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Part I

What Is Digital Storytelling?
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Everyone loves a story. Not everyone loves a computer. “Digital storytelling” 
is a workshop-based practice in which people are taught to use digital media 
to create short audio-video stories, usually about their own lives. The idea 
is that this puts the universal human delight in narrative and self-expression 
into the hands of everyone. It brings a timeless form into the digital age, to 
give a voice to the myriad tales of everyday life as experienced by ordinary 
people in their own terms. Despite its use of the latest technologies, its pur-
pose is simple and human.

The late Dana Atchley developed “digital storytelling” in California in the 
early to mid-1990s, with his partner Denise Aungst (later Atchley), with Joe 
Lambert and his partner Nina Mullen, and with programmer Patrick 
Milligan (Lambert 2006: 8–10). Although digital videos existed before that 
time in various forms, they were overwhelmingly the productions of experts – 
digital artists and filmmakers, for the most part. Atchley’s innovation was to 
develop an exportable workshop-based approach to teach “ordinary” people – 
from school students to the elderly, with or (usually) without knowledge of 
computers or media production – how to produce their own personal 
videos. But despite the term “digital” in digital storytelling, the emphasis is 
on the story and the telling. Workshops typically commence with narrative 
and expressive “limbering-up” exercises, designed to loosen up everyone’s 
storytelling capabilities. This feature is called the story circle – hence the title 
of this book. It may include verbal games, making lists (loves and hates), 
and writing make-believe scenarios, as well as scripting what will become 
each person’s own story. The idea is not only to tap into people’s implicit 
narrative skills, but also to focus on the telling, by prompting participants to 
share their ideas, and to do so spontaneously, quickly, and in relation to all 

1

Computational Power Meets 
Human Contact

John Hartley and Kelly McWilliam
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4 Computational Power Meets Human Contact

sorts of nonsense as well as to the matter at hand. Thus, although  individual 
stories can often be confessional, moving, and express troubles as well as 
triumphs, the process of making them can be noisy, fun, and convivial.

While the practice developed as a response to the exclusion of “ordinary” 
people’s stories in broadcast media, it was facilitated by the increasing acces-
sibility of digital media to home users, with digital cameras, scanners, and 
personal computers all becoming increasingly accessible to the domestic 
market in the 1990s. Digital storytelling also emerged as part of broader 
cultural shifts, including a profound change in models of media communi-
cation. As contemporary societies move from manufacturing industry to 
knowledge-based service economies, the entire array of large-scale and 
society-wide communication is undergoing a kind of paradigm shift, across 
the range of entertainment, business, and citizenship. Changing technolo-
gies and consumer demographics are transforming the production and 
consumption of media content of all kinds. The one-way broadcasting 
model of traditional media industries is evolving into peer-to-peer com-
munication networks. These changes have been most pronounced in the 
explosion of user-created content in digital media, from games to online 
social networks. Similar changes are also being recognized in academic 
agendas, with interest shifting beyond analyses of the political economy of 
large-scale practices, or the ideology of industrially produced texts, and 
toward consumer-generated content production, distribution, and con-
sumption.

Digital storytelling is now practiced around the world in increasingly 
diverse contexts, from cultural institutions and community development 
programs to screen innovation and commercial applications. It represents 
something of a social movement. It also occupies a unique place in  consumer-
generated media. The phenomenal success of YouTube shows that the 
Internet is now fully mature as an audiovisual medium, and the success of 
social networks like MySpace shows the broad hunger for human contact in 
the digital age. To these powerful social networking tools the digital story-
telling technique adds individual imaginative vision, a “poetics” of expres-
sion, and the necessary technical competence, offering people a repertoire 
of creative skills to enable them to tell their own unique stories in a way that 
captures the imagination of others – whether close family members or the 
whole world.

At this moment in media history, digital storytelling represents an  important 
fulcrum around which these larger trends pivot. It is at once an emergent form, 
a new media practice, an activist/community movement and a  textual system:
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 John Hartley and Kelly McWilliam 5

● As a form, it combines the direct, emotional charge of confessional 
 disclosure, the authenticity of the documentary, and the simple elegance 
of the format – it is a digital sonnet, or haiku.

● As a practice, digital storytelling combines tuition of the individual 
with new narrative devices for multiplatform digital publishing across 
hybrid sites.

● As a movement, it represents one of the first genuine amalgamations of 
expert and consumer/user-led creativity.

● And as an elaborated textual system created for the new media ecology, 
digital storytelling challenges the traditional distinction between pro-
fessional and amateur production, reworking the producer/consumer 
relationship. It is a contribution to (and test of) contemporary thinking 
about “digital literacy” and participation, storytelling formats, and con-
tent distribution.

Accordingly, Story Circle provides a comprehensive international study of 
the digital storytelling movement, locating it in current debates on user-led 
media, citizen consumers, media literacy, and new media participation. 
Since first emerging in the 1990s, digital storytelling has grown exponen-
tially. It is practiced in the UK, the USA, Australia, Japan, India, Nepal, and 
Belgium, among other countries, both developed and developing. It is used 
by schools, universities, libraries, museums, community organizations from 
health to arts activism, and broadcasters, including notably the BBC. It has 
the potential for commercial applications. Yet little has been written on dig-
ital storytelling, outside of occasional “how-to” guides by practitioners, and 
both business and educational textbooks that – rightly – extol the virtues of 
storytelling for learning (see Pink 2005, McDury and Alterio 2002). Beyond 
such practical tips for busy professionals, there has been little of substance 
to analyze and situate digital storytelling in the context of new media  studies 
(but see Lundby 2008). Story Circle fills the gap.

Foundations: Development of the Movement

The digital storytelling “movement” has been around for a long time. The 
movement itself was launched by Atchley (www.nextexit.com/) at the 
American Film Institute in 1993, where the first workshop was held. A year 
later, workshops were incorporated as the main activity and product of 
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6 Computational Power Meets Human Contact

what would become the Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) in Berkeley, 
California, directed by Joe Lambert (www.storycenter.org), the primary 
organization associated with this new media practice (Nissley 2007: 91). 
In association with the BBC, and with the crucial support of Menna 
Richards, Controller of BBC Cymru-Wales, Daniel Meadows accomplished 
an innovative reworking of the Californian model, adapting it to the “media 
ecology” of UK public broadcasting. “Capture Wales” (www.bbc.co.uk/
wales/captures) was launched in 2001. That program has been so successful 
that besides the hundreds of stories in its own online archive, digital stories 
have aired regularly on BBC television and radio, and a number of BBC 
regions in England have produced their own versions.

