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INTRODUCTION 
 
Over the past few years, there has been a growing focus on storytelling as an important communication tool, 
both in the for-profit and the non-profit world. It has almost become a truism that storytelling is a vital 
element in any persuasive campaign. For the Open Society Public Health Program, this has translated into a 
focus on storytelling for advocacy. Since 2010 we have funded a range of storytelling endeavors.  
 
Through this work it has become clear to us that storytelling and its use in advocacy is not as simple as it may 
seem, and we have grappled with a number of questions: Under what conditions does storytelling work? How 
do we approach storytelling for advocacy ethically, in a way that does not instrumentalize people? How do we 
support and protect storytellers? How do we create the conditions for stories to be listened to? What is our 
responsibility to listen, as well as tell stories? How do we best evaluate storytelling and its impact on policy in 
the short term, as well as shifts in societal narratives and culture in the longer term? 
 
In order to explore these questions, in October 2016 we hosted a two-day dialogue at the Open Society 
Foundations in New York, organized in collaboration with the storytelling group Narativ, and storytelling 
experts Francesca Polletta and Thaler Pekar. The meeting brought together more than 60 academics, funders, 
and activists who use or study storytelling in their work so they could share their knowledge and experiences. 
The conversation was woven around two broad themes: the effectiveness and the ethics of personal 
storytelling for advocacy.  
 
By hosting this meeting we hoped that insights from each of these groups would inform and enrich the work 
of the others, and that it would lead to new ideas, ways of working, questions, and avenues for research. This 
meeting report captures the highlights from our discussions. We hope sharing them will open up an even 
wider conversation.  
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SESSION 1: What Do We Mean by Personal Storytelling for Advocacy? 

 
The first session, moderated by Thaler Pekar, drew on the experiences of eight presenters to define 
storytelling, demonstrate the importance and limitations of storytelling in advocacy, and explore appropriate, 
inappropriate, effective, and ineffective times for using stories to further advocacy goals. The presenters also 
discussed the tensions in using personal stories for advocacy, including concerns related to forefronting the 
storyteller and ethical story-sharing.  
 

 
 
 
The Challenges of Using Personal Stories in Advocacy 
Francesca Polletta, Professor of Sociology at the University of California in Irvine, shared her research on the 
challenges of using stories in advocacy. In collaboration with the Open Society Foundations, Francesca and her 
students interviewed over 70 people who have used storytelling in their work to advance progressive causes. 
The goal of the research was to better understand when stories work, when they do not, and what “working” 
means, but Francesca said the interviews actually raised more questions than they answered. Interviewees 
spoke of the challenge of telling stories effectively and ethically, explaining that ethics goes much deeper than 
informed consent and includes the way stories are extracted, appropriated, and used as commodities. 
Francesca said interviewees also described the challenge of telling stories that are familiar and personal 
enough to resonate with an audience, but that challenge stereotypes and victim blaming by incorporating the 
broader societal structures and context at play. She said interviewees also expressed how difficult it is to get 
stories heard by the people who need to hear them, and to assess their impact on policy change, mindsets, 
and behavior. 
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The Importance of Framing and How Framing Research Can Inform Storytelling 
Presenters also discussed the importance of story framing and the role of research in identifying the most 
effective stories to share. David Morse, Chief Communications Officer at Atlantic Philanthropies, clarified the 
distinction between a story and a narrative1 and stressed how difficult it is to shift narratives in society and 
how critical story framing is to this process. He spoke about his own experiences funding story-sharing to 
advance advocacy goals in the U.S.—highlighting efforts that worked to change policy, mindsets, and 
behaviors and those that did not. David described a campaign to promote children’s health insurance that 
failed because advocates did not successfully counter the dominant narrative: that most Americans have 
health care, the U.S. health system is the best in the world, and expanding access to more people will raise 
individual costs. Conversely, he described how the U.S. LGBT rights movement learned from failed messaging 
during the 2008 Proposition 8 ballot, which made same-sex marriage illegal in California. He said when LGBT 
activists changed their framing from “human rights” to “freedom and liberty”—terms which resonate more 
with an American audience—LGBT advocacy took off in the U.S. 
 
Susan Nall Bales, Founder and Senior Adviser of the FrameWorks Institute, explained that even small changes 
in framing will alter how we think on an issue, and described how research can help us to identify the right 
stories to share to achieve our advocacy goals. She said we must first decide what we want the story to do and 
what parts of the narrative it should change. This may include deepening people’s understanding of a social 
problem, reminding them of their values and what is at stake, putting forward our recommended solutions, 
and/or contesting or marginalizing bad solutions. Susan said effective stories should be sticky, memorable, and 
repeatable, with the potential to go viral with fidelity. She also described how episodic stories (which focus on 
individuals) and thematic stories (which show the landscape of social structures and policies affecting 
individuals) set up different kinds of solutions. She explained that episodic stories may be more easily 
dismissed as isolated cases or the result of an individual’s choices, while thematic stories appeal to people as 
citizens to improve bad environments and change policies to better lives.2  
 
Susan went on to describe the FrameWorks Institute’s methodology for identifying the most effective stories. 
She said Frameworks asks people what story they know, introduces new information, and then asks them to 
repeat their answers. Though it doesn’t always work, she said the follow-up responses are usually more 
contextualized and integrate the new learning, which indicates it is possible to engage members of the public 
and influence their thinking by exposing them to another narrative. The research suggests that reframing is 
most effective when it offers a complete narrative, and that facts without solutions may actually reduce 
support. Susan says these findings indicate that if you can set up public policies in people’s minds, and repeat 
the exposure over time, it can change thinking. 
 
 

                                                 
1 David defined narrative as a collection of stories articulated and refined over time that represent a central idea or belief. 
2 FrameWorks offers a free multimedia learning module—Wide Angle Lens—which provides more detail on the difference between 
episodic and thematic storytelling. In addition to explaining the scholarship behind the distinction, the module offers practical 
examples from advocacy and media of thematic stories on social issues, and includes interactive exercises to help communicators 
practice and test their thematic storytelling skills. Additional FrameWorks resources on thematic storytelling are also available, and 
include Episodic vs. Thematic Stories, a FrameWorks Institute FrameByte; Strategically Reframing Success Stories, an example of 
how to shift from an episodic success story to a thematic success story; Checklist for Advocates, a quick reference tool to help 
communicators determine if their communications materials are telling an episodic story or a thematic story; The Problem With 
Telling Compelling Personal Anecdotes, a FrameWorks Institute FrameByte; and Vivid Examples: What They Mean and Why You 
Should Be Careful Using Them, a FrameWorks Institute eZine. 
 

