate has arisen over the secondary analysis of oral 

histories and qualitative data more generally, with ethical, methodological, and 

epistemological issues about the value and feasibility of re-using data for new purposes (van 

den Berg 2008). Earlier uses of archival materials were limited in part by availability and 

confidentiality, and seen as of primary interest for longitudinal or historical studies (e.g. 

Ellen 1984). But the emergence of an online environment for archived materials, and 

funding and publishing stipulations to make original data more available, have increased 

both the extent of reusable material and the concern surrounding it (Heaton 2008).  

Expected benefits from greater availability of secondary data range from testing the 

generalizability of individual cases through larger sample sizes, increasing scientific 

openness and integrity, to reducing burdens on research subjects and funding (Jones et al. 

2018:2, 3). Within sustainability sciences, re-use of qualitative data is argued particularly 

important for understanding social-ecological relationships as they vary in time and space, 

to better inform policy and address critical environmental challenges (Alexander et al. 

2020). As oral historian Joanna Bornat argues, revisiting previously collected data can “help 

us to see and hear different interpretations, make new connections, revising our 

perspectives” (2003:49), noting the unique insights provided by spontaneously arising 

topics. But critics have voiced a number of concerns, centering on “data fit,” i.e., whether 

data collected for one use can serve another, and context, i.e. how to interpret data 

collected in another time or by another researcher (Heaton 2008: 40). In an early critique, 

Mauthner et al. (1998:736) dismissed re-using their own data as naïve positivism, finding it 

too constrained by “the dynamic, dialectical and reflexive nature of a particular research 

encounter.” Arguably, the reuse of oral histories may pose fewer such ethical or 

epistemological constraints in that they are often created with the intention of public 

archiving and availability, unlike other forms of qualitative data (e.g. ethnographic 

fieldnotes) in which confidentiality, informed consent, and other data-sensitivity issues 
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preclude easy sharing (Jones et al. 2018:8-14; Peek et al. 2023). Indeed the more common 

view sees oral history as co-created and empowering personal narratives that, particularly in 

less narrowly-focused community-based projects, are not constrained by researcher 

agendas (Shopes 2002:592). Some even argue this dialectical nature of data construction 

implies “every reading and analysis of the records of the archive is enrichment: an 

extension” (Tureby 2013:64). Issues of fit, context, selection, and interpretation, moreover, 

are not just issues for secondary analysis: as Hammersley (2010:51) noted, “it is rare for 

these problems to be entirely absent in any kind of research. What are involved are matters 

of degree, and their significance depends upon purpose and circumstance.”  

But with oral histories likened to conversations, ethical and methodologically-sound 

reuse entails knowing the context of an interview, such as when it was conducted and by 

whom (Grele 1987:571). Van den Berg (2008) suggested minimal guidelines for re-using 

textual data, including audiotapes or transcripts, access to the whole interview, and 

participant backgrounds. With qualitative data reuse becoming more common, accepted, 

and diverse, Bishop and Kuula-Luumi write that “practices are emerging to enhance 

methodological robustness, for example, by combining the breadth of quantitative scope 

with the depth of qualitative insight […] find[ing] ways (as historians have long done) to use 

rich sources when available, yet still proceed carefully and creatively when they are absent” 

(2017:13).  But the difficulty of assessing and interpreting context in secondary analysis 

becomes compounded with a large-scale oral history database housing multiple collections 

conducted by different researchers, with different communities, for different reasons, and 

at different times. A recent strategy has been to adopt and modify the tools and techniques 

more readily associated with quantitative and machine-assisted analysis of digital and 

networked “big data.” Within historical archaeology, for example, Brown and Shackel (2023) 

propose engaging with oral histories on a larger scale through “big data” techniques like 

text-mining, which help reveal easily-overlooked patterns and semantic associations across 

time and space. As Xiao et al. (2013:105) argue, key-phrase algorithms can “obtain a feel for 

the content of a collection, provide sensible entry points, and offer a powerful means of 

comprehending the document similarity.”  

Yet machine-learning methods, models, and algorithms of “big data” ultimately rely 

on probabilistic notions of language and meaning, structural views inattentive to how 

meaning is situated, contingent, and negotiated. The transcription of oral narrative, upon 
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which large-scale approaches depend, also already involves interpretive decisions and 

cultural translations (Davidson 2009, McMullin 2023), while data itself can encode some 

worldviews to the exclusion of others (Bell 2021:8). As Lahsen (2022) notes, bigger is not 

always better; without the cultural insights and context provided by in-depth “small” 

studies, large-scale approaches risk “decontextualization, oversimplification, and attention 

to mechanical relationships and mere correlations” (2022:8; see also Ganascia 2015:3). 

