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Digital Storytelling as a Research Method 

Sarah Flicker Katie MacEntee 

Introduction 

As White Canadian settler scholars who are deeply concerned with the over-representation of Indigenous 

youth in global HIV statistics (Negin et al., 2015; UNAIDS, 2018), we want to find ways to support youth 

to speak back to and confront the structural violence in their lives. We are not interested in reproducing 

harmful narratives that dwell heavily on reifying problems. Instead, we seek out methods that have the 

potential to support Indigenous youth to reframe and share their own (counter-)narratives (Smith, 1999). 

Digital storytelling provides one such opportunity: it can support Indigenous youth to create their own media 

that challenges negative stereotypes (Riecken et al., 2006; Stewart et al., 2008), and celebrates their active, 

positive contributions to their communities (Wexler et al., 2013). 

Stories are particularly salient for oral cultures and Indigenous communities (Trépanier, 2008). The use of 

storytelling for preserving and sharing cultural teachings is widespread. Stories have long been used by 

cultures around the world to communicate values, teach life lessons, preserve histories and rituals, and 

entertain. Indeed, Indigenous scholar Thomas King has famously written: ‘the truth about stories is that 

that's all we are’ (King, 2003: 2). Consequently, telling and sharing stories has the decolonizing potential for 

supporting the self-determination of communities to reclaim and preserve teachings that have been erased 

through the colonial narrative (Smith, 1999; Adelson and Olding, 2012; Wilson, 2008; Iseke and Moore, 2011). 

Digital storytelling builds on the traditions and cultural practices of oral storytelling. 

Given our social location(s), we are deeply concerned about reproducing colonial research hierarchies. 

We are inspired by the ways that Indigenous communities around the world are using digital stories to 

challenge colonial representations, diversify narratives, bolster cultural identity, support self-determination, 

build community, and amplify voice (Sawhney, 2009; Wexler, Eglinton and Gubrium, 2014; Duveskog et al., 

2012; Iseke and Moore, 2011; McWilliam, 2009; Willox, Harper and Edge, 2013; Stewart et al., 2008; Riecken 

et al., 2006). Adelson and Olding (2012, n.p.) have argued that ‘narrative sharing through digital storytelling 

is for many of its Indigenous producers and users a powerful and explicit means of engaging in a process of 

decolonization'. 

And so, in different corners of the world, we each worked with a small group of Indigenous youth to create 

local, culturally specific stories about HIV prevention possibilities. We share our experiences here to stress 

the importance of context, culture, and community in shaping the research process. 

In this chapter, we present an overview of digital storytelling and point to its utility as a research method. We 

present two unique case studies from our own research with Indigenous youth addressing HIV prevention. 
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One case focuses on work done in Canada and the other on work in South Africa. The case studies 

illuminate both the exciting potential of this approach and tensions around technology, ownership, and sharing 

that emerge from this work. We conclude the chapter with practical guidelines on how to apply the digital 

storytelling method, and some considerations for future methodological directions. 

An Introduction to the Practice of Digital Storytelling 

Joe Lambert and his colleagues founded the Center for Digital Storytelling (now the StoryCenter: 

www.storycenter.org) in the early 1990s. From the beginning, the Center was interested in subverting 

dominant notions of who ought to have the power to speak, make art, and be heard. Drawing on the 

legacies of participatory development (Chambers, 1997), Frierian education models of critical consciousness 

raising (Freire, 1970, 1974), and the feminist motto that the personal is political, the Center believed in 

the transformative power of everyday narratives. Lambert and colleagues were interested in supporting 

community members to find, speak, and share their truths. The Center's interests in amplifying voice 

coincided with an era of increasing accessibility to multi-media technologies. 

Digital stories are short (3–5 minute) multi-media productions. They are layered pieces whereby a pastiche of 

still photos and video are overlaid with music and narrated first-person accounts to create an edited, polished 

narrative. Over time, the StoryCenter has developed a unique methodology (as codified in their CookBook). 

The approach brings groups of community members together in workshops to collectively ‘find’ and refine 

their individual stories, and then create compelling audio-visual montages (Lambert, 2010). Over the past 25 

years, the Center has worked directly with thousands of communities around the world to create digital stories 

and trained more than 15,000 facilitators to work in their own communities. The practice has proliferated and 

been used in countless education, arts, corporate, health, and social service settings around the world. The 

resulting stories have documented a wide range of experience, and have been used to spark dialogue and, 

in some cases, inspire social change (Mitchell, De Lange and Moletsane, 2017; Gubrium and Harper, 2013). 

The Digital Storytelling Process: A Very Brief Overview of the 

Cookbook 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of digital storytelling is the emphasis on a collective process to create 

individual stories. The methodology emphasizes careful attention to creating group environments that are 

conducive to telling and sharing personal stories. The goal is not simply to create compelling final products; 

it is also to consciously create a community that has the skills and capacity to support individuals in story 

development. This requires attending to group dynamics in order to ensure that inter and intra-group power 

inequities are regularly challenged and managed (Shaw, 2015). 