https://t.e2ma.net/click/xom2w/x033ij/thadag
https://t.e2ma.net/click/xom2w/x033ij/99adag
https://t.e2ma.net/click/xom2w/x033ij/p2bdag
https://t.e2ma.net/click/xom2w/x033ij/5ucdag
https://t.e2ma.net/click/xom2w/x033ij/lnddag
https://t.e2ma.net/click/xom2w/x033ij/lnddag
https://t.e2ma.net/click/xom2w/x033ij/1fedag
https://t.e2ma.net/click/xom2w/x033ij/1fedag
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The Capacities of Stories and Related Tensions in Using Personal Storytelling for Advocacy 
Because stories permeate all aspects of our lives, it is important to understand their broader role and 
limitations. Arthur Frank, Professor Emeritus of the University of Calgary’s Department of Sociology, spoke of 
the inherent capacities of stories to teach us who we are and how we connect with our world. He explained 
that since stories are about characters, based on character types, they help to establish people’s sense of their 
own “action possibilities” depending on the type of story they are living—i.e. “What kind of things can a 
character like me do, based on my story?” Yet, when our stories do not fit within a recognized narrative, or are 
something we do not wish to remember or that listeners do not want to hear, we are left with what he calls 
“narrative wreckage,” and may struggle to situate ourselves in society which can be disorienting, 
uncomfortable, or even painful. He said another capacity of stories is that they are always out of control. With 
a small tweak of interpretation, including how the story is told or what is emphasized, it can take on a very 
different meaning—which means stories can be turned against the teller. Arthur stressed that we have to use 
stories in our lives, but said the slipperiness of stories to be turned into something they were not meant to be 
should make us cautious about when and how we do so. 
 
Kholi Buthelezi, National Coordinator of the South African sex worker movement Sisonke, reflected on the 
dangers of storytelling and the lessons South Africa’s sex workers have learned about using personal stories 
for advocacy. Kholi spoke about how important it is to establish clear parameters for story-sharing, especially 
for marginalized communities, to help protect storytellers and their messages so that their stories are not 
manipulated or turned against them. For Sisonke this has included producing a guide for journalists on 
responsible reporting, requesting interview questions ahead, establishing a database of friendly journalists, 
and developing a form for interviewers to sign confirming privacy agreements. 
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Examples of Effective Storytelling for Advocacy 
Several presenters described their successes in using stories to achieve advocacy goals. Sandra Irwin-Gowran, 
Strategic Advisor to the Gay and Lesbian Equality Network – Ireland (GLEN), reflected on the role of 
storytelling in Ireland’s campaign for marriage equality. Sandra served as the Director of Constituency 
Mobilisation for the Yes Equality Campaign during Ireland’s 2015 marriage referendum. She said personal 
stories with the right storytellers and tone were critical to the campaign’s success. Equality advocates used 
stories from the family members of LGBT people because they thought these would resonate more than 
stories from the LGBT community itself. They also used positive imagery about Ireland as a modern, vibrant, 
fair place “we can all be proud of,” and created a story about what it means to be Irish that people could 
relate to (e.g. “We are generous and loving.”). At the same time, a prominent Irish journalist, Ursula Halligan, 
came out publically as a lesbian and spoke of the “prison” she had been in prior to speaking openly. Sandra 
believes the personal stories reminded voters of other communities Ireland had harmed in the past and 
believes the campaign’s framing helped them to view the referendum as a chance to do right. Though the 
content of the stories was important, Sandra also credits the changing context in Ireland for helping people to 
hear them. She said even if the referendum had failed, the process had created the conditions in which more 
LGBT people could speak openly, and their stories could be heard and touch hearts and minds. 
 

 
 
 
Two Open Society grantees also reflected on their positive experiences using storytelling in advocacy. Zoltán 
Szövérdfi-Szép, of Ceva de Spus in Romania, showed a short video3 from a woman in a wheelchair describing 
how she could not access a local theater and asking the public to allocate a portion of their taxes to purchase a 
ramp. Though Ceva de Spus could have raised the funding in other, easier ways, Zoltán said its goal was to 
change public thinking about people with disabilities and spur people to act—which they did. Kimberly 

                                                 
3 The video is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A84ESZO0cGg&feature=youtu.be  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A84ESZO0cGg&feature=youtu.be
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Zieselman, Executive Director of the U.S.-based group interACT, spoke of the power of stories to reach and 
empower people who are isolated and marginalized. She shared a video featuring four intersex youth which 
she said helped connect other intersex individuals to the intersex community.4  
 
Discussion 
After the presentations, one participant asked Sandra Irwin-Gowran about the difference in Ireland between 
the marriage equality referendum that passed and the four abortion referendums that have failed. Sandra 
confirmed that abortion is still a divisive issue in Ireland, but thinks abortion access will be won in a similar 
way to marriage equality. She said that since the marriage referendum she has seen an increase in the use of 
stories from thousands of women each year who are forced to travel great distances for abortions. She said 
people in Ireland seem open to hearing the stories, perhaps for the similar context reasons of wanting to avoid 
secrecy and treat people with dignity and respect. Another participant reflected on the decision GLEN staff 
members made to refrain from sharing their own stories during the marriage equality campaign in order to 
maintain professional separation, saying it raised the larger question of how we navigate between being 
people with stories and being professionals.  
 
Participants also explored the distinctions between episodic and thematic stories, and how to effectively 
connect the individual story to the systemic environment in ways that are relatable. One participant noted the 
challenge individuals face in making that leap “because we don’t have the techniques to do it, or our 
audiences won’t allow it and just want to hear about one person in one context.” Another participant 
suggested that outside resources can help storytellers to make this link and understand how their specific 
experience is situated within broader structures of power and politics. Participants also discussed the strategic 
value of “thin” stories (e.g. the ramp video) versus “thick” stories that are more detailed and complex. They 
acknowledged that thin stories can spread fast and far in our increasingly viral culture, but agreed there will 
always be some trade off with context and depth, and the decision must rest on aim and audience. For 
example, stories that are meant to open a conversation (e.g. get people talking, surface an issue) will be 
different than those used to close one (e.g. get a policy maker to act).  
 
Finally, participants talked about how we also need to consider who is speaking, who is not, and how those 
decisions are made. They questioned how we identify the most effective messengers and talked about the 
limitations in storytelling which result from the cultures in which the tellers and listeners are embedded. 
Murray Nossel of Narativ explained that, when Narativ performs, the news headline is almost always 
something to the effect of “two white, Jewish, gay men tell about what it was like growing up in apartheid 
South Africa”—though they can only speak to a narrow slice of this frame. He said they grapple with this, and 
the challenge of narrating their own political social context, stressing that, in the end, the only stories we as 
individuals can truly tell are our own stories. 
 