Data, as Bell et al. (2021:3) write, are always “a partial snapshot of a part of a socio-political 

system, and knowledge of the broader human and ecological pieces of the system [is] 

critical for understanding which questions to ask, which assumptions to suspend, which data 

to collect and how to interpret them.” Using keywords about climate change to access a 

large qualitative database must contend not only with changing beliefs about climate 

change but also its changing terminology (with words like greenhouse and global warming 

supplanted by phrases like climate change), descriptions of environmental conditions that 

provide evidence of contemporary changes without any obvious lexical makers identifying 

them as relevant, and the subtle ways in which the absence of terms and themes, the 

unspoken, also constitute forms of data in their own right. For example, Hall and Endfield 

(2016:14) note that recall of primarily negative weather memories by older informants 

might reflect more difficult living conditions in the past than actual climatic changes, 

highlighting how technological changes mediate human-environment relationships. Boyd 

(2013:103-104) discusses this issue of natural language in the context of digitally searching 

oral histories for texts about segregation before such terminology was used. He describes a 

process of manually indexing text—about using separate water fountains, going to different 

schools, or sitting in different parts of a bus—and mapping it to the concept of segregation. 

This issue will be a familiar one in computational linguistics, and the natural language 

processing (NLP) that underlies most web-based search engines, in that it revolves around 

finding ways to identify intended meanings and accurately map queries to content. Large 

language modelling has sought to improve such algorithms by training models on textual 

data to look for patterns and relationships, but meaning remains essentially probabilistic 

and the notion of context is shallow.  

To that end, Davidson et al. (2019) advocate an iterative “breadth and depth” 

approach for working with different collections of qualitative data; they argue that such a 

qualitatively-informed approach doesn’t simply scale up but creates new “assemblages” by 
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situating studies in relation to multiple contexts, moving between computer-aided methods 

such as text-mining and deeper, interpretive approaches to reading data. The first step in 

any such a process is “data wrangling,” i.e. transforming data into clean and usable formats. 

For an oral history corpus containing large amounts of data, especially if it has not been 

transcribed or organized with any meta-data, this can be a daunting task for which an 

automated process may be particularly welcome. For example, Rieping (2022) and Pandza 

(2023) both explore using various computational methods to make different oral history 

collections more accessible and amenable to analysis. Rieping (2022) examined NLP 

techniques for processing audio interviews and extracting meta-data, and machine-learning 

techniques like topic modelling for comparing interview content. Pandza (2023) also 

explored how NLP techniques might be used to organize an archive of oral histories without 

meta-data and classify interviews with topic modelling, but also detailed the degree of 

manual intervention necessary to ensure robustness: biases or inappropriate associations 

may inhere in pre-trained language models, data cleaning and careful oversight are 

necessary to enable reasonably coherent results and ensure false meanings are not 

imposed, while current applications require a degree of comfort in programming and coding 

skills such as Python. 

Nonetheless, they illustrate the potential that NLP and other computational 

techniques might have in making oral history collections better utilized and accessible. As 

Pandza (2023: 32) writes, such methods are “a companion for enhancing close reading and 

discovering interconnections,” but not a replacement for them. Indeed, Guetterman et al. 

(2018) explicitly compared NLP and qualitative techniques in coding qualitative data, and 

found that NLP techniques on their own tended to miss important context and nuance, but 

were helpful for providing groundwork for qualitative coding by identifying major themes, 

and in helping to validate qualitative analyses through frequency counts and the potential 

use of larger sample sizes. Oral historians tend to stress the “slowness” of interpretive 

methods needed to understand conversation in its ethnographic context, what is both said 

and left unsaid: “insights gleaned from interviews are cumulative, obvious only after one 

has absorbed hours of talk. They also often lie below the surface of words [… but] 

thoughtfully considered, can open up an understanding of the local culture, those 

underlying beliefs and habits of mind, those artifacts of memory that propel individual lives, 

give coherence to individual stories, and perhaps extend outward to a larger significance” 
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(Shopes 2002:593). But to see patterns and make associations across collections of oral 

histories requires both a cogent means of entry and assessment, as well as appreciation for 

the context and culture within a given body of histories. As Edwards et al. (2021:1276) write, 

the speed with which new computational tools can process information “can prioritise 

quantitative knowledge by default,” necessitating methodologies that seek “to insert quality 

into the quantity default of ‘big data’ and to retain a form of analysis where computational 

text mining of large volumes of qualitative data sits alongside and is equal with ‘deep data’ 

research approaches.” We explore this tension in levels of analysis (Figure 1) further below, 

as we describe the methods we used and the insights they generated. 

Figure 1: Levels of analysis in oral history data collections 

3. Methodology

We drew from both “big data”-inspired approaches and more traditional qualitative 

ones: using a means of entering the full database to find relevant materials; gaining a “feel” 

for and overview of the selected histories, for which various text mining techniques can be 

well suited; and qualitative coding of the histories, to provide nuance and context. These are 

less discrete stages than iterative, mutually-reinforcing and informing strategies that create 

new assemblages of data and understanding, similar to the “breadth and depth” method 

advocated by Davidson et al. (2019). The oral histories in the Voices database generally 

contain meta-data detailing the conditions of the interview (name of interviewee and 

interviewer, date and location of interview, affiliation of the project, and a description of 

the interview); a written transcript, digitally available; and often audio and/or video clips. 