As practiced by the StoryCenter, the full process generally takes approximately 24 hours (split over several 
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days or sessions) to complete. It usually involves seven key steps: 

• Step 1. Owning your insights: figuring out the story you want to tell and why. 

• Step 2. Owning your emotions: deciding the feelings (joy, sadness, fury) you want to convey to 

your audience and brainstorming strategies to evoke that mood. 

• Step 3. Finding the moment: developing your story into a narrative by focusing on an episode or 

point(s) in time. 

• Step 4. Seeing your story: gathering the visuals (video, photos, graphics, pictures) that will help 

depict or show your story. 

• Step 5. Hearing your story: recording or harvesting sounds to narrate your story. This may include 

pre-recorded sounds or music as well as audio generated for the project (for example voiceovers). 

• Step 6. Assembling your story: editing all the elements together to create a coherent final product. 

• Step 7. Sharing your story: screening the final product in a group setting and celebrating collective 

accomplishments; this is often followed by creating a plan regarding next steps. 

Sometimes these steps are navigated sequentially, and sometimes they happen in tandem. Usually, a delicate 

balance is achieved between group sessions, individual working time, and one-to-one technical assistance/

support provided by facilitators or peers. This CookBook approach has also been modified over time as 

the StoryCenter has trained an increasing number of digital storytelling practitioners who have gone on to 

cultivate their own practice in different contexts around the world. 

The Value of Digital Storytelling as a Research Method 

While digital storytelling was born as a community arts intervention (Lambert, 2010), it was quickly taken up 

as a compelling participatory visual research method in diverse fields, including gender studies (Gubrium and 

Difulvio, 2011), Indigenous studies (Cunsolo Willox et al., 2013), youth studies (Wexler et al., 2014), cultural 

studies (Burgess, 2006), anthropology (Gubrium, 2009a), health (Gubrium, 2009b; Gubrium, Hill and Flicker, 

2014; Botfield et al., 2017; De Vecchi et al., 2016), education (Robin, 2008; Yuksel, Robin, and McNeil 2011), 

social work (Lenette, Cox and Brough, 2013) and other social science and humanities research (Gubrium and 

Turner, 2011; De Jager et al., 2017). 

Participatory visual methods generally, and digital storytelling in particular, have emerged as especially 

compelling strategies for a variety of reasons (Gubrium and Harper, 2013; Mitchell, 2006, 2011; Wang and 

Burris, 1994). The allure of these methods for research purposes stems from an interest among some 

researchers to find new ways to democratize research practices (Ansley and Gaventa, 1997; Gaventa, 

1993), flatten hierarchies between researchers and participants (Flicker et al., 2008), and honor the rich lived 

experience and expertise of community members (Maguire, 1987, 1993; Park et al., 1993). The methods 

align well with, and are likely inspired by, community-based participatory approaches to research (Israel et 

al., 1998). These can be characterized as research strategies that desire to equitably engage community 

members as full partners in documenting community challenges, developing alternatives and imagining new 
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possibilities (Minkler, 2005). While relinquishing and sharing power (or Indigenizing a research process) is a 

noble goal, it is important to note that the process is rarely straightforward (Mistry et al., 2015). 

Nevertheless, digital storytelling squarely centers the experiences and expertise of participants and arguably 

provides them with the tools and space to control the ways that they want to share, represent, and tell 

their stories. By offering participants the opportunity to direct their own audio-visual narratives, researchers 

literally and figuratively get a chance to see the world through their eyes. Like participatory video practices 

(Mistry et al., 2015; Shaw, 2017; Mitchell and de Lange, 2020, this volume), this editorial control is an 

important counterpoint to the ways that dominant narratives often get produced, particularly in the context 

of marginalized populations (de Jager et al., 2017). The process of developing and sharing a story can be 

cathartic for many people (De Vecchi et al., 2016). To realize these aims, however, project facilitators need 

to vigilantly attend to group dynamics to ensure that inter- and intra-group power inequities are challenged 

(Shaw, 2015). 

The practice of digital storytelling has developed alongside the advent of the internet and social media. Stories 

can now travel farther, with relative ease, than one could have possibly imagined only a decade ago. In this 

age of social media and mobile technology, participatory visual methodologies build on what Jenkins (2013) 

has termed the era of participatory cultures – a period of nearly ubiquitous access to technology that has the 

capacity to create and manipulate cultural production. In this age, many community members have become 

fluent in visual communication and literacies. We regularly consume, create, and share digital content in our 

everyday lives. Between text messages and social media accounts replete with hashtags, emoji, memes, 

gifs, and carefully curated photo feeds, the ways in which we are communicating as a society are changing 

by the minute. With mobile devices in the palms of many of our hands, we have become adept at creating 

and manipulating imagery with relative ease and speed. Digital storytelling practices build on these trends by 

enhancing our abilities to craft messages, engage with popular culture, and speak back to hegemonic ways 

of knowing. 