 

SESSION 2: The Importance of Listening 
 

The second session, moderated by Jerome Deroy of Narativ, aimed to establish the reciprocal relationship 
between listening and telling, and explore how to listen with a conscious recognition of the filters of bias, 
ideology, power, and identity which shape how stories are received. The session also sought to demonstrate 

                                                 
4 The video is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cAUDKEI4QKI  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cAUDKEI4QKI
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the power of being truly listened to, and explore the way in which different communication formats affect 
listening and how we might shape our approaches to optimize listening. 
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Identifying Obstacles to Listening 
The session began with a listening exercise led by Murray Nossel of Narativ to identify the kinds of obstacles 
we face to listening—including obstacles that are internal (e.g. emotions, thoughts), external (e.g. room 
noises, temperature), and physiological (e.g. hunger, fatigue). Murray explained how the listening actually 
shapes the telling of stories because speakers pick up on obstacles in subtle ways. Hannah Fox, of the Big 
Apple Playback Theatre, led a second listening exercise where participants broke into pairs and took turns 
telling a short story and “playing back” the story they heard in three physical poses. The exercise illustrated 
the way listeners provide new insights into our stories, and how we often enter into storytelling relationships 
with preconceptions about storytellers or listeners, whether or not we know them. 
 

 
 
 
Examples of Incorporating Listening in Personal Storytelling for Advocacy 
After the exercises, presenters described the important role listening has played in their use of storytelling for 
advocacy. Aspen Baker, Founder and Executive Director of the California-based organization Exhale, discussed 
Exhale’s 2010 partnership with MTV to produce a special about three women who had had abortions. When 
MTV asked for its help finding women for the program, Exhale turned the engagement into a collaboration in 
order to support the women and ensure they had a say in framing and editing. Before the show premiered, 
Exhale also engaged the advocacy community to encourage organizations to focus their messaging on listening 
to the women and amplifying their voices when the program aired, rather than promoting politics for or 
against abortion. Aspen said Exhale wanted to show that you can stand behind stigmatized and marginalized 
people without having to be for or against an issue. More recently, Exhale launched a national story-sharing 
tour in an effort to change the conversation about abortion from something cold and calculated to something 
compassionate and complex. She says listening during the tour was critical. When an audience member 
became confrontational, presenters responded with empathy, saying they understood the woman was 
uncomfortable and that she didn’t have to stay. In the end the woman stayed, and Aspen believes this was 
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because she felt heard. She said it took hours of practice to hone their stories, prepare for diverse scenarios, 
and build trust as a team but, in the end, these efforts made their story-sharing effective.  
 

 
 
Similarly, Ishtar Lakhani and Gita November of the Sex Worker Education and Advocacy Task Force (SWEAT) in 
South Africa have found listening to be critical in their work to reduce stigma and discrimination toward sex 
workers. They talked about the challenge of making sure their advocacy messages are accessible to their 
audiences and that they understand what people are actually hearing. For example, when they say 
“Decriminalize sex work now!” they said police may think it means sex in the streets and the public may 
envision children in sex work, and pimps and traffickers proliferating. They discussed how important it is to 
use an incremental approach in their advocacy: defining terms; meeting people where they are in their 
understanding and building from there; recognizing that changing mindsets takes time. They also stressed how 
important it is to be strategic in the format and framing of their messaging depending on listeners’ interests—
for example busy politicians do not want to read long reports and public health arguments for decriminalizing 
sex work resonate best with the Ministry of Health while the Ministry of Justice is more swayed by examples 
of how current laws lead to police abuse of power. They have also found that humor is a useful tactic for not 
only getting listeners’ attention, but energizing the movement and helping advocates who share their stories 
to cope with ongoing stigma and abuse. 
 
Considerations When Representing the Personal Stories of Marginalized People 
Listening is also critical for those who are helping to accurately promote the stories of others. Rebecca Ruiz, a 
Features Writer for the website Mashable, talked about the challenge she faces as a journalist in representing 
the stories of highly stigmatized and marginalized people. Among other things, she covers gender, sexuality, 
and mental health and says she must be constantly aware that there are competing perspectives and biases 
on these issues. She believes her role is not to promote a particular ideology, but to listen and accurately 
reflect the experiences of her subjects. To prevent anyone from feeling betrayed or exploited, she has 
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established a process for her engagement. She says she makes it clear from the outset that her job is not to 
make interviewees look good, but to accurately reflect their experiences and connect them to something 
larger in the public consciousness. She warns them that the story might be the first thing that comes up when 
their name is googled, reminds them they can stop the interview at anytime, and suggests they have someone 
lined up to talk to afterward in case they need support. When possible, she also reads the stories to them over 
the phone before they go to press. She said because her subjects are often on the margins of society with little 
power, she works especially hard to be as respectful as possible with what they have given her. She 
recommends that activists think carefully about which journalists they share their stories with and not 
collaborate with anyone they think might set back their causes. 
 
Getting Policy Makers to Listen 
Advocates must constantly consider how to shape their approaches to optimize the listening of their target 
groups. Paul Cairney, Professor of Politics and Public Policy at the University of Stirling in the United Kingdom, 
spoke about insider strategies for getting policy makers to listen. He explained that much advocacy work with 
policy makers takes place in private over the long term (sometimes decades). Paul suggested that advocates 
work to figure out what drives individual policy makers to determine the best framing for their causes, and 
look for ways to build trust. He highlighted an inherent tension in insider advocacy: advocates who have long 
term relationships with policy makers may need to “pick their battles,” staying quiet when something happens 
that they oppose in order to protect the relationship for more strategic opportunities in the future. Because 
policy makers are constant advocacy targets, Paul cautioned that they may be suspicious of stories. He also 
warned that policy makers are often more receptive to the “quick, easy, cheap fixes” that may not actually 
solve the problem, and that success should be measured by what actually changes rather than what policy 
makers have agreed to do. 
 
Discussion 
In the discussion that followed there was some debate about the merit of insider versus outsider strategies for 
influencing policy makers, including ethical concerns about silence. Participants cited instances where public 
pressure had served as an effective strategy for prompting decision makers to act. In fact, for advocates who 
are not already on the inside of policy circles, public pressure may be their only tenable option for being 
heard. Participants acknowledged that a combination of insider/outsider approaches can be complementary.  
 
Participants also noted that an important advocacy strategy in and of itself is understanding the constraints 
journalists are under (e.g. keeping their reporting balanced, meeting deadlines) and helping to make their 
reporting easier. For example, advocates can put journalists in touch with people to interview (like Exhale did 
for MTV), offer to promote stories through their networks, and support programs that build journalists’ 
capacity on progressive issues. Activists should also consider asking for interview questions ahead of time and 
providing guides for journalists about preferred terminology (as Sisonke and SWEAT have done). 
 