This enabled the use of keyword searches to pinpoint relevant collections and interviews, as 
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the Voices online search function searched both transcribed interview text and meta-data 

like titles and descriptions, rather than necessitating machine-learning techniques adopted 

by Rieping (2022) and Pandza (2023). The initial search terms were climate change, 

environmental change, sea level rise, global warming, hotter, and warmer. (Greenhouse was 

also used but resulted in all but one reference to actual greenhouses, with the one positive 

excerpt identified through other search terms). Interview collections were ranked by the 

percentage of interviews with positive search terms, resulting in seven collections of 

transcribed interviews in which at least half had a positive search term (to focus on 

experiences of climate change, we excluded scientist-only collections, though we retained 

collections with a mix of interviewees). The top three collections were selected for initial 

analysis, as well as two others to ensure geographical breadth (Figure 2): Long Island 

Traditions - Climate Change and Sandy (hereafter referred to as Long Island); Strengthening 

Community Resilience in America’s Oldest Seaport (hereafter Gloucester); Women in Alaska 

Fisheries (hereafter Alaskan Women); Kings of The Yukon (hereafter Yukon); and Oral 

History of Monterey Bay Fishermen (hereafter Monterey Bay). Additionally, a sixth 

collection with few positive search terms, Georgia Black Fishermen (hereafter Georgia), was 

added to include consideration of other ways in which environmental changes might be 

discussed or experienced in vulnerable coastal populations. 

Figure 2: Location of the selected oral history collections
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Maxqda, a commonly available software for qualitative and mixed methods analysis 

of textual data, was used to conduct textual analyses and to manually code segments of text 

in the selected oral histories. As part of our objective was to explore easily accessible ways 

to use a large corpus of diverse oral history collections that challenge the use of traditional 

methods alone, we limited our exploration of more automated methods to those available 

in Maxqda. Word frequency counts and n-gram (word combination) analyses were 

employed to identify common words, combinations, and semantic associations that might 

offer other potential markers of relevance to climate change, as well as to look for 

differences across collections. Sentiment analysis, matching words to a pre-given dictionary, 

was also conducted to help detect possible differences in experience and perspective 

between and within different groups (Brown and Shackel 2023: 867) and for its potential as 

a validity check on qualitative coding (Guetterman et al. 2018). We used the sentiment 

dictionary created by Fioroni et al. (2021) to categorize distinct emotions of anger, anxiety, 

optimism, and sadness, as its smaller size and more targeted wordlist generated fewer 

errors and false hits. 

The oral histories were then coded thematically in Maxqda through traditional 

qualitative grounded analysis (Corbin and Strauss 1990), an iterative process of coding and 

recoding data, to identify themes of interest. To better understand recollections in their 

cultural and political-economic context (cf. Nightingale 2009) and avoid treating data as 

discrete (cf. Mauthner et al. 1998), we sought to compare both within and across selected 

collections: we analyzed all the interviews in the selected collections, not just ones 

containing search terms, and interviews were coded for all subject themes, whether or not 

climate-related. This qualitative analysis was based on an open style of coding that arose in 

the course of reading oral histories and developing themes as they emerged from the data, 

and iteratively summarizing and recoding as the analysis progressed. Such an inductive 

strategy of analysis, coupled with our own ethnographic experience in such fishing 

communities and enhanced by the previous content analysis, enabled a general feel for the 

data from “slow reading,” and the differences between the collections that structured 

further textual analysis. Themes relevant to climate change, and extracts with search terms, 

were analysed for patterns and divergences among the different interviewees and different 

collections, as we compared these different ways of approaching and analyzing oral 
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histories as “bigger data” for what they could tell us about on-the-ground experiences and 

perspectives on climate change.  

4. Results

a. Talking about climate change, in context

The search terms provided a first entry into the Voices database, but were used by 

different people and in different contexts, reflecting the diverse natural languages of 

environmental change (Table 1). None of the selected collections used the term “sea level 

rise,” and elsewhere it was generally used only by scientists or policy experts (in collections 

in which this was an expected concern, such as Alaskan Women, people talked about 

erosion rather than sea level rise, while in Gloucester and Long Island, talk centered on 

flooding). With “climate change,” scientists and policy experts also accounted for almost 

two-thirds of usages, and in the selected collections, it occurred most frequently in those 

with a research focus on climate change (e.g. Alaskan Women and Gloucester), usually in 

meta-data or interviewer prompts. But non-scientists made over half the usages of the term 

“global warming,” and within the coded narratives it was generally said without prompting. 

