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“As someone working with refugee-led organizations 
and proximate leaders dealing with the most 
marginalized, I find this discussion eye-opening. As an 
organization, we don't have a policy on this, but I think 
I will push that we start talking about this more. It 
really has important implications regarding how we 
and our partners communicate agency or lack of it. 
Thank you so much, the speakers.”   Session participant 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Summary and Key Takeaways from Pledge Learning Session on “AI and AI & Authentic Storytelling”  
 
This learning session and the subsequent discussion highlighted both the opportunities and risks in 
using AI-generated images in humanitarian and development fundraising and communications. AI-
generated images can be useful in narrow, carefully defined contexts, but if used uncritically, they 
risk undoing hard-won progress against exploitative “poverty porn” narratives. While AI offers speed, 
anonymity, and creative flexibility, its unregulated use can reinforce harmful stereotypes, undermine 
commitments to localization and authentic storytelling, and damage organizations’ credibility. Recent 
research on this topic strongly suggests the need for policies to guide the use of AI and ensure 
transparency regarding both the source of images and the prompts used to generate them. Such 
policies, shared standards, and practices are still in their infancy and, even when developed, will 
require continuous review and reflection before AI visuals are incorporated into humanitarian 
fundraising and external communication.  The Pledge community and the broader sector should 
strive to strike a balance between the appeal of innovation and cost-efficiency, transparency, 
accountability, and ethical storytelling practices that prioritize authenticity and community agency. 
 
The use of AI in fundraising visuals and external communication is spreading, but policies to guide 
these practices are lagging behind. Many NGOs are experimenting with AI-generated images in their 
communications and fundraising efforts, but few have established formal guidelines. Research 
indicates that only around 30% of surveyed organizations had an AI-use policy in place, and most 
were still in the exploration stage. This divergence is significant, with some organizations 
experimenting heavily while others are avoiding 
AI altogether. Currently, there are no shared 
standards or sector-wide norms in place. The 
lack of protocols also risks reputational harm, as 
seen in recent cases where a UN agency and a 
large NGO failed to disclose AI-generated images 
in public campaigns, subsequently facing 
backlash once they were exposed. Such practices 
can erode or damage the broader public and 
supporters’ trust and credibility in the 
organization’s messaging, especially if the 
images replicate harmful stereotypes. 
 
AI often reinforces harmful stereotypes ("poverty porn"). AI is built on existing imagery drawn from 
problematic archives that would not meet the standards of authentic storytelling today. These tools 
are trained on biased visual data and then reproduce the very visuals NGOs have pledged to move 
away from, including colonial-era and “white savior” tropes. Prompts like “doctor helping children in 
Africa” frequently return stereotypical results (i.e., white caregivers, impoverished Black children, 
safari-like backdrops). The blurred line between manipulated “real” images and fully synthetic ones 
complicates this issue further, raising deeper questions about authenticity, representation, and 
whether AI risks rolling back decades of progress in moving away from exploitative imagery and 
narratives.  Guest experts shared that even “real” images are increasingly manipulated through AI 
tools embedded in cameras and editing software, which raises the question of where the line lies 
between “authentic” and “synthetic” imagery.  
 
AI poses a threat to progress in localization and fair representation. Travel restrictions during the 
COVID-19 pandemic had accelerated the hiring of local photographers and storytellers, a positive 
step towards broader commitments to authentic storytelling. The growing use of AI in NGO  
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communications risks reversing this progress by cutting budgets for local content creators, 
undermining livelihoods, and marginalizing local perspectives. Participants emphasized that one way 
to improve AI’s output is to commission more diverse and authentic local photography and to feed 
these images into the datasets that AI tools learn from. Participants discussed how the current flaws 
in AI-generated images do not replace, but rather underscore, the need for investment in locally 
produced content. 
 
Anonymity and speed are advantages, but not neutral. Organizations using AI images cite AI’s ability 
to protect human subjects’ identities, reduce costs, and create content quickly. However, these 
advantages often lead to “synthetic justifications” for reverting to sensationalized imagery (e.g., 
depicting hunger, violence, or extreme suffering, because “no real person was harmed”). This 
practice risks normalizing dehumanizing visuals (reverting to past problematic practices), even if the 
individuals depicted are AI-generated. At the same time, session guests shared examples where 
practitioners have found constructive uses of AI as a creative support tool. For example, some NGO 
teams have generated mock-up images (“blueprint”) as part of a brief that photographers later 
replicate in real contexts. Some view this as a way AI could enhance storytelling quality, as long as 
communities remain in control of their narratives. Ultimately, the speed and convenience of content 
creation must not outweigh ethics, responsibility, and accountability to the vulnerable communities 
being depicted.   
 