Thousands of people have participated in a digital storytelling workshop 
in recent years at different international locations. Hundreds of workshops 
have been held, with at least one on every continent except Antarctica 
(Lambert 2006: 1; and see Table 1.1). This diffusion of a community media 
practice in a global mediasphere has been facilitated by increasingly diverse 
modes of uptake, and the development of an increasingly sophisticated 
(albeit largely informal) infrastructure (Howley 2005, Hartley 1996). In 
terms of the latter, for example, digital storytelling is facilitated by growing 
numbers of organizations, festivals, conferences, and competitions that are 
dedicated to or substantially focused on the practice, from the Nabi Digital 
Storytelling Competition in Korea to the Island Movie Contest in Hawaii. 
There are commercial products targeting digital storytelling practition-
ers, such as MemoryMiner digital storytelling software. Adobe markets 

Table 1.1 Opening years of major digital storytelling programs, by continent

Year began 1994 2001 2002 2003 2005 2006

Name Center for 
Digital 
Storytelling

“Capture 
Wales,” 
BBC

Australian 
Centre for 
the Moving 
Image

Kids for 
Kids

Men as 
Partners, 
EnGender 
Health

Million-
Youth-
Life-Stories, 
Museu da 
Pessoa and 
Aracati

Country USA Wales Australia Israel South 
Africa

Brazil

Continent North 
America

Europe Australasia Asia Africa South 
America
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Photoshop Elements and Premiere Elements as “effective digital story telling 
tools in your classroom.”1 There are networks of trainers and organizations 
providing an extended online community around digital storytelling; for 
instance, “Stories for Change” is a community website funded by 
MassIMPACT in the USA; and the “Digital Storytelling Network” in 
Australia.2 Some education providers have begun to list “becoming a Digital 
Storytelling Facilitator” as a possible career path for their graduates, as in 
Australia’s Swinburne University of Technology’s Bachelor of Design 
(Multimedia Design).3 Joe Lambert (2000) once commented, “I always 
thought of our work in Digital Storytelling as what we used to call ‘move-
ment building’. ” The current level of activity around the world is proof 
positive that the movement is not “building”; it is “built.”

Diffusion: Uneven Development

However, digital storytelling has not been taken up evenly “around the 
world.” Digital divides, among other differences in the accessibility, valua-
tion, and uses of digital storytelling, persist (Bucy and Newhagen 2003). For 
example, while digital storytelling is widely used across North America, 
Europe, and Australasia, it is less developed in Asia, Africa, and South 
America. Most of the workshops held on those continents have been run or 
led by Western organizations or Western workshop facilitators and, by and 
large, have not resulted in ongoing local programs (although, as Table 1.1 
demonstrates, there are exceptions). A case in point: Jennifer Nowicki of 
USA-based Creative Narrations led a digital storytelling workshop in 
Southern China for Shantou University’s English Language Program in 
2007 but, since Nowicki returned to the USA, the university has no plans to 
facilitate its own digital storytelling workshops. Indeed, digital storytelling 
is still most popular in “digitally saturated areas,” in Knut Lundby’s words, 
which is unsurprising, given the West’s first-player advantage in the devel-
opment of a consumer market for digital technologies (Lundby, this volume; 
Xiudian 2007).

One impediment to the diffusion of the movement is that parts of Asia, 
particularly Japan and South Korea, draw on different conceptions of “dig-
ital storytelling,” which has likely affected the reach of the CDS/BBC models. 
For instance, the Entertainment Lab at the University of Tsukuba in Japan 
is typical in its use of “digital storytelling” to denote computer technologies, 
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drawing on a “generic” conception of digital storytelling, rather than the 
“specific” conception that characterizes CDS-based digital storytelling (for 
more on “generic” vs. “specific” digital storytelling, see McWilliam 2008).4

Nevertheless, in most places where digital storytelling is located, the 
practice can usually be directly linked to the CDS. For example, at least 
three of the five programs (besides the CDS) listed in Table 1.1 were set up 
by the CDS. Daniel Meadows attended a CDS workshop before returning to 
the UK and playing a key role in setting up the “Capture Wales” program 
with the BBC; CDS co-founder Joe Lambert visited Australia to help set up 
the Australian Centre for the Moving Image’s programs; and Amy Hill of 
the CDS delivered the first “Men as Partners” workshops in South Africa 
(for extended discussion of the latter, see Hill 2006). Lambert also visited 
Brazil, where his dissemination of the CDS’s practices were incorporated 
into the Million Life Stories program (see Clarke, this volume); the Museu 
da Pessoa (Museum of the Person), one of the organizations behind the 
Million Life Stories program, also co-hosted the “International Day for 
Sharing Life Stories” with the CDS on May 16, 2008. However, the Israeli 
Kids for Kids programs – located in Asia, where digital storytelling is sig-
nificantly less popular – is only indirectly linked to the CDS, which never-
theless remains the central organization associated with both the community 
media practice itself and its globally networked distribution.

On May 16, 2008 the first “Listen! – International Day for Sharing Life 
Stories” was held, co-organized by the CDS and the Museu da Pessoa in 
Brazil. It was announced as follows:

We are part of an international movement of practitioners who view  listening, 
collecting and sharing life stories as a critical process in democratizing cul-
ture and promoting social change. We want this day to be especially dedi-
cated to celebrating and promoting Life Story projects that have made a 
difference within neighborhoods, communities, and societies as a whole …

We will encourage participation in the day through many possible events, 
including:

● Story Circles in people’s homes, at workplaces, schools, community 
 centers, virtual environments

● Public open-microphone performances of stories
● Exhibitions of Stories in public venues, as image, text, and audiovisual 

materials
● Celebratory events to honor local storytellers, practitioners, and 

 organizations
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● Open houses for organizations with a life story-sharing component
● Online simultaneous gatherings, postings, and story exchanges
● Print, Radio and Television broadcast programming on life stories, and 

documentaries that feature oral histories and story exchanges.5

The event was supported by groups from all over the world, whose reports 
can be found online (see n.5).

Story Circle: Around the Book

Part I: What Is Digital Storytelling?

In Part I, introductory chapters by the editors provide a conceptual frame-
work for and an international survey of digital storytelling.

Part II: Foundational Practices

Part II of the book contains important reflections by two digital storytelling 
pioneers, Joe Lambert and Daniel Meadows, as well as a contribution from 
Helen Simondson of the Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI), 
whose programs have led the way in that country, and one from Marie 
Crook of the BBC on the use of the technique for radio broadcasting.

In a way that is now characteristic of the movement, Joe Lambert com-
bines his curiosity about the details of the practice – how to tell a good story 
using digital affordances – with “big-picture” issues including global 
 tensions between cosmopolitanism and fundamentalism, problems of 
access and participation in a digital environment, and the value of progres-
sive arts and educational activism that seeks to emancipate individual free-
dom (“tell stories”) while building a sense of community (“listen deeply”).

One innovation in this section is Daniel Meadows’s dialogic presentation 
with Jenny Kidd, who conducted a doctoral research project on “Capture 
Wales” and whose findings are interspersed with Meadows’s own narrative. 
In this way, human story and conceptual analysis are kept in touch with 
each other.

In her review of digital storytelling at ACMI, Helen Simondson raises the 
general problem of how cultural institutions with statutory collecting, 
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archival, and exhibitive missions can come to terms with consumer- 
generated content, and the DIY culture of participatory media. The prob-
lems are not only institutional, they are also ideological. Curators and artists 
are not used to sharing their spaces with what they see as unsophisticated or 
sentimental work made by amateurs. And “ordinary people” don’t usually 
see themselves as bearers of national aesthetic values. As Simondson shows, 
ACMI’s Memory Grid is making both sides think afresh about their role as 
performers of public culture.