The term “environmental change” was primarily used in interviews with non-scientists, 

occurring in interviewer questions or meta-data rather than the natural language of the 

interviewees. In the selected collections, the use of hotter, where relevant, was always in 

proximity with the phrase climate change, while warmer was usually used in reference to 

specific impacts (such as warming waters).  

Table 1: Overview of search terms 

Search term Interviews in 
database 

Interviews 
in selected 
collections 

Coded-
excerpts 

Coded-excerpts by collection and type 
(IQ=interviewer question; IRN=interviewer and 
narrator response; SN=narrator spontaneous) 

Sea Level Rise 17 0 0 0 

Climate Change 76 26 46 Gloucester: 13 IQ, 11 SN, 4 IRN 

Alaskan Women: 6 IQ, 5 SN, 4 IRN 

Yukon: 1 IQ, 1 SN 

Long Island: 1 SN 

Global Warming 39 7 9 Gloucester: 4 SN, 2 IRN 
Alaskan Women: 2 SN 
Monterey: 1 IRN 

Environmental 

Change 

62 18 12 Alaskan Women: 7 IQ, 2 IRN, 1 SN 
Gloucester: 1 IQ 
Long Island: 1 IQ 

Hotter 23 3 2 Gloucester: 1 IRN, 1 SN 

Warmer 105 13 14 Alaskan Women: 6 SN, 1 IQ, 1 IRN 
Gloucester: 3 IRN, 2 SN 
Long Island: 1 SN 
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Overall word frequency counts (Figure 3) are dominated by words associated with 

fishing or indicative of environmental changes, unsurprising given the database focuses on 

collections relevant to NOAA and were chosen for their potential insight into climate 

change. However, isolating the more common n-grams associated with particular words of 

interest—environment, climate, nature, and warm—begins to paint a more nuanced picture 

(Figure 4). The Alaskan Women and Gloucester oral histories show the most concern with 

climate change and warming compared with the other selected collections; however, talk 

about environmental changes and natural resources is the greater focus in the Alaskan 

Women histories, while Gloucester histories more likely reference environmental regulation 

and notions of mother nature, suggesting that environmental changes are linked to quite 

different concerns and conceptualizations. And the far less frequent appearance of climate 

change in the other collections is also somewhat surprising, especially in collections like 

Long Island that were conducted to address climate change issues in the aftermath of 

significant hurricane damage (discussed in greater detail in the next section).  

Figure 3: Word frequencies: most common word combinations and individual words, all selected histories 
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Figure 4: N-grams associated with the environment and climate change 

We uploaded to Maxqda a pre-defined sentiment dictionary created by Fioroni et al. 

(2021), which tags selected words with four discrete emotions: anger, anxiety, optimism, 

and sadness. Although sentiment analysis is more readily associated with the analysis of 

short texts like tweets, and its reliability can vary widely (Hartmann et al. 2023), it has also 

been suggested as a promising means of pinpointing themes before doing qualitative coding 

or for providing a validity check after such coding (Guetterman et al. 2018). While a lexicon 

more tailored to different social and historical contexts would likely improve such analysis 

(Brown and Shackel 2023: 867), this more limited sentiment analysis of the oral histories 

suggests that anxiety-tagged words are highest in the Alaskan Women histories and 

prevalent in most of the collections (though to a lesser extent in the Yukon and Long Island); 

that anger-tagged words are more common in Gloucester and Long Island while sadness 

words more likely in Alaskan Women, Yukon, and Monterey Bay; and that overall both 

Alaskan Women and Gloucester were dominated by more negative sentiments than the 

others (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Sentiment analysis on oral history collections 

Qualitative coding of the six collections resulted in a variety of themes, including 

such topics as family, community, heritage, and fishing practices. Four of these were 

potentially indicative of climate change: “environmental changes,” a broad code capturing 

any mention of observed changes in the natural environment, whether or not explicitly 

related to climatic changes; “climate change belief and behavior,” where interviewees 

discussed their beliefs or doubts about climate change and its causes; “cyclical,” a common 

folk theory of environmental change, which some interviewees used to explain their 

observations; and “weather,” another broad theme in which interviewees talked about 

weather and storms, whether or not they explicitly related their observations to climate 

change. One question then is the extent to which the search terms coincided with relevant 

themes, and vice versa. In excerpts containing a search term, the most frequent codes were 

those potentially indicative of climate change, climate change belief, or concerns about the 

future (Table 2). Overall however, search terms appeared in less than half of the excerpts 

with climate-associated codes: the code “environmental changes” had a search term in 47 

of 121 excerpts (39%), cyclical in 12 out of 34 (35%), and weather in 9 out of 48 (19%). The 

exception was “climate change belief,” where 13 out of 17 excerpts (76%) contained at least 

one search term. Of course, themes like environmental changes and weather were both 
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broadly-coded themes that encompassed much more than climate, while climate change 

belief was specifically targeted. The likelihood of these excerpts containing a search term 

also varied by collection (Table 3), with those specifically directed at understanding 

perceptions of climate change, Alaskan Women and Gloucester, unsurprisingly more likely 

to contain such vocabulary, though not exclusively so.  

