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Everyone in culture and business says "the narrative changed." Almost nobody can define a narrative as an economic object with a shape, a lifespan, and a falsifier. Robert Shiller's narrative economics treats popular stories as contagious — with something like an infection phase, mutation into new slogans, and eventual burnout — that move markets and institutions independent of whether the underlying facts are true. This is the briefing note for culture workers tired of vibes language.

The claim is not that stories are more important than fundamentals. It is that stories are themselves a fundamental — a variable that moves spending, investment, hiring, and silence, and that can be watched, named, and eventually falsified, the same way a market analyst watches a spread or a case count. Two published frameworks do the load-bearing work here: Shiller's account of narrative contagion, and Timur Kuran's account of preference falsification, the mechanism by which a story's public dominance can outlast its private credibility until a cascade breaks it.

Research question

What is a measurable economic narrative, and how should an operator — an editor, a brand manager, a fund analyst, a studio executive — use the idea without hand-waving? The test this piece applies is Shiller's own: a narrative economics claim is useful only if it can be stated as a specific, contagious story with an attention curve, tied to a named decision, and paired with a stated falsifier. If a claim about "the discourse" cannot clear that bar, it is opinion dressed as analysis.

This is explicitly a framework and hypothesis-map piece, not a measured Artometrics dataset report. The four worked cases below are illustrative applications of Shiller's and Kuran's published theories to well-known public events — they are not built from an Artometrics-collected corpus of search or news volume, and none of the numbers in the charts below are observed data. The point is to hand operators a working method, not to claim we have quantified narrative contagion ourselves.


Definitions

Four terms carry the whole piece, and they are used precisely, not loosely:

Economic narrative — a story, in Shiller's sense, that is contagious enough to affect real economic decisions: spending, investing, hiring, canceling, or staying silent. Not every popular story qualifies; a narrative economics candidate has to be simple, moralized, and easy to retell, because those are the traits that let a story outcompete rival stories for attention.

Contagion — the growth phase, where the telling of a story behaves like an epidemic curve: it spreads person to person, institution to institution, faster than the underlying facts change. Shiller's framing borrows explicitly from epidemiology because the mechanics are structurally similar — an "infection rate" for retellings, not a claim that the story is medically real.

Mutation — a narrative rarely survives unchanged. It splits into slogan variants that keep the underlying story alive under new packaging — "digital gold" mutating in reaction to a "tulip mania" counter-slogan, or "too big to fail" outliving the specific crisis that produced it. Mutation is often what extends a narrative's life past the point the original version would have burned out.

Burnout — the decline phase. New tellings drop off even when the underlying fact pattern has not resolved and remains just as true or false as it was at the peak. Burnout is a statement about attention, not about truth — a narrative can burn out while still being accurate, or persist while being false.

Preference falsification — Kuran's term for the gap between private belief and public expression. People comply publicly with a dominant narrative while privately doubting it, until enough private doubters stop complying at roughly the same time and public opinion appears to flip overnight. What looks like a sudden reversal is usually a cascade crossing a threshold that had been quietly building for a long time.

Crypto Fights Its Own Counter-Narrative, Not Just the Market


  

  Illustrative framework diagram, not observed data — a schematic of how a primary narrative and a counter-narrative can rise and mutate on staggered timelines.

Crypto's central narrative pairing is "digital gold" against "tulip mania." Neither slogan is a data point; each is a compressed argument standing in for a longer case — one for scarcity-as-store-of-value, one for speculative mania with no fundamental floor. Shiller's framework predicts exactly this shape: a dominant narrative provokes a counter-narrative that borrows the same contagious mechanics, and the two compete for the same finite pool of attention rather than debating on a shared evidentiary ledger. Whichever slogan is easier to retell at a given moment — not whichever is more accurate — tends to win the news cycle. The operator lesson is to measure slogan volume, not theology. An analyst who tries to adjudicate whether crypto "really is" digital gold is answering the wrong question for a narrative-economics purpose. The tractable question is which slogan is currently spreading faster, because that is the variable actually moving retail flows, media coverage, and regulatory posture in the near term — independent of which side eventually turns out to be right.