Finally, participants reflected on storytelling as a tool for community building and empowerment. Gita 
November noted the role storytelling has played in her own transformation, saying that learning to tell her 
story helped her to better understand her identity as a transgender sex worker, win over her local community, 
and eventually enter politics as an elected ward council member. One participant remarked that Gita’s 
experience demonstrated how “You can go from being a body with a story to a body with a political purpose.” 
Gita also described how South Africa’s sex workers use stories to build common ground with other 
movements. She said they look for issues that affect all South Africans, like the high cost of school fees, and 
share their own experiences to show how their struggles are intertwined.  
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SESSION 3: Whose Story Is It?  Supporting the Storyteller 

 
The third session, moderated by Brett Davidson, focused on issues related to support for and protection of 
storytellers, and story ownership. More specifically, the session grappled with these questions: How can we 
best protect storytellers and, in particular, the interests of vulnerable storytellers? How should advocacy 
groups deal with the fact that storytellers may not know in advance how they will feel about their stories 
being made public? How do we navigate situations where there are tensions between the stories people want 
to tell and the mold that journalists, funders, or advocacy organizations want stories to fit into? How can 
activists deal with their own lack of control over what happens to a story? 
 
The session began with a group story-sharing exercise where participants paired up and took turns telling and 
summarizing their personal stories. The exercise illustrated how story-sharing helps build affinity and trust 
between storytellers and listeners, and makes storytellers better listeners because it helps them to 
understand vulnerability. After the exercise, one funder remarked that being asked to tell her own story made 
her uncomfortable, but increased her mindfulness of how often as funders we expect people to share their 
stories, or use their stories in our work, without ever really asking permission. 
 

 
 
Storyteller Experiences 
After the exercise, presenters spoke about their experiences, challenges, and lessons learned as storytellers 
using their personal stories for advocacy. Gaby Pacheco, a Program Director at TheDream.US, was still in high 
school when she started speaking out on the rights of undocumented immigrants. She said that, as one of the 
first undocumented advocates to speak publically, she was warned that telling her story could have 
consequences, but believes it was because she told her story that thousands of people rallied around her 
family when police came in the night and took them into custody, and why they were not deported. Gaby said 



 

 
 

14 

that when her organization first began fighting for the rights of undocumented children it used talking points 
like “We came here through no fault of our own,” painting images of “all-American” kids who cared little 
about their own language or culture. She said this framing was actually problematic because it set up a “good 
immigrant/bad immigrant” dichotomy, portrayed parents in a negative light, and encouraged legislation that 
left most immigrants out. Looking forward, Gaby said a culture shift is needed in how people think about 
immigration. She cites the powerful impact pop culture has had in the LGBT rights movement in the U.S and 
says similar depictions and inclusion can play a role in changing hearts and minds toward immigrants.  
 
Laurindo Garcia, Founder and Chief Executive of the organization B-Change, first shared his story as a gay, HIV 
positive man from the Philippines for the “Here I Am” campaign, which gathered video testimonials from 
around the world of people affected by AIDS.5 Laurindo said he “came out” because HIV rates in the 
Philippines were rapidly increasing and AIDS-related stigma meant people were not talking about it. His video 
led to a series of international speaking engagements where he said he learned that many of the decisions 
that affect people with HIV were happening far from home. He began mobilizing more LGBT people to share 
their stories and said it not only improved grassroots representation in policy dialogues, but helped build a 
supportive local community. When it comes to choosing which stories to share, he stressed that there is not 
one “right story,” but said the key is presenting as many diverse stories as possible to create holistic narratives 
and encourage people to engage and ask questions. He cautioned that a challenge for activists who share their 
stories is that they are forever linked to the issue that brought them to the public eye—like he is with HIV. He 
also warned about the strain of such a public role, and said it helps to establish parameters for when and how 
much to engage, and to learn to have fun and incorporate humor despite the gravity of the issues.  
 
The Stories People Want to Share Versus the Stories They Have to Share 
Sometimes the stories people want to share do not fit the mold that journalists, funders, or advocacy 
organizations want them to fill. Jijian Voronka, Postdoctoral Research Fellow of Women's and Gender Studies 
at Rutgers University, illustrated this tension by sharing her experience with the mental health field. She 
described the three types of mental health narrative we hear, drawing on the U.S. election to categorize them 
as “the Trump narrative,” “the Clinton narrative,” and “the Bernie narrative.” She explained that under the 
Trump narrative mental illness is associated with violence and the mentally ill are portrayed as a drain on 
society; those who cannot be cured must be contained. Under “the Clinton narrative,” the mentally ill are 
treated as victims of biology and/or society. Their stories follow a stilted script: I was human; mental illness 
struck; I lost everything until help came and fixed me. Jijian says the third narrative, “the Bernie narrative,” is 
the framing the broader disability justice movement uses. It challenges the idea that disability is an 
undesirable state of being, embracing disability pride and looking for ways to value the experiences that make 
people with disabilities different. However, Jijian says these stories are frequently dismissed as signs and 
symptoms of the illnesses themselves, and that this can have a devastating impact on the mentally ill and how 
they are viewed and treated by society. 
 
Institutional Constraints and Opportunities in Working with Journalists 
Intermediaries frequently play a role in documenting and disseminating storytellers’ stories. Sue Valentine, 
Team Manager of the Open Society Program on Independent Journalism, spoke about the institutional 
constraints that journalists face which impact how they convey stories and feed narratives. She said the digital 
revolution has transformed what is possible today. Now, news comes to us around the clock. We are 
surrounded by so many facts, opinions, and stories that—more than ever—we need journalism that is ethical, 

                                                 
5 The video is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WdNOk2Y5UCI  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WdNOk2Y5UCI
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and engages with its audience, to contextualize, verify, and explain honestly and transparently. She said that 
sadly, that kind of thoughtful, sensitive, and slow reporting is limited today because the pressure on 
journalists to churn out content is intense. She explained that, as a result, contextualized reporting is rare, and 
journalists are generalists, doing their best but unable to go beyond the superficial. Sue does not think we will 
change the constraints journalists are working under but said that we should be aware of them. She also said 
this environment has led to some new opportunities to get stories out since journalism is no longer dependent 
on traditional media. 
 