Table 2: Type of coding applied to excerpts with search terms 

SEARCH TERMS 

Climate Change Global Warming Environmental 
Change 

Hotter Warmer 

Climate 
change 
codes 

environmental 
changes (32); 
weather (4) 

environmental 
changes (5) 

environmental 
changes (10); 
weather (2) 

environmental 
changes (1) 

environmental 
changes (12); 
weather (5) 

Climate 
change 
belief codes 

climate change 
belief (10); 
cyclical (9) 

climate change 
belief (4); 
cyclical (3) 

climate change 
belief (1); cyclical 
(1) 

climate change 
belief (1); 
cyclical (1) 

climate change 
belief (1) 

Change 
codes 

future challenges 
(6); heritage and 
future challenges 
(2); culture and 
cultural change 
(2); diverse 
futures (1) 

future 
challenges (1); 
culture and 
cultural change 
(1) 

future challenges 
(2); culture and 
cultural change 
(2) 

future 
challenges (1) 

future 
challenges (3); 
culture and 
cultural change 
(1); income and 
diversifying (1) 

Community 
and family 
codes 

community (2); 
place/community 
(2); family (2) 

community (1); 
place/community 
(1); family (1) 

Knowledge 
codes 

TEK vs science 
(8); local 
knowledge (5) 

TEK vs science 
(3); local 
knowledge (1) 

 local knowledge 
(1) 

TEK vs science 
(2) 

Fishing 
codes 

regulatory 
impacts (5) 

regulation 
context (1); 
regulatory 
impacts (1) 

fishing and 
subsistence (1); 
regulatory 
impacts (1) 

Emotion 
codes 

care for nature 
(4); cynicism (2); 
danger and 
toughness (1);  
emotion (1); luck 
and fatalism (1); 
strength (1) 

care for nature 
(1) 

care for nature 
(2);  emotion (1) 

Table 3: Number and percentage of excerpts positive for at least one search term 

Environmental 
changes 

Climate change 
belief 

Cyclical Weather 

Alaskan Women 23 of 47 (49%) 2 of 5 (40%) 1 of 1 (100%) 5 of 11 (45%) 
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Gloucester 20 of 28 (71%) 9 of 9 (100%) 9 of 18 (50%) 2 of 9 (22%) 

Long Island 2 of 31 (6%) 1 of 2 (50%) 1 of 11 (9%) 2 of 26 (8%) 

Georgia 0 of 6 (0%) n/a 0 of 1 (0%) 0 of 2 (0%) 

Yukon 2 of 7 (29%) 1 of 1 (100%) 0 of 1 (0%) n/a 

Monterey Bay 0 of 2 (0%) n/a 1 of 2 (50%) n/a 

The differential fit between search terms and coded excerpts suggests that other 

terms might better reflect how people talk about environmental changes, which could help 

locate other oral histories relevant to understanding climate change (cf. Boyd 2013). N-gram 

analysis (Figure 6) of excerpts coded with “environmental changes” revealed a wide variety 

of word combinations (involving two or more words but excluding common ones), the most 

important of which directly involved environmental changes (with “climate change” the 

most frequent), followed by general terms indicating time and change, temperature and 

weather references, natural resources, and geographical references. The top individual 

words were change (46 occurrences), warm (27), storm (24), climate (23), weather (12), 

temperature (11), and degree (8). Working iteratively, we searched the full database of oral 

histories again, employing the new word combinations that appeared most relevant to 

climate change. The phrase “come back” was too general, generating over 1000 hits (in the 

selected collections, most instances of the phrase referred to coming back home after 

fishing or after living elsewhere, not to fish stocks coming back in abundance, for example), 

but “get warm,” “water temperature,” and “warm water” did identify additional and 

potentially relevant interviews. However, ranking again by collection resulted in no 

additional collections in which at least half of interviews had a positive search term, so the 

initial basis for selecting collections for qualitative analysis remained unchanged. 
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Figure 6: Most frequent (five or more) n-grams in excerpts coded "environmental changes,” by subject reference of words. 

But the frequency of different word combinations did vary by collection, again 

indicative of potential differences in thematic content (Davidson et al. 2019:370). For 

example, though many of the frequent words are similar in the Alaskan Women and 

Gloucester interviews (Figure 7), the Alaskan ones suggest greater concern with geography, 

time and weather, while Gloucester focuses more on fishing. Sentiment analysis on excerpts 

coded with themes related to environmental change also paints a more nuanced picture 

(Figure 8). For Alaskan Women and the Yukon, environmental themes are marked primarily 

by anxiety and sadness, tempered by feelings of optimism concerning care for nature; 

Gloucester is dominated by emotion-tagged words reflecting anxiety;  while tagged 

sentiments of optimism in Long Island center on care for nature while anger marks excerpts 

about climate change belief and behavior; little of the environmental-change related codes 

were associated with tagged sentiments in the other collections. In the next section, we 

explore the context for these differences further, looking at results from the qualitative 

analysis and thematic coding in greater detail, showing the importance of “small data” 

approaches for understanding the deeply cultural understandings, perceptions, and 

histories of environmental changes such as climate. 
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Figure 7: Most frequent (3 or more) n-grams, excerpts coded "environmental changes," Alaskan Women (blue) and 
Gloucester (orange). 

