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Introduction 

This brief has been compiled to share common feedback to all signatories that submitted a 
content pack for review by the Pledge for Change Authentic Storytelling Panel. It shares key 
considerations for teams interested in evolving their content creation practices. 
Considerations include ensuring that storytelling reflects lived experiences, is 
contextualised, and responds to calls to address the racial injustices and colonial legacies 
that persist in humanitarian and environmental storytelling today.  

These points shared below aim to strengthen the way narratives are shaped, centring the 
voices of those directly impacted while critically engaging with the socio-economic and 
political structures that influence lived realities. By implementing these recommendations, 
the Authentic Storytelling Panel hopes that signatories to the pledge can work toward a 
more just and accurate representation of people’s experiences and contributions to their 
own struggles for a fair and just life. 

Content Creation Considerations 

1. Introduce more of the contributor’s direct voice  

• Instead of narrating people’s experiences and actions, let contributors speak for 
themselves with more frequent use of quotes.  

2. Provide socio-economic and political context 

• Explain why issues such as migration, food insecurity, or violence against woman are 
occurring in a particular national context.  

o This will require staff in various departments such as policy, communications, 
and fundraising to work together to create and update background briefs that 
share contextual information on the countries NGO’s generate content about. 

• Use policy analysis to interrogate, and where relevant, discuss the roles of international 
actors in contributing to poor national conditions pertaining to a given issue.  Many 
post-colonial contexts continue to face national policy contexts that are affected by 
international policy considerations. 

o Low accountability and investment in repairing damage caused by poor policy 
and practice at key stages is widespread. These phases are (1) During colonial 
occupations/rule, (2) During transitions to independence, and (3) In present 
neoliberal policy formation. Each carries a policy footprint that might need to be 
better understood as a contextual factor.  

3. Acknowledge historic and present racial injustices 



• Progress the points raised above in ways that speak to the three phases of poor policy 
and practice that require reparatory actions.  

• Avoid constructing stories of women in countries like South Africa, Kenya, India, or 
Palestine in ways that separate their ‘gender’ from their race, faith, or caste. Recognising 
and highlighting the fact that it is often race, faith, or caste that leads to the harsh 
conditions many women experiences is an important factor that can help make the case 
for change.  

• Be aware that the stories NGOs tell about people living in majority Black, Brown, Arab or 
Muslim countries fit within national and international narratives that can be racist and 
xenophobic depending on the dominant rhetorics of the day.   

o Awareness that NGO storytelling fits within rhetorics that shape who is and is not 
seen as capable, knowledgeable, worthy of protection, versus who is portrayed 
as violent, repressive, or powerless is important.  Discussion of new content and 
how it will land with audience at a given time is critical.   

4. Set out contributions of all key stakeholders active in situations 

• Acknowledge the support systems that contributors operate within rather than just 
centre the support from NGOs.  This is relevant for all contributors, e.g., refugees, 
people experiencing poor food access, women experiencing violence.   

• Find language that shows how your NGO work is fitting into the wider support system. 

• Consider acknowledging the work of support networks such as schools, teachers, 
government officials, business networks, national NGO partners, and extended family. 

5. Balance survival with agency 

• Instead of focusing solely on experiences of hardship, mention people’s culture, skills, 
resistance to systemic oppressions, and resilience. 

• Check copy for regular overuse of victimising language such as ‘disproportionally 
affected by’, ‘at risk,’ ‘vulnerable’, ‘bearing the brunt’, ‘poor people’. 

• Most NGOs have moved away from images that convey stereotypical tropes of south 
Asian or West, East, West, and Southern African poverty.  The same shift is yet to take 
place in relation to descriptive language used to convey the experiences people featured 
in NGO content are living through. Description of women picking and eating wild berries, 
and people arriving in new places with nothing are such examples.   

• Avoid depicting people as lonely and isolated, including children. While people may not 
have many material possessions, extended family networks and parenting is often a 
great comfort and source of resilience when experiencing hardship that is being erased 
from storytelling.  

• Many organisations that are interested in progressing gender action, including 
promoting the need for feminist approaches are failing to demonstrate the significant 
role feminist movements play in past and present national and social struggles.  
Connecting female networks and activist activity to their roots and history in radical 
feminist movements can strengthen stories of agency, resistance, and resilience.  

6. Avoid homogenistic language when describing people and places 



• Avoid broad references to Africa or Asia, or the use of terms like Sub Saharan Africa, or 
the Horn of Africa. Large scale regional references that cover half a dozen or more 
countries lead to homogenisation.  

• Instead, always give specific details about countries and share data at national levels, or 
district levels within countries.  

7. Spend more time crediting and captioning contributions 

• Clearly credit contributors, including photographers, interviewees, translators, and local 
journalists, rather than defaulting to generic attributions like "NGO staff" or "field 
teams”. 

• Use captions that highlight individuals' roles, skills, and contributions within their 
communities. 

To close, the panel would like to reinforce our view that the way NGOs tell stories matters. 
By making intentional choices about context, language, and narrative portrayals, we can 
move towards storytelling that affirms agency, and positions lived experiences as part of 
wider present and past structural injustices.  

De-centring the NGO from its constructed position as the sole actor providing help, in favour 
of recognising the interconnectedness of both contributors struggles and support systems is 
important. Such a narrative shift can provide supporters with a sense of being part of a 
solidarity system, rather than a linear transfer of aid.  

Implementing the considerations shared will require collaboration across teams, reflection 
on existing practices, and a commitment to evolving how we represent ourselves as NGO’s 
and the governments, communities, and social networks we collaborate with.  The way we 
write about tackling poverty and environmental damage, shape the policy approaches that 
rise-up the agenda, and which do not.  Stories help us make sense of the world, and those 
parts of the story systemically left out, remain marginalised from investment and positive 
practice. Stories hold power.  
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