As the form disperses to new platforms, Marie Crook shows how the 
movement’s commitment to the expertise and autonomy of the participant 
remains crucial, even in a context where the target demographic includes 
those who may seem least expert, for instance people seeking to gain liter-
acy skills in reading and writing (never mind “digital” literacy). Nevertheless, 
argues Crook, they are “experts in their own story,” and this is what needs to 
be brought out, without the instrumental purposes of the broadcaster or 
learning provider getting in the way. Thus despite the difference between 
broadcast radio and digital storytelling, the “story circle” remains the  crucial 
element.

Part III: Digital Storytelling around the World

The middle part of the book pursues digital storytelling around the world, 
although it does turn out that “the world” is never quite where you may 
think it is. Thus Part III opens with an account of African life as it is lived 
not in Africa but in Wales, and to make the cosmopolitan point the authors 
Sissy Helff and Julie Woletz are located in Frankfurt. Naturally such a con-
text raises issues not of ethnic belonging but of the performance of the self 
in conditions of cross-cultural flows that include histories of racial conflict 
and colonialism. However, the stories analyzed by Helff and Woletz are 
“affirmative” of the self rather than critical of the context. They find this an 
appropriate although sometimes irritating “narrative means for generating 
modern transcultural Britishness.”

Next comes Brazilian storytelling analyzed from Portsmouth. Margaret 
Anne Clarke traces the “One Million Life Stories of Youth” project in Brazil. 
She considers how the digital storytelling form, including workshop prac-
tice and the mode of subsequent dissemination, may adapt to the Brazilian 
context. She concludes that with flexible implementation to suit local 
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 conditions, digital storytelling can contribute to the “construction of fully 
democratic frameworks” by fostering collective and individual memories 
and voices.

In Australia, rapid urban development overlies sites of historic signifi-
cance to the settler community. The history of such sites is also the memory 
of people living in and around the area. Here digital storytelling is inte-
grated into oral history, and the very act of recording their memories 
prompted participants into further animated bursts of sharing. Thus the 
“Sharing Stories” project described by Jean Burgess and Helen Klaebe was 
just that; a means for people to share their stories with their families, with 
each other, with cultural institutions, and with the new generation of devel-
opers and users of the places where the stories were set. Along the way, 
everyone learnt about difference, they shared responsibility for the author-
ity of their own history with formal institutions, and the project as a whole 
mapped a micro-public linked by narrative.

Media anthropologist Jo Tacchi reports on a large-scale research project 
in South and Southeast Asia (India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Indonesia). The 
project as a whole belongs to the field of “development communication,” 
working with international agencies to promote information technologies 
and self-expression among excluded populations. Tacchi herself is inter-
ested in the promotion of voice in a development context, and found digital 
storytelling an ideal way to combine Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs) with “finding a voice” for the empowerment of mar-
ginalized people, such that they may achieve creative agency in the proc-
esses of social change that affect them.

Knut Lundby contextualizes the digital storytelling movement in the 
light of developments in Norway, Denmark, and Sweden, but more particu-
larly in relation to sociological theory. He discusses the shift from “media” 
to “mediations” as the participatory turn and consumer productivity dif-
fuse through both time and space, to reconfigure the relationship between 
agency and structure. Similarly, Nico Carpentier describes two digital story-
telling projects in Belgium in terms of anarchist theory and Foucauldian 
notions of power. Nancy Thumim brings us full circle to the UK, with an 
analysis of aspects of “Capture Wales” and “London’s Voices,” which she 
analyzes in terms of the tensions between the activism of digital mediators 
and the positioning of members of the public, who she sees as being put in 
their place by initiatives such as these, which undermine the very notion of 
the “ordinary person” while seeking to represent it. She finds similar  tensions 
in relation to issues of community and quality.
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Part IV: Emergent Practices

The final part of the book presents various emergent practices, some of 
which go very much against the grain of what has gone before. They show 
how digital storytelling is evolving – or how it may need to evolve – to adapt 
to different contexts and for new purposes. The idea of Part IV is to present 
a number of possible directions not necessarily predicted in the digital story-
telling “movement,” which may take forward some of its energies into hith-
erto uncharted territory. Thus it is not intended to be comprehensive – after 
all, the possible interpretations of the phrase “digital storytelling” are almost 
infinite. Instead, the chapters in Part IV offer instances of emergent prac-
tices rather than a comprehensive map.

One direction not taken in the digital storytelling movement as we have 
explored it in this book is towards role-play games and MMOGs (massively 
multiplayer online games) that foster peer-to-peer relations in multiplayer 
environments, of which perhaps the best known is “Second Life.” Here, we 
offer a rather different take on the role-play scenario, where the digital nar-
rative involves exploring an “endless forest” as a deer. Naturally there are 
other possibilities! However, using this example, where storytelling does 
not involve verbal language at all, Maria Chatzichristodoulou argues that 
self-representation in digital narrative can be taken much further than is 
normal in digital storytelling. Such a context points to “digital narratives 
that are experiential, multiple, and relational.”

Another direction not taken by most of those involved in the digital story-
telling movement is toward commercialization. However, there may well be 
many market-based applications of the technique that are non- exploitative 
and fun. Wu Qiongli takes up the challenge of this idea in her chapter by 
developing a business plan for the extension of the practice in China. She 
sees opportunities in tourism services, the digital content industries, and in 
electronics retailing. Marketized applications of digital storytelling may 
seem to contradict its libertarian origins, but in fact many liberating aspects 
of popular culture, from music to online social networks, can thrive in a 
commercial environment, perhaps more readily than in the control culture 
of formal education or in the hierarchical specializations of art. Long term, 
the prospects for the wide adoption and retention of digital storytelling 
without some exposure to markets are extremely limited.

The next chapters return to the slightly more familiar ground of education. 
Lora Taub-Pervizpour raises some awkward questions in her discussion of 
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digital storytelling as a tool for engaging marginalized youth. She finds this 
process fraught with “profoundly contradictory and conflicted situations,” 
as she raises questions about the mutual responsibilities of story producers 
and storytellers, and their different investments in popular culture. Her 
chapter offers one way to get beyond the tensions noted by Thumim. Self-
reflexive effort is needed by facilitators and activists, who may have more to 
learn from the process of “empowering” marginalized groups than the 
people involved. Patrick Lowenthal extends the theme of how digital story-
telling may fare in the educational context with his analysis of issues related 
to its institutionalization as a school-based activity. The theme of institu-
tionalization is important because organizations are “agents” in their own 
right, with purposes that may differ from those of either participants or 
facilitators. These institutional realities and how practitioners navigate 
them may determine the success or otherwise of digital storytelling initiatives. 
A question always to be faced is how emancipationist intentions can be 
pursued using the agency of large-scale institutions which also have their 
own control imperatives. One way to address such issues is to confront 
organizational culture directly, as Lisa Dush does. She explores the difficulties, 
from training to distribution, faced by organizations in general when they 
try to adopt digital storytelling. She develops a “syntax” based on genre theory 
to assist in illuminating implementation difficulties in organizations.

Finally, Jerry Watkins and Angelina Russo argue that the original model 
of digital storytelling from the CDS and BBC Wales results in an individual-
ist but prescriptive mode of expression, in a genre that is more reactive than 
interactive. Against this, they argue for a “strategic team-based approach to 
participatory content creation.” Working with cultural institutions like 
museums, libraries, and galleries, they stress the importance of collabora-
tive and team-based “microdocumentary” production, bringing organiza-
tions together with communities of interest in “co-creative systems,” which 
focus not so much on self-expression as on interactivity and the potential 
for distribution afforded by Web 2.0 platforms.