Figure 8: Sentiment analysis on environmentally-coded excerpts 

b. Practice, meaning, and lived experience
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The in-depth qualitative analysis—the slow reading of small data—revealed 

significant differences in perceptions and understandings of climate change, while the 

collection-by-collection analysis helped pinpoint those shared understandings, points of 

contention, and differences between communities, that might be obscured if 

decontextualized (cf. Nightingale 2009). The degree to which the terminology of climate 

change was adopted and accepted as the cause of observed changes also varied between 

interviewees and between collections, underscoring how people’s memories and 

experiences shape their understandings and the subtlety with which these differences are 

articulated and culturally inscribed. In the following, we examine the Alaskan Women, 

Gloucester, Long Island, and Georgia collections in more detail (Yukon and Monterey Bay 

had too few interviews) to show the importance of contextual understandings for situating 

oral history narratives.  

The Alaskan Women collection comprises seventeen interviews with twenty-two 

women, conducted during 2017-2018 by social scientists at NOAA Fisheries Alaska and the 

Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission, in collaboration with the Bristol Bay Native 

Association, in order to document the experiences of Native Alaska women engaged in 

commercial or subsistence fisheries in Bristol Bay. Most of the interviewees readily referred 

to their personal experience of environmental change, from changes in temperature and 

precipitation to changing harvests of salmon, berries, and caribou. Changes in ice levels, for 

example, impact how people travel in the winter and how villages are connected. “We still 

occasionally have caribou come into town. But it is noticeably warmer. I can’t take the dogs 

out like I could […] the creeks are all open. You really can’t go very far. All the people who 

hunt are saying the same thing—they can’t go out and hunt, you know. Every winter’s 

different, but in the 30-some years I’ve been here, and it’s more than 35, it’s just getting 

warmer and warmer” (Shankle 2018:4). Interviewees linked climate change to impacts on 

their livelihood and their future cultural survival as Alaskan natives, tending to associate 

climate change as evidence of continued impacts from a dominant culture on their way of 

life. A sense of sadness permeated interviews, as well also indicated by the sentiment 

analyses, as one described how “the heat comes too fast, like the green ikiituk [wild celery] 

we call it, we go and they're not growing very big. They supposed to grow in cool, rainy 

weather with a little bit of sun. These aren't growing. The puyuraaq [wild raspberry], they 

used to be abundant down at Ekuk on the flat. They're wild raspberries, they don't even 
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grow anymore, because it's too hot and there's not enough rain” (Ingram 2017:5). But while 

climate change was viewed as an “us-versus-them” external threat, among which were also 

mentioned mining companies and foreign trawlers, the same histories might also speak 

positively of their own or their community’s ethnically and culturally diverse backgrounds. 

Key to their concerns was their heavy involvement in subsistence fishing and the transfer of 

local environmental and cultural knowledge to younger generations, such that their 

“identity and sense of place were closely tied to everyday practices and experiences of living 

in fishing households and a fishing community” (Lavoie et al. 2019:4). Where identity is 

strongly anchored to place-based relationships, as Thompson and Ban (2022:232) write, the 

transfer of ecological knowledge, practice, and culture becomes integral to cultural survival. 

In these oral histories, the strong emphasis on family, kinship, and sharing relationships 

merged with active concern to sustain traditional lifestyles, with the practice of 

environmental knowledge, preparation of traditional foods, and local identities inextricably 

tied.  

The Gloucester, Massachusetts collection consists of twelve interviews conducted 

between 2019 and 2020, in a NOAA Fisheries, Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office 

effort to capture the experiences of life-long residents in this historical fishing community 

and understand their perceptions of climate change. These interviewees also stressed the 

role of families in their fishing businesses and the importance of a sense of place in 

constructing their identity as fishermen. But while the Alaskans viewed family and 

community actively maintaining a subsistence lifestyle, Gloucester interviewees tended to 

speak in the past tense about a working-class community and fishing way of life gone or 

going, nostalgia that “reveals something about what people feel about the present and 

future: what they care about, what they feel they have lost and would like to regain” (Rohse 

et al.2020:143). Critical to an understanding of their concerns is the decline of the 

groundfishing industry that dominates the Gloucester community and the distrust and anger 

that many direct to the regulatory environment and scientific models that inform it. Thus 

unlike the Alaskan interviewees, many in Gloucester expressed scepticism that climate 