Strategies for Protecting Storytellers 
Finally, presenters shared strategies for how to protect storytellers and their stories. Priscila Neri, Senior 
Program Manager for Witness, talked about the safety and security of storytellers when their stories are 
shared online. Witness works with community advocates to help them ethically and effectively integrate video 
into their human rights work. Priscila described several scenarios where (non-Witness) videos have led to 
backlash against storytellers or they have later regretted their remarks. Guided by the principle of “do no 
harm,” Witness supports its community partners to identify their intended audiences and goals, and ensure 
those who appear on camera understand what their participation means and are participating of their own 
free will. To drive these points home, Witness performs a walk through of “the worst case scenario” for every 
video, then discusses mitigating steps to protect against that outcome. It also asks participants to repeat the 
purpose of the video and the audience back to it before filming and builds in multiple opportunities for them 
to withdrawal their consent. Priscila said Witness has developed a list of guidelines for how to mitigate risk for 
storytellers in online spaces.6 While it does its best to protect storytellers, she noted that there comes a point 
where, once the risks have been made clear, it would be impinging on people’s rights to prevent them from 
making their own decision.  
 
Discussion 
In the discussion that followed, one participant asked whether there is anything the presenters wished they 
had known when they were starting out as storytellers that they know now. Multiple presenters 
recommended that activists seek out mental health support from the beginning, and advised that storytellers 
be mindful of the effects of telling their stories on their own mental health because sharing can reintroduce 
past trauma. One presenter said she wished she could wipe the first five years of her 20 years of storytelling 
off the internet because she was still honing her messages and finding her voice. Another presenter advised 
that activists consider whether or not they want to use their last names (as it makes their stories more 
searchable—for example by prospective employers or landlords). She cautioned that people from stigmatized 
communities need to be especially aware that telling their stories may prevent them from accessing housing 
or other needs. 
 
One participant reiterated the potential danger of stories to have unintended consequences, like in Gaby’s 
immigration example, and cited the “Cosby affect” as another illustration. Though the popularity of the 1980’s 
sitcom The Cosby Show was widely interpreted as evidence that discrimination towards African Americans was 
declining in the U.S., studies indicated the show actually reinforced stereotypes that African Americans are 
solely responsible for their social conditions and that those who are not doing as well as the Cosby family are 
themselves to blame.  
 

                                                 
6 The guidelines are available here: https://library.witness.org/product/video-as-evidence-ethical-guidelines/ 

https://library.witness.org/product/video-as-evidence-ethical-guidelines/
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Finally, participants discussed the responsibility that goes along with asking people to tell their stories and said 
we must keep in mind that putting a story “out there” can have negative effects and that there should be 
mechanisms in place for support. Paul Browde of Narativ advised that one way to provide support is to offer 
space for those who share stories to feel, without making them feel that feeling is wrong. Participants also 
emphasized that storytellers should be treated as sources of strategy rather than just contributors to our 
strategies, that we should make sure they understand how their stories are being used and contributing to 
change, and that we should give them space to explore stories that go beyond the narrow issues we have 
prioritized. Participants also stressed that we should never lose sight of the needs of the storyteller in pursuing 
our public opinion and policy goals and that the storyteller’s experience must be part of our evaluation. 
 
 

 
 
 

SESSION 4: How Do We Know if Stories Are Working? Assessing Impact 
 

We know that stories, told well, can change hearts and minds. They can get attention for an issue, secure 
support, mobilize the public, and persuade policymakers. But they can also fail at those things. This final 
session, moderated by Francesca Polletta, aimed to develop a deeper understanding of how stories can be 
effective for advocacy, build on the body of experience in measuring the impact of storytelling, and explore 
ways to continue the conversation on evaluating storytelling for advocacy.  
 
Advocate Approaches to Assessing the Impact of Stories in Advocacy 
Three presenters who use storytelling for advocacy discussed their experiences assessing the impact stories 
have on their work. Marj Plumb, of the Women's Foundation of California, described her organization’s 
intensive training program to empower women to use California’s policy process to shape laws and 
regulations. As part of the program, women travel to the state capital to share their personal experiences 
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about issues impacting them. Marj explained that an important part of the training is teaching women to 
move from the problem (e.g. I lost my food stamp card and struggled to feed my family before it was replaced) 
to specific policy solutions (e.g. we need a law that stipulates lost food stamp cards will be replaced within X 
days). Since the program began in 2003, participants have helped develop and support 28 bills that were 
signed into law. Though it is hard to evaluate the role stories have had in these victories, Marj believes women 
speaking from their own experiences over time has been critical in adding specificity to the theoretical, 
creating visibility, and keeping women’s concerns on the political agenda.  
 

 
 
Juhu Thukral, Director of Law and Advocacy at The Opportunity Agenda, described her organization’s work in 
the U.S. to change hearts, minds, and policies related to immigration, criminal justice, and economic 
opportunity. Juhu said a key aspect of The Opportunity Agenda’s work is bringing social justice leaders and 
advocates together to build their skills, establish shared values within and across movements, and help them 
develop strategic stories to influence broader audiences. She said media and communications research has 
been particularly helpful in this work in the way it provides insights on the thoughts and beliefs of target 
groups, pinpoints what media they are accessing, and helps determine the most strategic messengers for 
influencing them. Juhu says this approach has resulted in a strong track record of reaching people, but the 
ongoing challenge is how to motivate them to take action and remain engaged. 
 
Anne Keenan, Head of Strategy for Purpose, talked about her organization’s efforts to evaluate the impact of 
the stories it has used to mobilize public and government support for humanitarian crises. Anne explained that 
Purpose uses stories of hope and inspiration, and tries to connect people to something larger, where they see 
a role for themselves as part of the solution and are prompted to act. She showed a video Purpose created to 
spur aid in Syria by helping people to connect on a personal level with the “White Helmets”—a group of 
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everyday heroes who provide humanitarian assistance.7 Anne said that, after the video, governments began 
citing the White Helmets in their aid proposals and asking their input on how to best help Syrian civilians. 
Similarly, Purpose worked on a “Stand with #TeamRefugees” video in the lead up to the 2016 Olympics that 
was aimed at shifting the narrative on refugees from powerless, faceless groups in camps, to inspiring, 
resilient individuals.8 Though it was harder to gauge the impact this video had, Anne said that social media 
analysis showed a significant uptake in the #TeamRefugees hashtag which suggests the video influenced how 
people were talking about refugees.  
 

 
 
What the Research Says About the Effectiveness of Using Stories in Advocacy 
There has been some research aimed at evaluating the effectiveness and impact of storytelling. Douglas 
Storey, Director for Communication Science and Research at Johns Hopkins Center for Communication 
Programs, discussed what we know about what makes stories effective. He said we know stories work when 
someone can imagine themselves in the story and identify with the teller. When we can create this empathic 
reaction, it may shift the way a person thinks on an issue, or get them to emulate a behavior. He said we also 
know that the personal face-to-face experience of storytelling is difficult to recreate in a meaningful way, and 
we need to better understand how mediated forms of storytelling can more effectively create that sense of 
presence. Douglas explained that we tend to think of communication as an event, a story, a statement—
essentially products—when communication is really a process. He said if we shift this thinking it will free us to 
conceptualize stories differently and think about their episodic effects, including listeners’ immediate versus 
enduring responses.  
 