Pandemic-Era Narratives Ran as Three Competing Epidemics


  

  Illustrative framework diagram, not observed data — three narratives on staggered curves, illustrating how competing stories can occupy the same news cycle without converging.

The COVID era produced at least three narratives running in parallel rather than in sequence: "reopen now," "this will last forever," and a set of origin-story debates about where the outbreak began. Each had its own emergence point, its own peak, and — crucially for Shiller's framework — its own mutation path once the simplest version of the slogan stopped holding attention. "Reopen" mutated into arguments about specific sectors and age groups; "this will last forever" mutated into permanent-remote-work and permanent-behavior-change variants that outlived the acute phase of the crisis itself. What makes this case instructive for operators is that the three narratives were not simply competing for accuracy — they were competing for which one got to define the decision frame for employers, venues, and policymakers at a given moment. A business that briefed only on case counts and ignored which narrative currently held the floor was, in Shiller's terms, missing half the variable that was actually moving foot traffic, staffing decisions, and event cancellations.

Meme-Stock Trading Turned a Story Into a Coordination Device


  

  Illustrative framework diagram, not observed data — a single sharp-peaked curve, the shape narrative economics predicts for a story whose primary function is coordinating simultaneous action.

The retail-trading surge in stocks like GameStop in January 2021 is a widely reported, real event, and it is a clean illustration of a narrative functioning as a coordination device rather than an information signal. The story — that a dispersed group of retail traders could act together against concentrated institutional short positions — did not need to be a complete or even fair account of market structure to work. It needed to be simple enough, and morally legible enough, that a large number of people could act on it at close to the same time without a central organizer. This is Shiller's "common knowledge" mechanism in its purest form: what moved the trade was not private conviction about fundamentals, but public confidence that enough other people believed the same story and were acting on it simultaneously. The narrative's economic function was coordination, not forecasting — and it is exactly the kind of case where asking "was the story true?" is less useful than asking "was the story contagious enough to synchronize behavior?"

Celebrity-Scandal Narratives Often Mutate Into Their Own Question


  

  Illustrative framework diagram, not observed data — a scandal narrative and its self-propagating mutation, which peaks later and burns out more slowly than the original story.

Celebrity and institutional scandal cases show a distinctive mutation pattern: the original allegation narrative gives way to a second, often longer-lived story asking "why didn't we know sooner?" That second frame is self-propagating almost by design — it does not require new facts about the original conduct, only new instances of people describing what they privately suspected, which is precisely the preference-falsification dynamic Kuran describes. Each new account of prior private doubt adds fuel to the "everyone knew" narrative, independent of whether it changes the legal or factual record at all. This case bridges directly to Artometrics' companion reporting on institutional silence in Hollywood, which examines the same "why didn't we know sooner" mechanism as a measurable protection threshold — the point at which enough people's private knowledge stops being falsified in public and an institution's cover collapses. Where that report focuses on the silence side of the mechanism, this piece focuses on the narrative-contagion side; they are two halves of the same Kuran-Shiller pairing applied to the same kind of event.

Monday brief template

The practical output of this framework is a four-step brief any culture or business operator can run before a Monday meeting, a pitch, or a planning cycle:

1. Name the narrative in one sentence. Not a topic — a specific, retellable claim. "Digital gold" is a narrative; "crypto sentiment" is not. If it cannot be written as a slogan a stranger could repeat correctly, it is not yet a narrative-economics object.

2. Show its attention curve. Pull the cheapest available proxy for telling volume — search interest, news-mention counts, social volume — over the relevant window. The point is not statistical precision; it is establishing whether the story is currently rising, at peak, mutating, or burning out, because the brief that follows depends entirely on which phase it is in.