Perhaps because of this increased digital fluency, many participants enjoy participating in these sorts of 

projects. In her work with Indigenous youth, Flicker and colleagues found that participants who engaged in 

participatory visual methods described the process as fun, empowering, self-esteem building, and helpful in 

teaching cultural practices and skills. In addition, engaging in the work enhanced recall on important themes/

knowledges discussed and helped to facilitate dialogue about difficult topics (Flicker et al., 2014). In their 

scoping review of the uses of digital stories in mental health research, De Vecchi et al. (2016) found many 

examples of studies that echoed these sentiments. They also found evidence of the ways in which digital 

storytelling projects have been used to build critical digital literacies and media skills among participants. The 

process of creating the stories together in a group can also be an exciting bonding activity that brings a group 

closer and builds community (de Jager et al., 2017). 

Finally, the method creates exciting products that can be shared beyond the research project. The digital 

stories are not simply ‘raw data', but can be immediately used as knowledge translation and dissemination 

tools. In the same article referenced above, Flicker and colleagues (2014) found that the products can 
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be used to communicate and transmit information, raise awareness, convey emotion, and draw youth into 

learning about HIV; they are tangible and long lasting, and can bridge, change, and challenge traditional and 

conventional norms. They can be used for advocacy and organizing efforts, as evidenced by the work of the 

Sonke Gender Justice Network, who used stories created by young Xhosa people as a tool for community 

education and social activism (Reed and Hill, 2010). Moreover, because of our ever expanding social media 

networks and the ubiquity of smart phones, our ability to effortlessly and widely share what we have produced 

has never been greater. 

Case Studies: HIV Digital Storytelling with Indigenous Youth 

The StoryCenter's CookBook was an important starting-off point for our work. We were both inspired by 

the potential of the method. However, as practitioners engaged on the ground, we quickly learned that the 

celebratory promise of the methods can be muddied by quotidian realities. We share these reflections in the 

spirit of complicating the often polished accounts that gloss over these everyday tensions. 

Taking Action (Canada) 

Taking Action II is a national community-based participatory action research project that brought together 

18 Indigenous youth leaders for a week to create digital stories about their HIV activism (Flicker et al., 

2017; Monchalin et al., 2016; Danforth and Flicker, 2014). A team of facilitators and researchers followed the 

StoryCenter's CookBook to support the youth in creating their stories. The stories were created in a university 

computer lab using Adobe Premiere. All participants demonstrated a fair degree of fluency with technology, 

but still required support to complete their stories. 

The final products were almost all first person narratives that situated HIV in the context of youth's lives and 

community. For example, in one story a young man tracks his healing journey, the challenges he faced, and 

the community support he received after being diagnosed with HIV. In another, a young woman documents 

her struggles with overcoming addictions to find community. Researchers and youth participants worked 

together to surface common themes in the stories. As a collection, the stories make connections between 

structural violence, culture, and relationships. In contrast to conventional public health messaging, they rarely 

focused on individual harm reduction. Ideas of Indigeneity, community, culture, and decolonization were 

foregrounded as key strategies for health promotion work (Flicker et al., 2017). 

Each youth was then provided with a $500 budget and support, to plan and execute a community screening 

of a subset of the stories. The goal of the screenings was to foster dialogue about the content of the 

videos and promote culturally sensitive conversations about possibilities for Indigenizing HIV prevention. 

Screening events ranged from intimate living room gatherings, to community wide feasts, to public conference 

presentations (and everything in between). 

Despite being very clear from the beginning that the goal was to create stories to share in the community, the 
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process was full of surprises. 

One young woman who participated in our story circle decided that she wanted to focus her digital story on 

her experience of sexual abuse. Despite numerous one-on-one conversations with facilitators and members 

of the research team, and discussion with the larger group, regarding whether this was really the story she 

wanted to share, she was adamant that this was the story she needed and wanted to make. Her final story 

was a beautiful and poetic film about healing from horrific trauma. She very proudly screened the story to the 

group and said that sharing it felt exceptionally liberating and healing. The group was very supportive, and 

immediately formed a drumming circle to surround her with love and song (Flicker, 2018). The next morning, 

however, she asked us to please delete all copies of her story. She never wanted it screened again. We 

respected her wishes. She did not regret the experience. In follow-up interviews, she reiterated that for her, 

the story had accomplished what it was meant to do. And she moved on. 