Douglas went on to explain that we know little about how people’s self image endures, how it changes, and 
how that happens over time. For example, when people are exposed to a story, and given new material to 
                                                 
7 The video is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W1NguKirQDg  
8 The video is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yP8NAh38yaI  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W1NguKirQDg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yP8NAh38yaI
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work with, how does that new material become part of their narrative? He said more needs to be done to 
study the storytelling process over time and that we need to look for multiple sources of evidence to evaluate 
the real impacts of stories. To collect this data, he said we must have intentionality and know our objectives 
from the beginning of our projects: whether we want to change attitudes or challenge policies, we must know 
where we want the world to go as a result of our work.  
 

 
 
 
Jeff Niederdeppe, Associate Professor in the Department of Communication at Cornell University, noted that 
stories also reduce the human tendency to counter-argue messages, and that evidence suggests they can work 
and be more persuasive than other approaches. He went on to describe the many challenges of conducting 
research on stories, including that people define stories differently, different forms are likely to have different 
impacts in different contexts, and there are many design considerations (e.g. Video versus print? First, second, 
or third person? Drive the message home or let people extrapolate? etc.). He also explained that 
approximately half of the stories used in existing research were created by the researchers themselves and 
often used in laboratory settings—which may not provide the best stories or conditions for testing. Also, most 
of the research has focused on stories to promote individual behavior change (e.g. use a condom, don’t drink 
and drive), rather than advocacy in a competitive environment where there is an opposing (and often better 
resourced) viewpoint. Jeff asserted that if we really want to understand the impact of stories as tools, we need 
controlled studies that (1) assess stories and storytelling over time with multiple exposures to the messages; 
(2) look at competitive messages; (3) consider subsets of audience (e.g. by ideology); and (4) compare 
storytelling to other mechanisms (e.g. evidence based arguments with statistics). As a next step, he said we 
need partnerships between professional storytellers and researchers to help figure out what works, when, and 
to combine the best stories with the rigor of evaluation. 
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Finally, Michael Jones, Assistant Professor at Oregon State University’s School of Public Policy, described what 
we know about how narratives impact public policy. He differentiated between the micro level study of 
narratives, which focuses on how narratives work on people and between people, the meso level of study, 
which looks at how groups and coalitions deploy narratives within policy processes, and the macro level which 
considers culture and institutions. Based on his research, Michael suggested the following best practice steps 
in developing narratives for policy change: (1) Determine the belief system at work on the issue to understand 
what is steering people. (2) Determine the most consequential policy facts for that belief system. (3) Cast your 
characters optimally, for example “a likable hero.” (4) Determine the plot, including what is causing the policy 
problem. (He says unintentional causes or mechanical causes—i.e. bad programs/systems—work best.) (5) 
Select narrative strategies. (He recommends using “angel-shift” strategies that highlight heroes and focus on 
solutions, rather than “devil shift” strategies which focus on villains and blame opponents.) (6) Consider the 
ethical implications and trade-offs of your choices throughout the process.  
 
 

 
 
 
Discussion 
During the discussion participants reflected on their own research and experiences about what makes stories 
effective in advocacy. Echoing the FrameWorks Institute, Jeff Niederdeppe reiterated that replacing stories of 
individuals (episodic stories) with stories of collectives (thematic stories) makes listeners less likely to blame 
the individual and more likely to consider social, economic, and political factors. Another participant asserted 
that messages delivered by people who “go against their tribe” and violate expectations are more powerful 
than those from the people we expect to deliver them, and gave the example of Republican legislator 
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Maureen Walsh and her persuasive speech in support of marriage equality.9 A third participant noted that the 
best stories are the ones that spark conversations. 
 
Participants also discussed the many considerations—like context, approach, and framing—that impact story 
effectiveness. One participant stressed that we cannot lose sight of the underlying structures of power and 
privilege that allow some stories to make it while others are continuously denied and forgotten. Another 
participant noted the tension in approaches between people who want to de-bias narratives and present 
them objectively, and others who are interested in “accurately biasing” narratives to advance specific 
agendas. A third participant posed a question about whether fear-based stories should ever be used to 
achieve advocacy goals. Thaler Peker responded that evidence suggests fear-based stories may lead to 
immediate action but fail to achieve long-term narrative or culture change.  
 
In thinking about effectiveness moving forward, Douglas Storey cautioned that we may be actually 
underestimating the impacts of our stories if we are not also finding ways to capture their ripple effects, citing 
a television program in Nepal with health-related messages that reached just as many people through word of 
mouth as through direct viewership. Kholi Buthelezi stressed how important it is for us to regularly integrate 
new stories into our advocacy, since situations change and stories become outdated.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
9 The video is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eH5egFXHJnQ  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eH5egFXHJnQ
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CLOSING REFLECTIONS 
 

As the meeting came to an end participants had an opportunity to reflect on their experiences over the 
previous two days. One participant described the great comfort he felt hearing from other storytellers who 
were grappling with similar issues. Another participant said the meeting had replenished her and that she felt 
a lightness and warmth from the connections she had made like her “well was filled up.” She said the meeting 
brought home the power of stories to build those connections. A third participant reflected on the power of 
stories to make the issues we have become desensitized to real again. She said she has been telling her story 
for so long that it had become rote—like reciting a recipe—but that sharing her story in this context brought 
the emotion back.  
 
Participants also had the opportunity to share their feedback through a post-meeting survey. They offered 
several suggestions in response to a question about what issues were not addressed in the meeting and merit 
further attention. One participant suggested more discussion about the process for developing stories, what 
makes some stories more powerful than others, and how to motivate listeners to take meaningful action. 
Another proposed a deeper look at what stories are not able to accomplish and when they are 
counterproductive. One of the academics who participated said it would be helpful to have more evidence of 
the impacts of stories in real-world settings, beyond the anecdotal. Another academic noted that more critical 
reflection about the advocacy approaches activists have prioritized might help them to improve the 
effectiveness of their work, though this may not be possible given limited time, challenging environments, and 
competing demands. One of the advocates said it would be useful to have training for activists on a 
recommended framework for using storytelling for advocacy as a way to transfer theoretical concepts to 
practical work “in the trenches.”  
 
Participants also made suggestions for ways to improve the structure and flow of future meetings. Several 
people said they wished there had been more time for networking and conversation so they could follow up 
with presenters and forge greater connections with other participants. Others noted that some people had 
less opportunity to engage in the dialogue, which left them at a disadvantage. As one participant explained, “I 
am grateful that so many people got a chance to speak because of the numerous panels, however, there is 
danger in this because those who were not chosen to lead an exercise or be on a panel were in the minority. 
As one of these people I felt left out, that no one knew of my work and therefore no one had the interest in 
connecting with me. It is easy to connect to someone once you hear from them and hear their story but if a 
few people are not given the chance to speak then there is undue weight on them to have to fight for a voice 
and right to be present.” 
 