All of the chapters in Part IV tend toward a view of the future of digital 
storytelling that conforms more explicitly to the collaborative, iterative, 
experiential, dialogic, and socially networked characteristics of Web 2.0 (and 
its successors). As digital literacy improves, there is also increasing discom-
fort with a model of propagation that assumes a radical asymmetry between 
expert facilitators (teachers or artists) and participants (“ordinary” people), 
whose capabilities are assumed to be close to zero. Digital storytelling can 
learn from other domains, for instance MMOGs and Web 2.0 interactivity, 
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and from other contexts, commercial and institutional. Digital storytelling 
was invented before most of the affordances of Web 2.0 were available, but 
there is no need to dismiss it as a transitional stage that has been overtaken 
by new developments (each of which throws up its own problems). Instead, 
digital storytelling can learn from new applications and existing contexts 
while retaining its own purposes and hard-won achievements in emergent 
practices that suit the times.

The Future: Computing Human Contact

Digital storytelling has certainly traveled the world, and it remains a power-
ful tool for both emancipationist and instrumentalist agendas. However, it 
must adapt in order to survive, and among the challenges it faces are those 
raised in the course of this book. Although it developed in the context of 
Californian festival culture and European public broadcasting, it has 
matured in the age of YouTube. Is it possible to retain the celebratory, 
affirmative, confessional, and therapeutic “romanticism” of digital story-
telling within a global structure of socially networked entrepreneurial con-
sumerism? Is it possible for teachers to be facilitators, or will their best 
efforts go toward reproducing organizational inequalities, further disem-
powering the very disenfranchised voices they were trying to hear?

The only way to resolve such questions is in practice. Digital storytelling 
is organized around workshop practices and teaching programs that bring 
big organizations and expert professionals into skin-to-skin contact with 
“ordinary citizens.” Instead of leaving things as it finds them it is an inter-
fering attempt to propagate the means for digital expression, communica-
tion, interaction, and social networking to the whole population. The hope 
is that all sides get something valuable from the experience and perhaps a 
more permanent added value to take away and keep. None of this is easy to 
do without creating further problems. Thus diversity, experimentation, 
flexibility, and openness to change are more likely to produce valuable out-
comes than fixed rules or – worse still – critical disengagement. However, it 
is clear from this book that critical observers entertain various misgivings 
about digital storytelling, including:

● as a form, it is too sentimental, individualistic, and naively unself-
conscious;

9781405180597_4_001.indd   149781405180597_4_001.indd   14 1/29/2009   11:25:26 AM1/29/2009   11:25:26 AM



 John Hartley and Kelly McWilliam 15

● as a practice, the means of delivery are too teacher-centric, too caught up 
in institutional powers and structures;

● as a movement, its propagation and dissemination strategies are hope-
less – most digital stories persist only as unused archive; and it has a very 
low profile on the Net, making little use of interactivity and social 
 networking;

● as a textual system, the potential for “serious” work is underdeveloped – 
there is too much attention to self-expression; not enough to the growth 
of knowledge.

These misgivings need to be seen as a spur to action rather than cause for 
withdrawal. Digital storytelling is an experiment, so it is capable of iterative 
self-correction and improvement, as long as enough people stick around 
long enough to push it forward. Story Circle shows how the experiment is 
going so far. To deal with the problems it is important for everyone involved 
to maintain a reflexive and critical attitude within a supportive and human 
purpose. Digital storytelling is a good way to explore how individuals can 
help each other to navigate complex social networks and organizational 
systems, which themselves rely on the active agency of everyone in the 
system to contribute to the growth of knowledge. Digital storytelling uses 
computational power to attempt human contact. It would be a surprise if 
we got that right first time; but a pity if we stopped trying.

Notes

1 MemoryMiner digital storytelling software (www.memoryminer.com/) and 
Adobe Digital Storytelling (www.adobe.com/education/digkids/storytelling/
index.html).

2 “Stories for Change” (storiesforchange.net) and “Digital Storytelling Network” 
(www.groups.edna.edu.au/course/view.php?id=107).

3 See www.swin.edu.au/corporate/careers/Design-MultimediaDesign.pdf
4 The Entertainment Lab at the University of Tsukuba (www.graphic.esys.ts

ukuba.ac.jp/research.html); Department of Digital Storytelling, ZGDV Computer 
Graphics Centre (www.zgdv.de/zgdv/zgdv-en/r-d-departments/digital-story
telling); Digital Storytelling Effects Lab (disel-project.org/).

5 See www.ausculti.org/about.html; www.storycircles.org and storiesforchange.
net, and digitalstorytelling.ci.qut.edu.au/
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To Have Great Poets …

Alfred Harbage, pioneering historian of Shakespeare’s audience, followed 
the dictum of the great American poet of democracy Walt Whitman (1995 
[1883]: 324), who wrote: “to have great poets, there must be great audiences 
too.” Harbage (1947) says: “Shakespeare and his audience found each other, 
in a measure they created each other. He was a quality writer for a quality 
audience … The great Shakespearian discovery was that quality extended 
vertically through the social scale, not horizontally at the upper genteel, 
economic and academic levels.”

I’ve always been interested in the “great Shakespearean discovery,” which 
has motivated my research and writing about television ever since Reading 
Television (Fiske and Hartley 2003 [1978]). In that book, I coined the term 
“bardic function” to describe the active relationship between TV and view-
ers, where, we argued, TV programming and mode of address use the shared 
resources of narrative and language to deal with social change and conflict, 
bringing together the worlds of decision makers (news), central meaning 
systems (entertainment), and audiences (“vertically through the social 
scale”) to make sense of the experience of modernity.

This chapter revisits the notion of the “bardic function.” It is an attempt to 
locate self-made and personally published media, including both community-
based initiatives like digital storytelling and commercial enterprises like 
YouTube, within a much longer historical context of popular narration 
(see also Hartley 2008a for further discussion of the bardic function in rela-
tion to the “consumer productivity” of sites like YouTube). The challenge 

2

TV Stories
From Representation to Productivity

John Hartley
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inherent in such an attempt is to understand whether, and if so how, the 
cultural function of the television medium has been affected by recent tech-
nologically enabled change. Most important in this respect is the social 
(and global) dispersal of production. Can TV still serve a “bardic function” 
after it has evolved from broadcast to broadband (and into a further, mobile 
phase)? Broadcast TV has been a household-based “read-only” medium, 
with a strong demarcation between highly capitalized expert-professional 
producers and untutored amateur domestic consumers. Broadband (and 
mobile) “TV” is a customized “read-write” medium, where self-made audio-
visual “content” can be exchanged among all agents in a social network, 
which may contain any number of nodes ranging in scale from individual, 
to family and friends, to global markets. What continues, and what changes, 
under such conditions, and what new possibilities are enabled?

Talk about Full Circle!