3. State which real decision it is distorting. A narrative is only actionable if it is currently changing a specific decision — a greenlight, a hiring freeze, a pricing move, a cancellation. If no real decision is on the line, the narrative may be interesting culturally but is not yet an operational brief.

4. Propose a falsifier. Name the specific evidence that would kill the story — not evidence that would merely complicate it, but evidence that would remove its reason to keep spreading. A narrative without a stated falsifier is not being analyzed; it is being repeated.

Limitations

Narrative volume is not truth. A story can spread rapidly while being false, and a true story can fail to spread at all — Shiller's framework explicitly does not claim otherwise. The charts in this piece are instruments for thinking about shape and timing, not verdicts about which narrative was correct, and they should never be read as a forecast of what a story will do next.

This piece has no proprietary Artometrics dataset behind it. The four worked cases are illustrative applications of two published academic frameworks to well-known public events, not an empirically measured corpus of narrative contagion. Anyone using the Monday brief template operationally should pull their own attention-curve data (search trends, news-mention counts, social volume) for the specific narrative in question rather than treating the schematic curves here as real measurements.

The celebrity-scandal case in particular should be paired with Artometrics' protection reporting whenever the underlying question is institutional silence rather than narrative spread — the two frameworks answer different halves of the same event and should not be substituted for one another.

Conclusion

Treating a narrative as an economic object does not require a proprietary dataset — it requires discipline. Name the story precisely, track its attention curve, tie it to a real decision, and state in advance what would kill it. That last step is the one culture and business operators skip most often, and it is the one that separates a narrative-economics brief from a restatement of "the discourse changed." Shiller's contagion framing and Kuran's preference falsification are not competing theories here; they describe two sides of the same phenomenon — the loud spread of a story, and the quiet collapse of the silence that let a different story hold for as long as it did.



Data, methods & sources

Data and method

This piece synthesizes two published academic frameworks rather than presenting an Artometrics-collected dataset. The primary sources are Robert J. Shiller's Narrative Economics: How Stories Go Viral and Drive Major Economic Events (Princeton University Press, 2019) for the contagion, mutation, and burnout vocabulary, and Timur Kuran's Private Truths, Public Lies: The Social Consequences of Preference Falsification (Harvard University Press, 1995) for the preference-falsification and cascade-threshold mechanism.

The four worked cases — crypto's digital-gold/tulip-mania pairing, pandemic-era competing narratives, 2021 meme-stock trading, and celebrity-scandal "why didn't we know sooner" framing — are illustrative applications chosen because each is a real, widely reported public event, not because Artometrics measured their attention curves directly. No specific infection rates, search-volume figures, or dates beyond well-established public facts (for example, the January 2021 retail-trading surge in stocks such as GameStop) are claimed here. The four charts accompanying this piece are schematic diagrams of the contagion-mutation-burnout shape the theory predicts, explicitly labeled as illustrative rather than observed, and should not be read as measured search or news-volume series.

Sources

Shiller, R. J. (2019). Narrative Economics: How Stories Go Viral and Drive Major Economic Events. Princeton University Press.

Kuran, T. (1995). Private Truths, Public Lies: The Social Consequences of Preference Falsification. Harvard University Press.

Artometrics Editorial. The Protection Threshold — a related Artometrics report examining the "why didn't we know sooner" mechanism as a measurable point of institutional silence collapse in Hollywood.

Editor's note

This piece is a framework and hypothesis-map article, not a measured Artometrics dataset report. It applies two published academic theories — Shiller's narrative economics and Kuran's preference falsification — to four well-known, illustrative cases. The four accompanying charts are schematic diagrams labeled explicitly as illustrative, not observed data. This report was researched, written, and produced in active collaboration with Claude AI (Anthropic); the research questions and editorial framing are ours, the execution is a collaboration.

— Artometrics Editorial







  