Looking forward, one participant reflected on the common social justice thread running through participants’ 
work and said it had left him thinking about how he and his organization could be more involved and 
supportive of issues outside their present scope. Many participants noted the unique opportunity the meeting 
had provided in the way it brought researchers and advocates together who seldom have an opportunity to 
meaningfully interact otherwise. Several participants indicated that they had already started discussions about 
potential research or advocacy work together. Though participants expressed mixed opinions as to how 
helpful staying in touch as a group would be to their work, many expressed openness to future collaboration 
given the right goals as glue.  
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DETAILED REFLECTIONS 
 

Two participants wrote more detailed reflections on the meeting. We have included here with their 
permission. 

Storytelling for Policy Change: promise and problems10 
by Paul Cairney 

 
I went to a fantastic workshop on storytelling for policy change. It was hosted by Open Society Foundations 
New York (25/6 October), and brought together a wide range of people from different backgrounds: Narativ, 
people experienced in telling their own story, advocacy and professional groups using stories to promote 
social or policy change, major funders, journalists, and academics. There was already a lot of goodwill in the 
room at the beginning, and by the end there was more than a lot! 
 
The OSF plans to write up a summary of the whole discussion, so my aim is to highlight the relevance for 
‘evidence-based policymaking’ and for scientists and academics seeking more ‘impact’ for their research. In 
short, although I recommend that scientists ‘turn a large amount of scientific evidence into simple and 
effective stories that appeal to the biases of policymakers’, it’s easier said than done, and not something 
scientists are trained in. Good storytellers might enthuse people already committed to the idea of storytelling 
for policy, but what about scientists more committed to the language of scientific evidence and perhaps 
sceptical about the need to develop this new skill (particularly those who describe stories pejoratively as 
‘anecdata’)? What would make them take a leap in the dark, to give up precious research time to develop 
skills in storytelling? 
 
So, let me tell you why I thought the workshop was brilliant – including outlining its key insights – and why you 
might not! 
 
Why I thought it was brilliant 
Academic conferences can be horrible: a seemingly never-ending list of panels with 4-5 paper givers and a 
discussant, taking up almost all of the talking time with too-long and often-self-indulgent and long-winded 
PowerPoint presentations and little time for meaningful discussion. It’s a test of meeting deadlines for the 
presenter and an endurance test for the listener. 

This workshop was different: the organisers thought about what it means to talk and listen, and therefore how 
to encourage people to talk in an interesting way and encourage high attention and engagement. 
 
There were three main ‘listening exercises’: a personal exercise in which you closed your eyes and thought 
about the obstacles to listening (I confess that I cheated on that one); a paired exercise in which one person 
listened and thought of three poses to sum up the other’s short story; and a group exercise in which people 
paired up, told and then summarised each other’s stories, and spoke as a group about the implications. 

                                                 
10 This blog post can be found online here: https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/11/01/storytelling-for-policy-change-
promise-and-problems/ 
 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/11/01/storytelling-for-policy-change-promise-and-problems/
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/about/offices-foundations/open-society-foundations-new-york
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/about/offices-foundations/open-society-foundations-new-york
http://narativ.com/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/ebpm/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/evidence/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/evidence/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/11/01/storytelling-for-policy-change-promise-and-problems/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/11/01/storytelling-for-policy-change-promise-and-problems/
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This final exercise was powerful: we told often-revealing stories to strangers, built up trust very quickly, and 
became emotionally involved in each other’s accounts. It was interesting to watch how quickly we could 
become personally invested in each other’s discussion, form networks, and listen intently to each other. 

For me, it was a good exercise in demonstrating what you need in a policymaker audience: ideally, they should 
care about the problem you raise, be personally invested in trying to solve it, and trust you and therefore your 
description of the most feasible solutions. If it helps recreate these conditions, a storytelling scientist may be 
more effective than an ‘honest broker’. Without a good story to engage your audience, your evidence will be 
like a drop in the ocean and your audience might be checking its email or playing Pokemon Go while you 
present. 
 
Key insights and impressions 
Most participants expressed strong optimism about the effect of stories on society and policy, particularly 
when the aim is more expressive than instrumental: the act itself of telling one’s story and being heard can be 
empowering, particularly within marginalised groups from which we hear few voices. It can also be remarkably 
powerful, remarkably quickly: most of us were crying or laughing instantly and frequently as we heard many 
moving stories about many issues. It’s hard to overstate just how effective many of these stories were when 
you heard them in person. 

When discussing more instrumental concerns – can we use a story to get what we want? – the optimism was 
more cautious and qualified. Key themes included: 

 The balance between effective and ethical storytelling, accepting that if a story is a commodity it can be 
used by people less sympathetic to our aims, and exploring the ethics of using the lens of sympathetic 
characters (e.g. white grandparents) to make the case for marginalised groups. 

 This ethical dimension was reinforced continuously by stories of vulnerable storytellers and the balance 
between telling their story and protecting their safety. 

 The importance of context: the same story may have more or less impact depending on the nature of 
the audience; many examples conveyed the sense that a story with huge impact now would have failed 
10 or 20 years ago and/ or in a different region. 

 The importance of tailoring stories to the biases of audiences and trying to reframe the implications of 
your audience’s beliefs (one particularly interesting example was of portraying equal marriage in 
Ireland as the Christian thing to do). 

 Many campaigns used humour and positive stories with heroes, based on the assumption that 
audiences would be put off by depressing stories of problems with no obvious solution but energised by 
a message of new possibilities. 

 Many warned against stories that were too personal, identifying the potential for an audience to want 
to criticise or fix an individual’s life rather than solve a systemic problem (and this individualistic 
interpretation was most pronounced among people identifying with right-wing parties). 

 Many described the need to experiment/ engage in trial-and-error to identify what works with each 
audience, including the length of written messages, choice of media, and choice of ‘thin’ stories with 
clear messages to generate quick attention or ‘thick’ stories which might be more memorable if we have 
the resources to tell them and people take the time to listen. 

 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/10/05/principles-of-science-advice-to-government-key-problems-and-feasible-solutions/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/10/05/principles-of-science-advice-to-government-key-problems-and-feasible-solutions/
http://www.irishtimes.com/life-and-style/people/how-the-yes-was-won-the-inside-story-of-the-marriage-referendum-1.2418302
http://www.irishtimes.com/life-and-style/people/how-the-yes-was-won-the-inside-story-of-the-marriage-referendum-1.2418302
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Many of these points will seem familiar if you study psychology or the psychology of policymaking. So, the 
benefit of these experiences is that they tell us how people have applied such insights and how it has helped 
their cause. Most speakers were confident that they were making an impact. 
 