change was the cause of environmental changes they had personally observed and agreed 

were happening (see also Fischer 2018). Many (though not all) saw climate change science 

as a threat for its potential influence on fisheries stock assessment models that could 

further squeeze their ability to fish. While Runnebaum et al. (2023) surveyed New England 
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fishermen and found the majority believed climate change was occurring (and among the 

most vulnerable and likely to believe were groundfishermen), the oral histories show the 

subtleties in these beliefs, with many fishermen acknowledging changes such as warming 

waters but proffering explanations different to climate change models. Instead, they 

interpreted the changes they witnessed as evidence for the cyclical nature of oceanic 

resources, a natural up-and-down of “mother nature” they had experienced all their 

working lives and believed scientists to reject. As one stated, “The oceans are warming, but 

the Earth goes through how many cycles in a thousand-year period? Hot cycles, cold cycles, 

stormy cycles. I think it’s just a cycle. How much of it is being contributed by CO2, I don’t 

know. It’s not helping, but I think what’s happening now would have happened anyway” 

(Cottone 2019:27). This lived experience of a fishing industry radically restructured in recent 

years, as Anderson (2008:74) has written in a different context, “heighten[ed] local identity-

based responses to the contemporary experience of change,” constructing place-based 

identities as Gloucester fishermen in sharp contrast to scientific explanations of climatic and 

oceanic changes and as the lens through which impacts were interpreted. 

The Long Island collection was also motivated by climate change but directed at 

recording the experiences that local residents, and especially local fishermen known as 

Baymen, had of Hurricane Sandy, which hit the eastern seaboard US in 2012. Interviews 

with nine residents were conducted from 2015-2016 by a local non-profit heritage center. 

Like the Alaskan women, Long Island residents lived and worked close to shore; their 

narratives richly detailed knowledge of and concern about the environment, their 

vulnerability to extreme weather, their localized adaptation to seasonal fisheries, and their 

love of their way of life, all of which were deeply rooted in place and family. But only one 

interviewee spoke specifically of climate change, adding after a discussion of the storms he 

had experienced that “maybe it’s cycles, maybe it’s climate change. Whatever it is, you have 

to get with the program and deal with it, especially if it’s what you do for a living. My office 

is out in the boat, on the water. Every day it changes” (Jefferies 2015:10). Storms and their 

aftermath were discussed extensively in other interviews given the focus of the project, but 

as Aisher writes, storms are dynamic “sites of more-than-human sociality” that facilitate 

such “more-than-human” reflection (2022:59). The lived experience of dealing with coastal 

storms and navigating the sound provided a lens through which to understand and respond 

to the far more devastating impacts from Hurricane Sandy. But what the histories also 
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recounted was the degree to which localized practices were literally sedimented in the built 

environment (such as traditional bay houses built in the marshes), and while residents were 

quick to rebuild their communities, their vulnerability to the threats from future storms has 

been intensified by, for example, planning policies that required rebuilding damaged homes 

in exactly the same places (cf. Endfield 2014:306). 

Such vulnerability is also highlighted in the Georgia collection, a collection of 

nineteen interviews conducted by NOAA and Savannah State University researchers during 

2009-2015. The project sought to document the history of and decline in fisheries by 

African-Americans in an area settled predominantly by Gullah Geechee speakers (a unique 

African-origin Creole language and culture) and under new threat from gentrification and 

resource loss (Hoskins-Brown 2020). Interviewees discussed the racism and exploitation 

they had experienced, the necessity of risk-sharing strategies amongst extensive kinship 

networks, the fatalism engendered by such conditions, but also their pride in community 

and heritage. “We had to work for everything we get and we ain’t got nothing on a silver 

plate like ya’ll young people got now. Everything now all you got to do is just get your 

education and reach out it's there. It's there for you […] But God make a way. He will make a 

way out of no way. That’s right. All you got to do put your trust in God” (Butler 2012:9). Like 

Long Island, the Georgia Black Fishermen communities were located in low-lying areas 

especially vulnerable to climate change and sea level rise. But the Georgia interviewees also 

lacked accumulated capital after years of racism and more recently gentrification (see also 

Grace‑McCaskey et al. 2021), their localized knowledge and self-sufficiency were core 

elements of Gulah Geechee culture (Hoskins-Brown 2020) but less transferable to other 

places or livelihoods, and their close-knit community and cultural traditions likely disrupted 

if uprooted. Such elements come together to frame cultural understandings and responses 

to environmental changes, and remind us of the deep-seated social justice issues involved in 

more fully understanding climate change: “Climate and culture act symmetrically upon each 

other, but with outcomes which reveal the unequal distributions of power, wealth and 

gendered agency in the world. The ‘impacts’ of climate or climate change are therefore 

contingent and emergent and hence always political” (Hulme 2015: 7).   