Another young woman decided to focus her story on debates around community membership that were 

currently happening on her reserve. She was very disturbed by the ways that the Federal Indian Act and its 

insistence on patrilineal descent were being used to make claims about rights to land and status by the male 

elected leadership in her community – particularly because culturally, her community had traditionally followed 

matrilineal lineage and had a long history of adoptions. The story she created was a politically charged call for 

action. It was timely and topical. While she wanted it shown within her own community, she had reservations 

about sharing her video more widely. She was concerned that others might ‘take it the wrong way’ and that it 

would paint her community in a negative light. For her, it was important that any public screening be carefully 

curated and facilitated. 

So, while a number of the stories (that we had permission to share) ultimately made it online and into 

associated educational toolkits for mass distribution (see images in Figure 16.1), others did not. In each case, 

we carefully negotiated the parameters around which stories we had permission to share, how, and with 

whom. Moreover, we waited at least six months after creating the videos before we shared any of them with 

anyone. We felt that this longer ‘cooling off’ period was vital for ensuring that people really had time to think 

through the ramifications of sharing their stories. 

SAGE

2020 SAGE Publications, Ltd. All Rights Reserved.

SAGE Research Methods

Page 7 of 25 Digital Storytelling as a Research Method



Figure 16.1 Images from the stories we had permission to share – Kiera showing strength and Renée 

talking about survival 

HIV and AIDS in My Community (South Africa) 

The aim of the HIV and AIDS in My Community study was to use digital storytelling to explore how young 

people feel they can respond to high rural HIV prevalence rates. The study engaged 11 grade nine students 

(nine girls; two boys). We met three times, for a total of nine hours. Participants self-segregated into three 

gender-specific groups to collaboratively develop and produce three digital stories. They were supported by 

a team of two facilitators. 

We adapted Gubrium's (2009a) processes to accommodate working with the participants in a second 

language, as well as the limited access to technology at the school. To start, participants brainstormed ideas, 

themes, and topics. Then, we moved to a storyboard activity (Figure 16.2). Participants started by identifying 

a story title and opening scene. In the subsequent boxes, participants drew the rising action of their story, 

some groups wrote a small amount of scripted dialogue, and identified any support materials that they would 

need (for example, drawings, music). It was images, rather than written words, that were the central focus 

of the storyboards. With a draft complete, participants shared their storyboards with the larger group. This 

process was like a story circle: it invited peer feedback and reflection on each other's stories. 
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Figure 16.2 Participants and their storyboards 

As in many resource-limited settings, computer access at the school was restricted and internet availability 

was unreliable. Nevertheless, we knew from previous experience (De Lange and Geldenhuys, 2012) that 

we could run a short ‘how-to’ on basic photography and video-making using digital cameras. This helped 

participants create their own visuals to include in their digital stories. Participants were less comfortable using 

computers; they needed a high degree of technical support from the facilitator to create their stories. We used 

Microsoft PowerPoint to bring the participants’ storyboards to life. The final products included music, voice-

over, images, video, and text. When all the stories were complete, they were viewed and discussed as a 

group. 

All the stories were dramatizations. Rather than share one person's ‘true’ story, the narratives drew from 

the collective experiences and wisdom of the groups. The boys’ group created a story about a boy who 

was diagnosed with HIV and ostracized from his family and community. He seeks and receives support 

from health-care practitioners who drive him to clinic appointments and help him secure adequate food and 

housing. One of the girls’ groups told a story about a girl who has unprotected sex with her boyfriend. She 

gets pregnant and is diagnosed with HIV. Consequently, her boyfriend leaves the girl, and her mother is angry 
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and throws her out of the house (Figure 16.3). With the support of a counselor, the girl reconciles with her 

mother. In the third story, created by the other group of girls, a boy and a girl are depicted in mounting physical 

intimacy. The girl in the story is under the impression that the boy has a condom; however, when she finds 

out that he has lied and does not have one, she refuses to have sex with him. She states definitively: ‘I won't 

have sex with you without a condom.' 

Figure 16.3 A mother throws her daughter out of the house when she finds out she is HIV positive and 

pregnant 

A week following the workshop, a World AIDS Day event was organized in the community. Our group was 

invited to present the initial results of the study to the audience of students from the local elementary and 

high schools, teachers and administration, community leaders and scholars. The participants wanted to show 

the digital story about the girl who refuses to have sex without a condom, to stress young women's right to 

negotiate safer sexual practices and the importance of everyone using condoms to prevent HIV transmission 

and unwanted pregnancy. However, the organizing committee worried the visual content of the digital story 

(Figure 16.4) would be inflammatory if shown to the audience without sufficient framing. The participants 

were pressured to choose a different digital story (about the girl who is stigmatized when she gets pregnant 
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and contracts HIV). Along with screening this digital story, two of the female participants presented on the 

research process and youth agency in relation to addressing HIV and AIDS. Amid speeches by scholars, 

principals, and community health practitioners, the girls’ presentation was one of very few opportunities for 

young people to directly address the community audience. 