Transparency and accountability are essential safeguards. Guest experts agreed that disclosing that 
an image is AI-generated should be a baseline expectation. However, captions alone aren’t enough. 
Current research stresses that who creates the image (and with what cultural competence) matters 
as much as the tool itself. The presenters and participants discussed additional safeguards, such as 
disclosing prompts, establishing review processes that include internal and external voices, and 
limiting AI-generated images to low-risk contexts (e.g., diagrams, abstract illustrations, conceptual 
artwork) rather than photo-realistic depictions 
of communities. Looking ahead, the issue of 
consent may also extend to AI training data: 
just as photo subjects must consent to their 
image being used, there may be a future 
expectation that people whose images are 
used to train AI models should also give 
consent. This is an unresolved ethical frontier, 
but one worth surfacing early. 
 
Ethical storytelling requires continual questioning and co-creation. There was broad agreement that 
AI should not replace authentic voices and lived experiences. Ethical use means engaging 
communities in shaping how they are represented and being transparent about the choices behind 
visual production. This includes interrogating how AI models are trained, what data they draw on, 
and who benefits from their use. As one speaker noted, even traditional photography is not 
inherently “authentic” given the power of framing, staging, and editing, all of which shape 
representation. In fact, the AI debate reopens long-standing questions about truth and 
representation in visual and narrative storytelling. Guest experts recommend that organizations 
adopt living guidelines, reviewed and adapted regularly as the technology evolves, and complement 
the guidelines with an ongoing peer exchange (across contexts) on what works, what harms, and 
where the boundaries should be. AI also presents opportunities for positive applications, such as 
helping families visualize their missing history in respectful ways. However, this potential must be 
pursued with care, competence (from the image creator), transparency, and community consultation 
and involvement.   
 
Research Questions for Further Inquiry: 
 How should the wider sector (aid, development, human rights, and philanthropy) define clear 

boundaries for when and how AI-generated images are appropriate in external 
communication? 

“As a storyteller, I strongly advocate for policies that 
prioritize portraying people with dignity. This means 
showcasing images that highlight individuals’ abilities, 
hopes, talents, and positive qualities. It is important to 
avoid images that evoke pity, sensationalize, or 
dehumanize the subjects.”    Session participant 
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 What mechanisms can ensure that communities retain agency over how they are 

represented in an era of synthetic imagery? 
 How should NGOs address issues of consent not just for photographed subjects, but for 

individuals whose images contribute to AI training datasets? 
 Can investment in diverse, locally produced photography both counterbalance AI’s biases 

and shape the future of more equitable datasets? 

Questions for internal consideration and action planning: 
 What guidelines or review processes should our organization establish before using AI-

generated images in fundraising or external communications? 
 In what specific contexts (e.g., conceptual graphics vs. community storytelling) is it 

appropriate or inappropriate for us to use AI visuals? 
 How can we continue to prioritize and resource local photographers and storytellers while 

experimenting with AI tools? 
 What steps can we take to ensure transparency with supporters, communities, and partners 

about when and how we use AI-generated imagery? 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: 
From Pledge for Change Southern-led Authentic Storytelling Review Panel 
 Authentic Storytelling Review Panel Summary and Recommendations (Feb 2025). 
 Pledge for Change Storytelling Panel Working definitions (November 2024) 
 Authentic Storytelling Panel Rubric (October 2024) 
 Pledge Southern-led Assessment Panel Session (CHL Conference) (April 2025) 

Additional resources on this topic: 
 The Africa Bias Buster (from Africa No Filter) is an innovative AI-powered tool designed to detect 

and eliminate bias in writing about Africa to address the persistent problem of stereotypical 
portrayals of Africa in media and other forms of storytelling. The Africa Bias Buster analyses text 
for both subtle and overt biases, assigns a score, and provides actionable suggestions for 
improvement, all in real-time.  
More: https://africanofilter.org/new-ai-powered-africa-bias-buster-helps-writers-identify-and-
eliminate-unconscious-bias-in-storytelling-about-africa 

 Artificial intelligence in the humanitarian sector (ALNAP Explainer Brief)  (May 2025) 

Resources about the work of guest researchers and expert presenters:  
 Tara Todras-Whitehill at TW Storytelling: https://twstorytelling.com/ 
 Arsenii Alenichev, PhD: https://www.psi.ox.ac.uk/our-team/arsenii-alenichev 

o Reflections before the storm: the AI reproduction of biased imagery in global health 
visuals (Lancet Journal) 

o Is AI Racist? A Researcher Tried To Generate Images Of Black Doctors. AI Kept Showing 
White Doctors Treating Poor Black Children (Essence Magazine) 

o Global health photography behind the façade of empowerment and decolonisation 
(Global Public Health Journal) 

 Laura Abad Guerrero at Fairpicture: https://fairpicture.org/ 

Other resources shared by participants in the session chat:  
 Numbers Protocol (developing robust transparency tools and a platform) 

https://www.numbersprotocol.io/ 
 Synthetic Memories: a project in Barcelona working with people with Alzheimer's and other 

memory issues: https://www.syntheticmemories.net/ 
 CNN: “These images aren’t real, but for some refugees they depict a painful truth” 
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