5. Conclusions

Voices from oral history help shed light on the on-the-ground perceptions and lived 

experiences of climate change, providing not only the long-term perspectives needed to 
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contextualize such observations but reflexive ones rooted deeply in particular social and 

cultural worlds. Such voices also help us to understand the diversity of needs and values, 

perceptions of risk, and ways of knowing and acting in the world that climate science and 

policy can and must learn from if it is to support communities in an uncertain future. As 

Goldstein (2022) has shown, the increasing uncertainty and corresponding inaction 

engendered by the pursuit of ever more precise “hard” physical data makes it even more 

important to recognize and value the important role that lived experiences, perceptions, 

and emotions can play in understanding and responding to environmental change, and in 

the pursuit of alternative futures more generally. Scientific measures of weather, as Pillatt 

(2012, 2016) found, do not necessarily match unambiguously with lived experiences, but it is 

through these experiences, in their “diversity, variability and historical particularity […] that 

widespread, long-term social and environmental change is both constituted and 

contextualized (2012: 65). Oral histories provide a unique lens into the individual 

experiences and interpretations of such phenomena as environmental changes like climate 

change, but such uniquely personalized responses never arise out of a cultural vacuum. 

Even in oral histories conducted at a time of greater awareness and attention to climate 

change, understandings of climate change were mediated through identities and 

experiences informed by culture, history, and power differentials. Here scale is particularly 

important: as Hulme (2015: 2) writes, “Ideas about climate are always situated in a time and 

in a place.” Thus by looking at histories together by group or region, or looking across space 

and/or time, one can begin to see patterns of similarity and dissimilarity through which the 

contours of culture (and its discontents) become more apparent. Comparing across 

collections also helps better understand the wider range of experiences than one interview 

or collection alone.  

We approached a large corpus of varied oral history collections using some of the 

tools of “big data” for gaining entry to potentially relevant histories and getting an initial 

feel for their similarities and differences, coupled to the methods of traditional qualitative 

analysis to “slow read” them, contextualizing and situating their narratives. Our point-of-

entry was through the “natural language” of environmental changes, but we could also have 

looked for histories conducted at different times in one geographic area to chart changes 

over time, or focused more narrowly on specific environmental changes. Nonetheless, 

gaining such entry was a necessary step, without which the collections would not have 
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gained their “new” value from being compared and analysed together, highlighting the 

different ways in which cultural groups living in specific ecosystems with their own unique 

values, social, political context will understand, experience, and ultimately adapt to climate 

changes in different ways. For example, while many of the Gloucester interviewees voiced 

scepticism of climate change as an explanation, when seen in conjunction with the Alaskan 

Women interviews, with whom they shared many features, it becomes clearer that their 

recognition of climatic changes is just as palpable. However, experiences of groundfishing 

declines and a history of mistrust in governmental regulations and scientific resource 

management have sedimented identity-based responses that favor different explanations 

for environmental change that are suspicious of climate change messaging and information, 

such that impacts and vulnerabilities from climate change co-emerge in particular political 

economies. This has implications not only for how communities perceive change and 

evaluate risk, but also for how work in management, adaptation, and resilience-building 

might more effectively and reflexively engage and communicate (Adger et al. 2013, Marino 

et al. 2023). As Maltby et al. (2023:9) write, despite the “inherently future focused” nature 

of climate policy, “historical reflections and interrogations are important to examine how 

past legacies may shape future responses and the drivers of potential barriers and 

enablers.” 

Necessitating such understandings are both the qualitative data sources to inform 

them and the different readings they demand. Sustainability science has shown increasing 

interest in the co-production of knowledge, including to better achieve climate resilience 

(e.g. Mills et al. 2023). Such transdisciplinary approaches to knowledge require the 

incorporation of the tools of social scientists. To communicate information about climate 

change and help communities understand the risks they might face, it is first necessary to 

attend to the varying contextual factors that shape how climate change is experienced and 

understood. For example, the tendency to frame understandings of environmental change 

using specific language—such as the Alaskan Women narratives that talk about erosion 

rather than using the terminology of sea level rise—has direct implications for how climate 

services can better communicate with impacted communities. But the telling of stories in 

oral history, and making these collections visible and connected to each other, is part of an 

even bigger process of learning and change. The very process of oral history interviews, or 

the storytelling narrative it engenders, raises awareness in the course of reflecting on and 
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assessing one’s own experiences and knowledge. This effect is multiplicative as interviews 

among different people, and collections in different times and places, become connected 

through analysis and dialogue. Lejano et al. (2013:69) argue “The public needs to encounter 

those already acting on or affected by climate change […] to turn the abstract knowledge of 

climate change to tangible, everyday reality and to have people then tell their own stories of 

living with climate change.” Oral histories bear witness to change, seen through individual 

biographies imprinted with culture and context. As such, they demonstrate the different 

and inextricably cultural ways of living, knowing, understanding, and talking about climate 

change, richer accounts of the past and present that inform socially and environmentally 

resilient approaches to the future.   
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