Figure 16.4 Final image from the girls’ digital story 

Tension, Limitations, and Critiques: Reflecting on the Case Studies 

Despite the exciting promise of the method, there are several important critiques, limitations, and 

considerations to consider before embarking on a digital storytelling project. Next, we consider the case 

studies for what they reveal about the digital storytelling process. 

Timing 

The StoryCenter CookBook outlines a highly scripted and formalized process. The steps suggested demand 

a substantial production time investment (at least 24 hours). With 24 hours of ‘work time', groups that do 

not know each other can come together and be supported in completing a polished digital story. In our 

experience, however, this is just the tip of the iceberg. In the South Africa case, participants already knew 

each other and so we could move through the trust building phases more quickly. Even so, at times this tight 

timeframe felt rushed. In the Taking Action case, where participants did not previously know each other, we 

spent seven full days and nights together on-site. This meant that lab time was augmented by ice-breakers, 

fun field trips, late night hang- outs, long breaks, and team building activities to support the process. This 

downtime ensured that people could engage during ‘work’ periods. 

In both cases, program staff remained in touch with participants for weeks, months, and in some cases 

years. This post-production work was vital, particularly in ensuring that participants were not left feeling 

vulnerable and exposed after sharing personal stories about sensitive issues. This long-term relationship 

SAGE

2020 SAGE Publications, Ltd. All Rights Reserved.

SAGE Research Methods

Page 11 of 25 Digital Storytelling as a Research Method



becomes even more pressing if the desire is to publicly share the work. Some participants require significant 

support in disseminating their stories for maximum impact. Moreover, in the case of Taking Action, we brought 

participants back together one year after their original workshop to reflect on the process of production and 

sharing and engage in a variety of participatory analysis activities. This temporal distance gave participants 

the space to deeply reflect on their work in more critical and meaningful ways. In all, hundreds of hours were 

spent together by the project's close. 

Technology 

The digital storytelling process relies heavily on particular technologies (for example, computers with 

sophisticated editing software). Following the recipe will usually yield the desired results; however, resource 

constraints can and should be accommodated. In Canada, we had access to York University computer labs 

and Adobe Premiere software. This powerful combination meant that participants could be highly creative 

in their productions and had many options for polishing their products. It also meant that they needed a lot 

of support in navigating the software and harnessing its potential. Facilitators with strong technological skills 

were essential. 

However, as demonstrated by our South African case, cruder results can be achieved with less specialized 

equipment. The fancy editing software and powerful hardware can be replaced with more budget friendly or 

readily available programs such as PowerPoint. Today, newer (sometimes free) apps can be harnessed on 

cheaper tablets or mobile devices. While the results may lack the slicker features afforded by professional 

editing suites (interesting transitions, complicated layering), the ability of community members to learn and 

use technology that is accessible to them in the future may be more important, and researchers should reflect 

on whether reasonable efforts have been made to use technology that is accessible. 

Projects may want to explore the ways in which choices around technology may be reproducing hierarchies of 

power associated with ownership, access, and control of the technology. For example, if technology is being 

brought into a community, will it stay in the community after the research is finished? What are the ethics 

of introducing technologies that will not stay? Conversely, participants may want to use the research study 

as an opportunity for media skills development and prefer to engage with high-tech (and less accessible) 

equipment. In these instances, are there members of the research team who are competent and prepared to 

facilitate the workshop with an eye towards participants’ aims in learning how to create, edit, and disseminate 

media? Are there local artists who might be commissioned to run trainings? 

Group Dynamics and Facilitation 

Digital stories are usually created individually in the context of a group workshop. As with all group processes, 

much depends on group dynamics and the skill of the facilitation team. Ideal facilitators have excellent soft 

(people, group dynamics) and hard (technological, editing, narrative) skills. Having a highly skilled facilitator 

is key to ensuring that (a) group safety is maintained and participants are supported throughout, (b) the 
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stories get completed in the timeframe provided, and (c) the stories produced do not simply reproduce 

harmful stereotypes but speak back to them (Mitchell et al., 2017). Often it takes a team of facilitators with 

complementary skill sets to move a project along. The role(s) and influence of the facilitation team can vary 

across projects – from very heavy hands that actively help to co-construct a story, to very light hands that 

have little direct intervention. Finding the optimal balance is an ongoing challenge. Despite claims that the 

resulting stories are individual creations, they are often produced through a highly collaborative process. 

For instance, with Taking Action, we found that in one case nearly constant one-to-one support was required 

to move the stories along. In this instance, big and small decisions ranging from how to frame the story to 

choosing images, background music, or font sizes were each carefully discussed and debated. This meant 

that while the final product was very clearly the participants’ narrative, the fingerprints of research team 

members were heavily imprinted. 