Blaming the popular media for immoral, tasteless, sycophantic, sexist, 
senseless, and disreputable behavior is nothing new. Tut-tutting at the off-
duty antics of media personalities also has a long history. Both were present – 
and already formulaic – at the earliest foundation of European storytelling, 
in this case sometime before the fourteenth century; perhaps as far back as 
the sixth. This was the period when Taliesin (“Radiant Brow”), the Chief 
Bard of Britain, flourished, or at least when the verses attributed to him 
were written down. Taliesin “himself” was both myth and history: a sixth-
century historical bard at the court of King Urien of Rheged in North 
Britain (who was also both historical and a figure in Arthurian myth); and 
a legendary Taliesin who starred in Welsh poems associated with his name 
in the Book of Taliesin (Guest 1849, Ford 1992).

On the occasion when he first revealed his magical poetic powers, this 
fictional Taliesin delivered a series of poems denouncing the king’s existing 
corps of four and twenty bards. Part of the trick of getting himself noticed, 
evidently, was to rubbish the opposition:

Cler o gam arfer a ymarferant  Strolling minstrels are addicted to evil 
habits.

Cathlau aneddfol fydd eu moliant Immoral songs are their delight.
Clod orwas ddiflas a ddatcanant  In a tasteless manner they rehearse the 

praise of heroes.
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Celwydd bob amser a ymarferant Falsehood at all times they use …
Morwynion gwinion mair a lygrant The fair virgins of Mary they corrupt
A goelio iddynt a gwilyddiant  Those who put trust in them they bring 

to shame,
A gwyrion ddynion a ddyfalant And true men they laugh to scorn,
A hoes ai amser yn ofer y treuliant  And times and seasons they spend in 

vanities …
Pob parabl dibwyll a grybwyllant All kinds of senseless stories they relate.
Pob pechod marwol a ganmolant All kinds of mortal sins they praise.

Taliesin, Fustl y Beirdd [“Flail of the Bards”] (Nash 1858: 177–9)1

If you substitute “TV and pop culture” for “strolling minstrels,” and in terms 
of cultural function there’s every reason why you should, it is surprising 
how familiar and contemporary is this list of evil, immorality, tastelessness, 
lies, exploiting women, abusing trust, humiliating innocent citizens, time-
wasting vanity, and senselessness. It’s just the kind of thing that people say 
about the “tabloid” media, popular entertainment formats, and media 
celebrities (e.g., see Turner 2005). Taliesin’s name, which by the time these 
lines were composed was itself a popular “brand” or “channel,”2 was used to 
reproach the other bards, “so that not one of them dared to say a word” 
(Guest 1849). Clearly, a competitive system of knowledge-providers was 
already well developed in pre-modern oral culture, in which “media profes-
sionals” vied openly for both institutional patronage and popular acclaim.

Later commentators on Taliesin have supposed that the composer of this 
invective against strolling minstrels – who were the distribution system for 
pre-modern popular media – was likely to have been a thirteenth- or 
 fourteenth-century monk, usurping Taliesin’s name for a contemporary 
dispute. There was no love lost between monks and minstrels. Their mutual 
loathing was occasioned not only by a difference between sacred/clerical 
and secular/profane worldviews, but also by a medieval antecedent of the 
modern antagonism between public service and commercial media, educa-
tion and entertainment, high and popular culture, artistry and exploitation, 
intellectuals and showmen. Proponents of the former persistently called for 
official regulation of the latter; which by the tenth century had already 
occurred in the legal code of Hywel Dda (King Hywel the Good), laying 
down the infrastructure for cultural distinctions that persist to this day.3

Generically, the despised but ubiquitous medieval “popular media” – 
the romances and narrative verse collected under the name of Taliesin and 
others – were comparable to the style of variety, magazine, and current 
affairs shows on television. The overall mix in a given performance did 
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not follow the Aristotelian unities of place, time, and action, but included 
 successive snippets of news, fantasy, ballad, romance, travel, discovery, 
and morality, all presented in an entertaining package that borrowed 
freely from other suppliers but made sure audiences knew which noble 
sponsor was behind it (by praising same to the skies) and which poetic 
brand – in this case the top “brand” of Taliesin – was bringing them these 
pleasures:

Written down from the mouths of the wandering minstrels … the poems 
ascribed to Taliesin in particular, are for the most part made up of allusions 
to local, sometimes historical events, references to the Mabinogion, or fairy 
and romance tales of the Welsh, scraps of geography and philosophy, phrases 
of monkish Latin, moral and religious sentiments, proverbs and adages, 
mixed together in wonderful confusion, sometimes all in the compass of one 
short ballad. (Nash 1858: 34–5)

Welcome to television, Taliesin-style.

Bardic Television: “From the Hall of the Baron 
to the Cabin of the Boor”

When we coined the term “bardic function,” John Fiske and I wanted to 
identify the cultural rather than individual aspect of television. We did not 
share the then predominant approaches to audiences, derived as they were 
from psychology (media effects on individual behavior), sociology (the 
“uses and gratifications” of television), and political economy (consumers 
as effects of corporate strategies). Such approaches looked for a linear chain 
from TV (cause) to audiences (effect); as in “TV causes violence.” We 
approached TV audiences from a cultural perspective and a literary train-
ing, which meant:

 1. seeing television and its audiences as part of an overall sense-making 
system, like language and its elaborated or “literary” forms and genres, both 
verbal and visual;
 2. seeing culture not just as a domain of aesthetics, but also, and prima-
rily, one of identity formation, power, and struggle; the performance of the 
self in the context of power.
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Within this envelope of meaningfulness a “whole way of life” is established, 
made sense of, lived, and changed, rendering media consumption as an 
anthropological sense-making activity (e.g., Richard Hoggart, Raymond 
Williams, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Marshall Sahlins, Edmund Leach; see 
Hawkes 1977). Combining the cultural approach with a mode of analysis 
derived from semiotics, which is interested in how the overall sense-making 
system works to generate new meanings at various levels of symbolism 
(e.g., Ferdinand de Saussure, Roland Barthes, Umberto Eco, Yuri Lotman), 
we argued that TV brought together in symbolic unity, by means of special-
ized textual forms from cop shows to quiz shows, the worlds of a society’s 
leadership (top) and its general population (bottom), just as had the Tudor 
propagandist William Shakespeare. As John Milton put it in 1667, in his 
rationale for a narrative poetry that sought to explain the human condition, 
the ideological purpose of the performance was to “justify the ways of God 
to men” (Paradise Lost 1.26). For “God” we may now read “power”; and 
instead of poetry we have realism, but the function remains: justifying the 
ways of power to audiences.

