
Pledge for Change Storytelling Panel Working definitions 

 

The following internal working definitions will guide the storytelling panel throughout 

our collaborative work. The purpose of their definition is to establish a shared 

understanding of key terms, without requiring the panel to reach consensus on their 

exact meanings. The definitions focus on stories, development (as a constructed 

concept), authentic, ethical, and decolonial storytelling.  

 

Rooted in Black feminist and decolonial perspectives, the definitions recognise race 

and gender as the most pressing ethical and justice concerns in humanitarian 

storytelling. However, other factors such as faith, migration status, ability, and age 

are also critical ethical considerations that will be included in the panels work. These 

factors will be understood in relation to their intersections with race and gender. 

 

Stories 

Stories and their meaning are constructed; therefore, storytellers hold the power to 

shape social identities, priorities, and behaviours. Storytelling is an interactive 

process whereby a storyteller shares a narrative, that is interpreted by a recipient. 

Both storyteller and recipient play a role in making meaning from stories. This 

storytelling process is also influenced by the institutional power of content producers 

such as NGOs.  

 

When power and resources to tell stories are concentrated within institutions 

operating from a single dominant culture or worldview, systems emerge that grant 

credibility to certain stories and storytellers above others. This definition highlights 

the power relations at play inherent in all storytelling.  

 

Development as a concept 

The stories NGOs tell about poverty in ‘post-colonial’, or ‘global south’ contexts are 

grounded in the concept of development.  The development concept can be seen as 

a constructed framework that portrays post-colonial poverty as a natural condition, 

solvable through financial, technical, and knowledge-based transfers of aid.  

 

As a framework, development is criticised for erasing the role that racism, 

colonialism, and poor transitions to independence have played in creating and 

maintaining ‘global south’ poverty.  

 

Although post-colonial or global south poverty disproportionately affects Black and 

Brown populations—and aid primarily comes from majority-White countries—

development storytelling largely avoids addressing race and the ongoing impact of 

colonial legacies. Despite this race avoidance, development language relies on 

loaded and coded binary descriptors such as global north/south, 

developed/developing, and in earlier times first/third world. These binary terms 

reinforce colonial and race-based social structures, positioning the global north as 



superior and the south as inferior. This superior/inferior positioning ought to feel 

familiar. It was historically attached to White, Black and Brown bodies and ‘biology’ 

and is now attached to land, locations, and ‘geography’ where the underlying harmful 

meanings remain.  

 

Despite perpetuating damaging racialised ideas albeit in new ways, the development 

concept remains the dominant ‘story’ used to explain ‘global south’ poverty, 

marginalising alternative explanations for its causes. 

 

Ethical and authentic storytelling 

While ethical storytelling in our sector is widely encouraged, emphasising respect, 

fairness, transparency, and the avoidance of harm or exploitation—there is little 

clarity on what exactly constitutes harm or exploitation.  

 

Similarly, development storytellers advocate for authentic storytelling, ensuring 

stories are genuine, accurate, and trustworthy, reflecting the complexities of human 

experience. Again, there is little guidance on what aspects of human stories should 

be prioritised. The challenges of development as a concept, particularly its role in 

perpetuating racial and gendered inequity are poorly understood. As a result, much 

of the sectors work on ethical and authentic storytelling still struggles to support 

storytellers to centre racial justice, and address persistent colonial legacies, as part 

of ethical and authentic storytelling practice.  

 

Decolonial storytelling 

Decolonial storytelling is an evolving term in development, often seen as the more 

radical counterpart to ethical and authentic storytelling. It does explicitly challenge 

power dynamics, not only by questioning which stories are told, but also examining 

who tells them, and how power and relationships shape narratives.   

 

However, decolonisation as a concept has been watered down since being 

integrated into the dominant and widely accepted concept of ‘development,’ stripping 

it of its most radical meanings. However, at its best, decolonial storytelling has the 

potential to name and call out the racial and gender injustices inherent in 

development storytelling. It is a tool that can be used to acknowledge and 

substantiate the health, wealth, food access, and climate resilience that existed in 

many pre-colonial societies.  

 

Decolonial storytelling, when done well, can discuss the ways that colonial, ‘post-

colonial’, and neoliberal policies, practices, and institutions have and continue to be 

sites of racial and gender injustice.  

 