Other youth completed their stories with almost zero help. In the case in South Africa, two groups worked 

rather independently. One group, wanting to tell a story of sexual activity between youth, used pencil drawings 

to depict their story (Figure 16.4). They took photographs of their drawings. The simple drawings are highly 

effective at depicting physical intimacy. This strategy side-stepped the ethical issues that might emerge in 

searching for similar images online or asking participants to act out activities for the camera. Unfortunately, 

some of the photographs that the participants took of their drawings are blurry and difficult to decipher. More 

facilitator support on this technical matter may have resulted in a story that is aesthetically clearer, and 

thus more accessible to audiences. Facilitators must find and maintain a delicate balance in supporting the 

participants in actualizing their digital story goals, without overly imposing their own aesthetic or conceptual 

ideas in a way that is overpowering. 

Stories of Vulnerability 

Often digital storytelling projects tend to focus on sensitive topics. The process privileges first- person 

narrative accounts and encourages openness. The CookBook uses the metaphor of a stoplight to help 

participants choose what story they want to tell. Green represents stories that you tell all the time; red 

represents stories that are dangerous to tell. Facilitators often encourage participants to pick the ‘in between', 

or yellow, ones. Yellow stories should be told with some caution, care, and attention. They often invite 

drama, intrigue, and disclosures. This strategy emboldens participants to share stories that make them feel 

somewhat vulnerable – perhaps because these are the stories that result in more compelling final narratives. 

In the Canadian case, despite facilitator concern, a participant decided to disclose her experiences of sexual 

abuse through her digital story. Indeed, following digital storytelling method, stories of abuse are the types 

of highly emotional narratives that the method sometimes elicits. In this case, the research group seemed 

to present a safe space for sharing, and the multi-step process of consent allowed the participant the time 

to reflect and change her mind about what she would like to have happen with her story. It never left the 

group. The South African site, in part, circumvented some of the issues around personal vulnerability by 
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creating group narrative stories that did not center on personal experiences. Rather, they created fictional 

stories. One consequence of this strategy is that some of the resulting stories included dramatic plot turns 

and straightforward solutions that may simplify the challenges of responding to the real pain of HIV and AIDS 

stigma. 

The case studies demonstrate that participants often feel compelled to tell stories that have the most drama. 

This can leave them feeling raw, vulnerable, and exposed when they are shared. When stewarding these 

narratives, special care must be taken not to succumb to the practice of trafficking what has been termed ‘the 

pornography of pain’ (Halttunen, 1995). 

Digital Stories and Oral Traditions 

The facilitated group story development process has the tendency to encourage participants to adopt a very 

Western form of linear storytelling, with a clear beginning, middle, and end. Some traditional Indigenous 

stories do not follow this patterned arc. While this narrative format often results in compelling final videos, the 

process may (unintentionally) be upholding colonial ideals. According to some Indigenous teachings, stories 

are especially sacred gifts because once you put them out into the world, you can never take them back. 

Sometimes their meanings are hard to decipher; they may not follow a linear format. 

In South Africa, one group struggled to move from their brainstorming phase to the storyboard phase, which 

emphasized the initial construction of a story. Upon the suggestion of a facilitator, the group used several 

Post-Its to depict disparate events that they wanted represented in their story (for example, HIV diagnosis; 

finding transportation to a clinic for treatment; needing home care; finding food; finding shelter). They posted 

all of these events on the wall and arranged them in different orders to see how this affected their story. 

They moved the Post-Its around until they were satisfied that they had the version of the story that they felt 

most accurately depicted some of the experiences of a boy who is stigmatized by HIV. We found this strategy 

effective at supporting the group to bring their ideas into a linear story arc. 

In Canada, at a digital storytelling screening, Mic Mac Elder Wanda Whitebird opened the evening by 

explaining that in her traditional culture, an elder would only ever tell you a story that you are ready for. 

Because stories are oral teachings, they were always meant to be adapted, molded, and offered to fit the 

circumstances and the recipient. This notion of story as fluid, sacred, special, and individualized is somewhat 

at odds with the idea that digital stories can be produced for mass consumption, shared and re-shared for 

audiences far and wide. By design, digital story workshops produce a static final product that can be shared 

and reproduced. While Indigenous communities around the globe are leveraging the potential for storytelling, 

the process of digital storytelling may run counter to some Indigenous storytelling traditions. The internet 

in many ways amplifies the risks of this distribution. These tensions need to be carefully considered when 

developing dissemination plans, particularly in the context of Indigenous sacred knowledge. By reminding us 

that stories are sacred gifts, Whitebird reinforces the notion that research is a ceremonial activity (Wilson, 

2008) and underscores the importance of honoring their teachings. 
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Analysis: Making Sense of Stories 

Care must be taken when analyzing digital stories. While most projects produce a collection, each individual 

usually shares only one snapshot of experience. Over time, and with dialogue, people's opinions, or ideas, 

or grand narratives often change. While researchers treat stories as static, important texts that can tell us 

about participants’ perceptions of themselves and their worlds for months (or years) to come, participants 

often quickly move on. It is not uncommon for youth participants to be annoyed or embarrassed by a story 

they created several years ago. But once they are disseminated online, it is impossible to ‘take them back'. 