In deference to the literary, historical, and anthropological antecedents 
of our work, and to television’s own oral-musical modes of address, not to 
mention the contextual fact that at the time Fiske and I worked in Wales, we 
called that justification process the “bardic function.” The antecedents of 
popular entertainment with political import go as far back at least as the 
medieval bards, heralds, minstrels, and troubadours whose job it was to 
“broadcast” the exploits, ferocity, largesse, and (mis)adventures of the high 
and mighty. In other words, the “bardic function” retains some ancient 
aspects, not only those relating to universal human creative talent, but also 
in organizational form and purpose:

That bards or persons gifted with some poetic and musical genius existed in 
Britain, as in every other country in the world at every age, may be conceded, 
and that among the Celtic tribes, perhaps in an especial manner, the capacity 
for recording in verse the deeds of warriors and the ancestry of chieftains, 
was held in high esteem, and the practice an honorable occupation. (Nash 
1858: 24)

Why is such an occupation honored; of what use is it to the polity? For 
those he served directly, the bard was of high importance as the broker of 
knowledge for the family (which stood in place of the state at the time). 
Bardic song brought in new information and ideas to the court, while 
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simultaneously broadcasting to the world the employer’s claims to fame. 
The bard was:

the genealogist, the herald, and to some extent the historian of the family to 
which he was attached, kept alive the warlike spirit of the clan or tribe, the 
remembrance of the old feuds or alliances, and whiled away those tedious 
hours of an illiterate age … To some extent a man of letters, he probably 
fulfilled the office of instructor in the family of his patron or chief. (Nash 
1858: 27)

For the remainder of society, a “mass medium” was needed to broadcast the 
adventures and to advertise the merits of the winners in the medieval 
“economy of attention” (Lanham 2006). Such a medium existed in the min-
strelsy, although, as we have seen, it had its clerical detractors:

Besides these regularly acknowledged family or domestic Bards, there was in 
Wales, in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and from thence downwards, a 
very numerous class of itinerant minstrels, who, like the Troubadours, 
Jongleurs, or Gleemen, wandered from place to place, seeking reward for the 
entertainment they afforded by their musical acquirements, and their recital 
of songs and tales for the amusement of all classes, from the hall of the baron 
to the cabin of the boor. (Nash 1858: 27; for the regulation of gifts and “vaga-
bond” minstrels see pp. 33, 179)

Fiske and Hartley (2003 [1978]: 64–6) list seven qualities in common 
between bards and television. Both are:

1. mediators of language;
2. expressions of cultural needs (rather than formal purity or authorial 

intention);
3. socio-central;
4. oral (not literate);
5. positive and dynamic (their storytelling mode is to “claw back” anoma-

lous or exogenous events such that nothing in the external environ-
ment remains unintelligible or outside of the frame of bardic 
textualization; and everything they publish is intelligible to the general 
audience);

6. myth-making;
7. sources and repositories of common sense and conventions of seeing and 

knowing.

9781405180597_4_002.indd   219781405180597_4_002.indd   21 1/29/2009   11:25:44 AM1/29/2009   11:25:44 AM



22 TV Stories: From Representation to Productivity

In short, the “bardic function” is to textualize the world meaningfully for a 
given language community: this has been expressed diagrammatically by 
Göran Sonesson (see Figure 2.1).

Fiske and Hartley (2003 [1978]: 66–7) also enumerate the functions 
performed by TV in its bardic role:

1. to articulate cultural consensus;
2. to implicate individuals in the cultural value-system;
3. to celebrate the doings of cultural representatives;
4. to affirm the practical utility of myths and ideologies in the context of 

conflict (both real and symbolic);
5. to expose, conversely, perceived inadequacies in the cultural sense of 

self;
6. to convince audiences that their status and identity as individuals is 

guaranteed;
7. to transmit a sense of cultural membership.

By this analogy – although I am trying to show that it was more than an 
analogy; it was more like an evolutionary buildup of cultural and organiza-
tional resources – the “bardic function” of popular television works to “sing 
the praises” of its dominant culture in the same way that Celtic bards and 
minstrels lauded, lamented, and sometimes laughed at their overlords in an 
oral culture. Both connect political power and textual pleasure in a special-
ized form of expression that is accessible to everyone in a given language 
community, and which serves the function of ordering the social, natural, 

Mechanism of
text generation

Mechanism of translation

Mechanism of inclusion

Mechanism of exclusion

Exchange of
information

Repertory of texts

Accumulation of
information

Culture (Textuality) Nature (Non-textuality)

Text Non-Text

Inside vs Outside

Chaos

Disorder

Barbarism
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Figure 2.1 The “Tartu school” semiotic model of culture (Sonesson 1997; 2002)
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and supernatural worlds. Although bardic tales were about knights and 
princesses, they were for everyone (as they remain, in fantasy genres).4 Like 
Taliesin in Celtic Britain, television uses high-level narrative conventions 
and its own oral/aural (rather than literate) relationship with audiences to 
spin topical but timeless stories out of the doings of contemporary charac-
ters, many of these the latter-day equivalent of the kings, beasts, and heroes 
of the Middle Ages, albeit in the convincing guise of detectives, prostitutes, 
journalists, celebrities, neighbors, and foreigners.

Narrative and Polity – “Representation of the People”

Be it noted that the order of bards and popular television alike are special-
ized institutionalized agencies for this broader cultural function. They take 
it on and professionalize it within evolving historical, regulatory, and eco-
nomic contexts, and of course in so doing they tend to narrow its potential, 
to exclude outsiders (the general public) from productive or creative par-
ticipation, not least to maintain the price of their skills, and to restrict the 
infinite potential of semiosis to definite forms with which their own insti-
tutionalized “mechanism of translation” (see Figure 2.1) can comfortably 
cope. These institutional agencies can optimize storytelling’s scale (a story 
can be reproduced many times) and its diffusion (a story can be heard 
by many people); but they also increase both formal and bureaucratic 
 rigidity in narrative production and thus reduce adaptability to change.

Such a view of the “bardic function” must retain a “top-down” approach 
to storytelling, because it focuses on a centralized, “institutional” form of 
production, rather than storytelling at the “anthropological” level of every-
day life. Bardic tales were about the elite who commissioned the bards to 
tell them. They were made by specialist professionals close to the centers of 
power. They were intended for the enjoyment of one and all, and designed 
to be diffused throughout the social strata and across the land or indeed the 
world, as in the global career of Arthurian stories. Broadcast television cer-
tainly cast the semiotic net more widely, telling tales of ordinary life using 
characters from across the social spectrum (a vernacular innovation 
 pioneered in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales). However, in neither the bardic 
nor the broadcast context did “ordinary” people play much of a direct role 
in the production of these tales. During the heyday of television, the domestic 
TV audience could participate only by gathering round and enjoying  official 
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versions performed by professional bards and minstrels. They were not 
encouraged to take up the metaphorical harp for themselves and have a go 
too, using the shared forms and conventions of the style.

The concept of the “bardic function” was developed specifically to 
account for the storytelling mode of a mass medium, in which few 
 storytellers “sang” universally accessible narratives about socially favored 
characters to many auditors, and thereby gave shape, and sometimes 
 purpose, to the polity as a whole. A limitation of this top-down perspec-
tive, as Wyn Griffith pointed out in relation to the period of the medieval 
princes immortalized in bardic song, is that “we do not know what the 
common man [much less woman or child] thought of it all” (1950: 80): 
neither their own words nor stories of their lives are preserved in text, 
which at this stretch of time is the only archive remaining to tell us some-
thing about the culture. The same might be said of mass media, which tend 
to tell stories of ordinary life to “the common man” and woman and child, 
in the form of comedy, soap opera, and reality television, but nevertheless, 
simply for reasons of scale, cannot accommodate more than samples of 
expression by them.