Why you may not be as impressed: two reasons 
The first barrier to getting you enthusiastic is that you weren’t there. If emotional engagement is such a key 
part of storytelling, and you weren’t there to hear it, why would you care? So, a key barrier to making an 
‘impact’ with storytelling is that it is difficult to increase its scale. You might persuade someone if they spent 
enough time with you, but what if you only had a few seconds in which to impress them or, worse still, you 
couldn’t impress them because they weren’t interested in the first place? Our worry may be that we can only 
influence people who are already open to our idea. This isn’t the end of the world, since a key political aim 
may be to enthuse people who share your beliefs and get them to act (for example, to spread the word to 
their friends). However, it prompts us to wonder about the varying effect of the same message and the extent 
to which our message’s power comes from our audience rather than our story. 

The second barrier is that, when the question is framed for an academic audience – what is the scientific 
evidence on the impact of stories? – the answer is not clear. 
 
On the panel devoted to this question (and in a previous session), there were some convincing accounts of the 
impact of initiatives such as: the Women’s Policy Institute ‘grass roots’ training in California (leading to 
advocacy prompting 2 dozen bills to be signed over 13 years); Purpose’s branding campaign for the White 
Helmets (including the miracle baby video which has received tens of millions of views); and, the Frame Works 
Institute’s ability to change minds with very brief interventions (for example, getting people to think in terms 
of problem systems more than problem individuals in areas like criminal justice). 
 

However, the academic analysis – with contributions from Francesca Polletta, Jeff Niederdeppe, Douglas 
Storey, Michael Jones – tended to stress caution or note limited effects: 

 Stories work when they create an empathic reaction, but intensely personal experiences are difficult to 
recreate when mediated (soap operas and ‘edutainment’ come closest). 

 Randomised control trials suggest that stories have a measurable effect, but it’s small and compared to 
no intervention at all rather than a competing approach such as providing evidence in reports (note that 
most experimental studies do not draw on skilful storytellers) 

 Stories work most clearly when they reinforce the beliefs of your allies (and when you refer to heroes, 
not villains), but the effects are indirect at best with your opponents. 

 
More research required?! 
So, you might want more convincing evidence before you take that giant leap to train to become a skilful 
storyteller: why go for it when its effects are so unclear and difficult to measure? 

For me, that response might seem sensible but is also a cop out: unequivocal evidence may never arrive and 
good science often involves researching as you go. A key insight into policymaking regards a continuous sense 
of urgency to solve problems: policymakers don’t wait for the evidence to become unequivocal before they 
act, partly because that sense of clarity may never happen. They feel the need to act on the basis of available 
evidence. Perhaps scientists should at least think about doing the same when they seek to act on research 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2014/04/07/policy-concepts-in-1000-words-the-psychology-of-policymaking/
http://www.womensfoundca.org/impact
https://www.whitehelmets.org/
http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/
http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/
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rather than simply do the research: how long should you postpone potentially valuable action with the old 
cliché ‘more research required’? 

 
Post-Meeting Reflection 

by Arthur W. Frank 
 
What did we not talk about at the meeting, and where might the agenda progress? 
 
Everyone was very polite, particularly in never raising questions about the cause that anyone else was 
advocating. That made for a pleasant milieu, but it also truncated the conversation. 
 
Both verbal presentations and videos used storytelling in what I’d call a politics of counter-narrative. In 
opposition to one narrative (e.g., that immigration is threat), each video presented a story showing the 
opposite. My hypothesis is that such messages might shift attitudes among people in the middle of the 
spectrum, but they will not affect true believers, by which I mean people whose thinking on an issue consists 
of more than memes from various media. Thus, the long-term effect on truly controversial issues (again, 
immigration is a good example) will not be to bring opposing sides into any dialogue. We’re left with two 
stories that oppose each other. That may be an advance over one story’s hegemony, but it’s not the end I’d 
aspire to. 
 
If the ideal is an open society, then the goal of storytelling should be what I’d call a politics of dialogical 
engagement. In my view, such a politics cannot be achieved in tweets or 60 second PSAs. The model is closer 
to what we saw in the Disturbing the Peace documentary.11 People from opposing sides have to come 
together and attend respectfully to each other’s stories. Both the film itself and the reconciliation process 
depicted in the film exemplify a politics of dialogical engagement. 
 
In day two of the meeting, we didn’t discuss the film. It could have served as the basis for critiquing advocacy 
practices that were described both days. 
 
I came away from the meeting more concerned than I already had been about whether social media can be a 
medium of dialogical engagement. For what are probably multiple reasons, social media seem to generate 
entrenchment in oppositional positions, not mutual recognition. 
 
The beginning of a politics of dialogical engagement is the recognition that others’ stances, even if these seem 
hateful and prejudicial, derive from issues in their lives that are real to those people. Giving those issues 
respectful hearing seems fundamental to an open society. 
 
The stories we heard and saw at the meeting seemed more monological than dialogical. They expressed their 
own position, without inviting conversation with those who think differently. Participants’ comments 
expressed preference for stories that opened conversations, but most of the specific examples of stories-in-
advocacy simply advocated their own perspective. And in the brief duration imposed by the media of the 
storytelling, little else could be expected. 
 

                                                 
11 The documentary was screened in the evening on the first day of the meeting. 
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If I move past my own preferential alignment with the views expressed in the stories, and think instead about 
whether that form of storytelling advances an open society, then the reservations about advocacy that I 
brought to the meeting are reinforced. I personally believe the causes that participants represented are on the 
right side. But as a scholar of narrative, I question whether their politics of counter-narrative will help make 
society more open to generalized receptivity to the broadest range of stories. 
 
The two days were extraordinarily stimulating. Thanks for including me. 
 
 
 

 
 
 


	MEETING REPORT
	Personal Storytelling and Advocacy: What works?
	SESSION 1: What Do We Mean by Personal Storytelling for Advocacy?
	SESSION 2: The Importance of Listening
	SESSION 3: Whose Story Is It?  Supporting the Storyteller
	SESSION 4: How Do We Know if Stories Are Working? Assessing Impact
	Juhu Thukral, Director of Law and Advocacy at The Opportunity Agenda, described her organization’s work in the U.S. to change hearts, minds, and policies related to immigration, criminal justice, and economic opportunity. Juhu said a key aspect of The...
	Finally, Michael Jones, Assistant Professor at Oregon State University’s School of Public Policy, described what we know about how narratives impact public policy. He differentiated between the micro level study of narratives, which focuses on how nar...
	Storytelling for Policy Change: promise and problems9F