Mitchell and colleagues (2017) have written about the importance of letting participants speak back to their 

work and providing additional opportunities to create and re-create new media. Because the digital storytelling 

process is so time consuming (as compared to say, Photovoice – see Milne and Muir, 2020, this volume), 

this opportunity is rarely afforded. Longitudinal research or follow-up studies that can offer participants an 

opportunity to revisit their visual productions, in order to gage participants’ changing interpretation of their 

digital stories and the impact of the research process on their understandings, may be an exciting avenue for 

future research (MacEntee, 2016a; Walsh, 2012). 

Ethics and Consent 

Other issues raised in the case studies pertain more generally to what can happen when conducting 

participatory, community-based research. For example, in both case studies we see variations on the 

complexities of deciding who gets to tell what stories. We are also urged to think about the potential audiences 

for these stories and the impact(s) they can have. 

What participants may feel comfortable sharing in the group they may not feel safe to share publicly. 

Participants need time to figure out whether and what they want to share publicly (Shaw, 2016). An 

ethical approach to the creation of final products for public consumption may require several cycles of 

production–reflection. Public dissemination should not be presumed to be the ‘best’ or most ‘ethical’ outcome 

(Shaw, 2017). The process alone (and the dialogue it engenders) also holds inherent value. 

When researchers are under pressure to produce external outputs, they may (inadvertently) pressure 

participants to share outside of their comfort level (Shaw, 2016). If slick products are the ultimate goal, then it 

may be useful to consider when/whether a professionally produced video might serve community needs more 

than a facilitated participatory media production process (Mistry, Bignante and Berardi, 2016). 

As with other participatory visual methodologies, issues of confidentiality, anonymity, and ownership require 

a thorough and ongoing consent process. Current best practice guidelines stress the importance of following 

a multi-step process that seeks separate consent(s) for: (a) participating in the research; (b) having one's 

image or audio included in a story; (c) studying and sharing final products; and (d) being credited for the work 

(or remaining anonymous) (Gubrium et al., 2014). Alongside these concerns, Warr, Waycott and Guillemin 
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(2016) stress the importance of a vigilant reflexive practice that is honed on the often unpredictable nature of 

what they refer to as ‘ethics in practice’ (p. 17). These matters require a direct response from research teams 

and participants as they arise and, in our experience, often operationalize within a notion of doing the least 

harm and the most good (Mitchell, 2011). Ethical practice is relational and needs to be continually negotiated 

in situ (Shaw, 2016). 

Social Change and Impact 

The collections of stories resulting from these two projects were used to think through both the relationships 

between structural inequalities and individual HIV risks. In both cases, the images and audio narratives 

helped provide important insights into the ways in which colonialism, gender inequality, and poverty shaped 

risk and prevention possibilities. In both cases, screening the stories created new possibilities for dialogue in 

communities where these topics are shameful and taboo. Moreover, they illustrate the possibilities of digital 

storytelling methods to promote opportunities for youth leadership. 

Despite the promise of social change that underlies many participatory projects, there are very few 

documented examples in the literature of the ways that digital stories have contributed to larger concrete 

social change agendas (Mitchell et al., 2017; Mitchell and Sommer 2016). ‘Hearing’ unheard voices may be 

necessary, but insufficient, for motivating real community-led action. Communities will need support to get 

involved in policy formation and implementation that goes beyond narrating their personal stories (Shaw, 

2015). 

Without screens (computers, phones, TVs), digital stories are impossible to share. In addition, they require 

a willing audience to engage with them (as opposed to photos that can be installed along busy foot traffic 

arteries) (Dreher, 2012). There is ample evidence to show that the process is often deeply meaningful and 

transformative for those who create them (de Jager et al., 2017; De Vecchi et al., 2016; Botfield et al., 2017); 

however, the evidence base is far less robust regarding the impact of screening them on audience members. 

While many stories are designed to provoke empathy, they can sometimes be misread or provoke negative 

reactions (Bivens et al., 2017). For instance, in the case of Taking Action, a public health official at one of the 

screenings was actually put off by the lack of clear behavior change messaging (Flicker et al., under review). 

In both cases, we needed to adapt our processes to accommodate the needs of participants and their 

communities. In the South African case, this meant negotiating with event organizers around which stories 

were appropriate to share in which contexts. In the Canadian case, the participants advocated for careful 

parameters around where, when, and how their stories could be shared. In both cases we needed to 

be creative about finding opportunities to disseminate products in ways that promoted youth agency and 

dialogue. 