But now, everyone with access to a computer can not only “sing” for 
themselves, they can also personally publish the results to everyone else. 
The shift from the broadcast to the interactive era, from analogue to digital 
technologies, and from expert/professional production to DIY or “con-
sumer-generated” content – from “read-only” to “read-and-write” media, 
for consumers as well as professionals – has opened up the idea of the 
“bardic function” to new interpretation, and to a new challenge.

A new interpretation must include this widely distributed capability, with 
myriad storytellers, not just top bards. How far into “ordinary” life might 
the production and performance of stories go? In terms of oral cultures like 
those of pre-modern Europe, such an interpretation would require atten-
tion not just to “court” bards but also to “folk” songs and stories, from art 
to anthropology, from the productivity of a social institution to that of lan-
guage. A new interpretation of the “bardic function” would need to take a 
much stronger interest in what has come to be called “amateur,” DIY, or 
consumer-created content. The challenge is to understand how such a dif-
fused system might work to propagate coherent sense across social bounda-
ries, among different demographics, and throughout social hierarchies. In 
other words, how does a fully distributed narrative system retain overall 
systemic unity? If everyone is speaking for themselves, then who speaks for 
everybody?

9781405180597_4_002.indd   249781405180597_4_002.indd   24 1/29/2009   11:25:44 AM1/29/2009   11:25:44 AM



 John Hartley 25

This is a similar question to one of the central problems of democracy 
itself, which is always beset by secessionist tendencies (see Collier and 
Hoeffler 2002), and only seems to work at any scale once it has abandoned 
direct decision-making in favor of some form of representative delegation, 
so that the demos is included symbolically rather than literally in the 
 decision-making process of the polity. As with democracy, so with musical 
or dramatic storytelling – the challenge is to find a way to think about, to 
explain, and to promote mass participation without encouraging splits, 
divisions, migrations, and anarchy on the one hand, or an incomprehensible 
cacophonous plurality of competing voices on the other, or an authoritar-
ian/elitist alternative to both. The challenge is also a negative one – how not 
to associate “more” with “worse”; mass participation with loss of quality?

Can one imagine a “bardic function” that pervades the polity, that keeps 
open the possibility of communication and meaningfulness across demo-
graphic boundaries and social hierarchies, providing leadership as to what 
“we” know and imagine, while simultaneously permitting myriad unique 
experiences to be connected to (and differentiated from) common knowl-
edge and popular entertainment? And can one imagine stories told by just 
anyone as simultaneously democratic in expression yet retaining the 
admired qualities of professionally crafted work?

Such an extended function is like language itself rather than being the 
direct product or purpose of a state or other institutional “provider.” A lan-
guage unites the unpredictable unique utterances produced by all speakers 
with the systematic coherence required for them to be heard, understood, 
and responded to by any hearer within the given language community. 
Nevertheless, language too has been subjected to institutional organization, 
official regulation, and historical evolution; and it has developed complexity 
in both form and content.

In medieval courts, language was institutionally differentiated from 
action; bards from knights, prating from prowess. Each function was sepa-
rately organized into its own “order” with its own regulations, rituals, and 
specialist schools. Bards were servants of the king (or state), from which 
position – like media barons – the successful ones achieved influence, status, 
and wealth. However, in one sense, and in the long run, they were even 
more powerful than kings. For they were the creators of a kind of cultural 
wealth that was and remains in short supply and great demand – immortal-
ity through fame. Kings and knights were not known until praised. So of 
course they all did whatever it took, in a competitive system, to make sure 
that their actions were noted and remembered (including paying for that 
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service). The “age of chivalry” was a product of those who recorded it, not 
directly of the knights whose actions were celebrated. In the long run you 
were only as brave or successful as Taliesin et al. said you were; the memory 
of your very existence depended upon story. This was the origin of both 
literature and heraldry. Bards, minstrels, and heralds performed the same 
job; that of noting exactly who was whom, what they did to deserve their 
honor, and which family or court should get the credit (College of Arms n.d.).

Kings and knights were not known until they were praised; the common 
people were not known at all. A full-scale “economy of attention” (Lanham 
2006) was in place, comprising a competitive social network market in 
which everyone’s value was determined by what everyone else in the system 
knew and said about them (Potts et al. 2008). This was a “virtualization” or 
“textualization” of what had since very ancient times been a literal and 
material practice. The Achaeans, for instance, measured honor directly, in 
booty won in battle. It was called geras. After a battle the “spoils of war” 
(captured arms, people, towns, etc.) were literally divided up among the 
winning warriors by the victorious general or king; and the bigger your pile 
the more you were honored. Conversely, a small pile was an insult, so fur-
ther conflict or defection was likely over the “distributive fairness” of the 
division of spoils (Balot 2001: 87–8).5 But of course we only know all this 
because a poet – in this case Homer – duly noted it down, recording both 
the system of geras and the amount apportioned to Achilles, Ajax, Hector, etc.; 
by which “honors” the immortality of these heroes is still measured today.

“Olympic Games of the Mind”

For humans, storytelling itself is a form of schooling in the capabilities of 
language. It teaches us how to think (plot), what to think about (narrative), 
the moral universe of choice (character), and the calculation of risk (action), 
motivated by desire for immortality (fear of death). If learning via storytell-
ing is so important, you might expect to find it institutionalized, brought 
out from the realm of tacit or informal knowledge into the scientific realm 
of explicit expertise. For even if it is the case that storytelling is, as it were, 
an evolutionary adaptation, it does not follow that natural talent will thrive 
naturally. As well as any natural propensity among individuals, its propaga-
tion requires social coordination to extend it throughout the population via 
progressive stages of tutelage to attain higher levels of complexity, and “the 
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oxygen of publicity” to make it all seem worth attempting. Thus, even 
though everyone can tell a story, storytelling needs infrastructural invest-
ment if it is to answer the needs of an increasingly adept population in a 
growth economy. If stories are teachers, how can storytelling be taught? Are 
there social institutions devoted to propagating the skill among the many, 
rather than restricting its benefits to the few?

Historically, part at least of the answer to that question was bardic. Bardic 
schools were instituted in medieval times in Wales and Ireland to systema-
tize the order of bards and to teach subjects we might now recognize as law, 
history, geography, genealogy, language, literature, music, science (e.g., nat-
ural history, magic), and religion, as well as – indeed through – the strict 
regulations appertaining to bardic poetry in terms of form and meter 
( cynghanedd, englynion, etc.).6 Such schools were far from informal, but 
they were oral and vernacular in mode, unlike ecclesiastical schools (from 
which modern schooling is descended), which were literate and Latinate. 
Bardic schools precipitated into the general population people who were 
skilled in the craft aspects of storytelling as well as knowledgeable in the 
topical issues, powers, and celebrities of the day.

One of the earliest social mechanisms used to improve bardic quality was 
the eisteddfod (literally, “sitting”). The first eisteddfod was held (it is said) in 
the court of Rhys ap Gruffudd, prince of Deheubarth in South Wales, in 
1176.7 This “grand festival” was an open, international competition, 
announced a year in advance, to find the best bard and the best minstrel. 
Competitors congregated at Lord Rhys’s residence, Cardigan Castle, and 
each was given hospitality while the two winners received “vast gifts.” These 
professional eisteddfodau continued periodically until the decline of the 
bardic order by the seventeenth century. They were revived by Iolo 
Morgannwg (Edward Williams), “a stonemason of ill-controlled genius” 
(Griffith 1950: 143), on Primrose Hill in London in 1791, as a vehicle 
for the expression of passionate amateurism and (largely fabricated) anti-
quarianism.