Another challenge might be to consider the ways that stories move across time and space. When screening 

South African stories for Canadian audiences (or vice versa), the political, economic, and cultural backdrop 

may be lost (MacEntee, 2016b). What work needs to be done to frame a story? How are stories understood 
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by different audiences? How does the context and medium through which stories are shared impact their 

interpretation? These questions are particularly salient in a digital age where future audiencing (Fink and 

Lomax, 2016) and the impacts of open access archiving and publication are accentuated (Mannay, 2014). 

Practical Guidelines on how to Apply this Method 

Thus far, we have explored the multiple ways in which digital storytelling can be adapted for application 

in different contexts. This adaptability contributes to research outcomes that have immediate benefits to 

participants and their communities. We offer the following guidelines (Table 16.1) to help new and seasoned 

practitioners think through the types of resources and special considerations they might encounter during the 

process. 

Table 16.1 Practical guidelines on how to apply Digital Storytelling as a research method 

Step Suggested Resources Special Considerations 

Brainstorming 

Paper and 

pens 

Chalk board 

Creating group guidelines around confidentiality and respect; maintaining non-

judgmental spaces where participants feel safe to explore ideas. 

Story circle 

and writing 

Paper and 

pens 

Computer/

Word 

processor 

Printer 

Storyboard 

Audio 

recorders & 

microphones 

Crafting a story may take considerable time depending on participants’ comfort 

and literacy levels, particularly with groups that require extra supports. 

Locating 

visuals and 

audio 

Computer 

with internet 

access/

mobile 

technology 

Camera 

Video 

camera 

Ensure participants are fully informed of usage rights of any found 

images/audio; ensure you have consent from anyone who is 

featured in the story. 

Carefully consider participants’ relationship and facility with 

technologies being used. 

Constructing 

digital story 
Computer/ Contemplate whether the research may be reproducing 
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mobile 

technology 

Story-

making 

software 

hierarchies of power associated with ownership and control of 

technology. 

Pay attention to the degree to which ‘technical support’ may 

change a story. 

Sharing 

digital story 

Computer/

mobile 

technology 

LCD 

projector 

Speaker 

Internet 

access 

Think through if/whether you have permission to share (any) 

stories and whether this is desirable. 

Make sure to have emotional/psychological supports available for 

those who feel vulnerable or are triggered by sensitive content. 

Archiving 

digital story 

Computer/

mobile 

technology 

Internet 

access 

Secure 

cloud 

storage 

USB drive 

Ask: Will the archive be public? Can the public comment on digital stories? Do 

participants have the ability to add/remove their digital story without the aid of a 

member of the research team? 

Conclusions and Where Next? 

Digital storytelling is an exciting participatory visual research method that has great potential for engaging 

Indigenous youth in thinking about HIV and other important social issues. Participants in our case studies 

appreciated being supported by facilitators and each other to document their personal and group narratives. 

Moreover, the final products are compelling pieces that can be used for promoting dialogue, advocacy, social 

change, and research purposes. Even the stories that never left the group became important pieces of data 

that helped to deepen our collective understandings of HIV prevention possibilities. 

As the field of participatory visual methods expands, the clear lines between methods such as digital 

storytelling, photovoice (Wang and Burris, 1994; Strack, Magill and McDonagh, 2004; Milne and Muir, 2020, 

this volume), video voice (Catalani et al., 2012; Warren et al., 2014), participatory video (White, 2003; Stewart 

et al., 2008; Mitchell and de Lange, 2020, this volume), and cellphilming (MacEntee, Burkholder and Schwab-

Cartas, 2016) begin to blur. What these methods all have in common is an emphasis on giving participants 
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an opportunity to direct, document, and reflect on their own narrative(s) using visual technologies. They 

also all lead to the creation of unique products that have the potential to amplify participants’ voices. While 

methods such as cellphilming address some of the complications associated with critiques of technological 

accessibility, the emphasis that digital storytelling places on the collective experience is more akin to 

participatory video production. The digital storytelling method is most widely known for its ability to foster 

carefully curated, highly personal narratives, represented in multi-media texts. 

Despite critiques that it may be overly prescriptive, the CookBook is a welcome starting place for those new to 

the method. With careful consideration given to time, human, fiscal, and technological resources, adaptations 

can be made to accommodate local preferences and parameters. The investment is well worth the effort – 

the proliferation of stories made available creates new possibilities for seeing, understanding, and sharing our 

world. 

Researchers interested in using these methods for social transformation may want to further reflect on 

what these stories might ‘do’ in the world: Where does their power lie? Is it in their creation (process)? In 

their dissemination (outcome)? Or through witnessing as audience members and seeing ourselves in their 

underlying narratives? How might we harness their potential, while simultaneously guarding against their 

potential harms? What role can digital stories play in decolonizing and Indigenizing research? What new 

challenges are introduced by these approaches? 
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