From 1860 the National Eisteddfod was held each summer. It continues 
today as one of the main cultural events of Wales, held entirely in Welsh, to 
determine and showcase the winners of bardic, musical, and literary com-
petitions (among others – there are sections for science and media as well). 
It is also a popular annual holiday event, attracting an average of over 
150,000 visitors each year, from a population of three million of whom 
about a fifth are Welsh speakers (Stevens and Associates 2003: 11–16). 
A cross between folk festival (e.g., Glastonbury in England; Woodford in 
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Australia), scholarly convention,8 and Pop Idol, the National Eisteddfod has 
remained a national but amateur institution of language and learning for 
many decades.

Writing of this “one-nation Olympic games of the mind,” Wyn Griffith 
asked: “Where else can you find a people eager to devote a week to crowding 
into a peripatetic festival devoted to the arts, ordinary people, working 
people, men and women of all ranks, rich and poor?” (Griffith 1950: 152). 
Despite his conviction that “there is nothing quite like it anywhere else in 
the world” (136), there are in fact quite a few things like it. Carnivalesque 
singing and poetry competitions abound, in folk, urban, and school set-
tings. Some of them are modeled on and retain the title of the eisteddfod, 
including well-established networks in Australia and South Africa.9 Some 
don’t use the Welsh word, but eisteddfodau they are; for example:

several hundred people ascended to the Waswantu Plateau in the southern 
Peruvian Andes to celebrate and compete in an annual song contest that 
marks the height of carnival festivities in the region … Competing groups 

Figure 2.2 A Prince of Wales visits Cardigan Castle, more than 800 years after the 
first eisteddfod was held there by a previous Prince of Wales. Picture courtesy of the 
Tivyside Advertiser and Cadwgan/Cardigan Castle
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regaled the assembled crowd and judges throughout the day with newly 
composed songs that ranged, in usual carnival fashion, from the bawdy to the 
biting, the raunchy to the reflective. (Ritter 2007: 177)

These events maintain a strongly local and self-made character. They are 
not swamped by global media and power; rather they are an exercise in 
rereading it. The Andean event described above attracted the attention of 
ethnomusicologist Jonathan Ritter because, “late in the day … the ‘Falcons 
of Mt. Wamaqo’ entered the ring of rocks marking the performance area 
and offered its final round entry, a song entitled ‘Osama bin Laden’. ” 
As Emma Baulch has commented, writing about the punk music scene in 
Bali: “due to the global dissemination of mass mediation, people now col-
lectively imagine existences that differ from the social realities in which they 
live. Thus the electronic media’s impact on the imagination serves not just 
as an escape but as a staging ground for action” (Baulch 2007: 110–11). 
Globally dispersed competitive performance carnivals like eisteddfodau 
(under whatever local name) are among the training camps for that staging 
ground. They have appropriated contemporary media, as well as using oral 
traditions and professional skills going back a thousand years and more. 
They are used for the present purposes of non-elite populations, brought 
together in a “great feast of amateurs of the arts” (Griffith 1950: 147); one 
in which a people self-organizes to propagate and improve its own use of its 
own language.

A connection between amateur eisteddfod and expert media remains, 
because the competitions held in schools and community centers and 
mountainsides are used by performers, parents, and professional associa-
tions alike as an apprenticeship training ground; a “beauty-pageant circuit,” 
as it were, for voices, words, and music. Out of it can certainly come world-
class talent, as demonstrated in the life and career of opera star Bryn Terfel, 
who was raised on eisteddfodau and now produces and sponsors them.10 
And of course mainstream or traditional media have developed their own 
highly coded versions of the eisteddfod, in the guise of the Idol format – 
which, it transpires, goes back to the Bardic Idol contest of Prince Rhys ap 
Gruffudd in the 1170s.

The rock eisteddfod is a hybrid form that has had success in Australia, 
and thence in Japan, New Zealand, South Africa, Germany, Dubai, and the 
UK. It is a national competitive event for schools, designed to “motivate 
young Australians to make positive and healthy lifestyle choices.”11 The idea 
is to combine music, performance, and health messages. Originally 
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 promoted by a radio station, the finals are now televised, and successful 
school teams may tour overseas. The “challenge” targets youth at risk of 
“abuse, discrimination, crime or drugs, neglect or destructive behavior.” In 
2008 the rock eisteddfod “Global Challenge” was held in Japan, where per-
formances were to be staged using a contemporary remix of traditional 
Japanese tales.12 Advice to contestants on the website included a presenta-
tion on “Creating a Theme,” which gave examples of how to find, research, 
and remix a story. The similarity between these Japanese stories and those 
to be found under Taliesin’s name in the Mabinogion is striking – and highly 
appropriate to a global eisteddfod.

“Bamboo Shoots after the Rain” – Proliferating 
Global Eisteddfodau

Here are some extracts from the Japan Rock Challenge’s “Creating a 
Theme”.

Japanese folklore themes

● mukashibanashi – tales of long ago
● ongaeshibanashi – stories of repaying kindness
● tonchibanashi – witty stories
● waraibanashi – funny stories
● yokubaribanashi – stories of greed
● namidabanashi – sad stories
● obakebanashi – ghost stories

Examples of stories

● Kintaro, the superhuman Golden Boy
● the vengeful Kiyohime, who became a dragon
● Momotaro, the oni-slaying Peach Boy
● Bancho Sarayashiki, the ghost story of Okiku and the Nine Plate
● Urashima Taro, who rescued a turtle and visited the bottom of the sea
● Yotsuya Kaidan, the ghost story of Oiwa
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● Issun-Boshi, the One-inch Boy
● Kachi Kachi Yama, a villainous raccoon-dog and heroic rabbit
● Bunbuku Chagama, a teakettle which is actually a shape-changing 

tanuki
● Hanasaka Jiisan, the old man that made the flowers bloom
● Tamamo no Mae, the wicked fox-woman
● Shira-kiri Suzume, the tongue-cut sparrow

The chosen story

Taketori Monogatari (The Tale of the Bamboo Cutter), written in the tenth 
century, is the oldest surviving Japanese work of fiction. It is often referred to 
as the “ancestor of all romances.” Theories as to the background of the story 
have never been proven, e.g., the names of five suitors are those of members 
of the Japanese court in the eighth century that the story is directed at, etc. 
Today it is known as a children’s story, Kaguya-hime (Princess Kaguya), and 
shares similarities with Sailor Moon, Cinderella, Thumbelina, Snow White, 
and even Rocket Girls anime.

Students were advised that in remixing such a story, the purpose was to 
“carry a message”:

The Japanese proverb – “Ugo no takenoko” – translates as “bamboo shoots 
after the rain”. This expression suggests that as in life, many things happen 
one-after-another, just as bamboo shoots bursting to the surface after the 
rain. And it is how we react and respond to difficult or seemingly impossible 
situations that defines who we are. This becomes the performance “chal-
lenge” … to explain in music, drama and dance this “message” to the audi-
ence: that life is … MISSION: POSSIBLE.13

Digital Literacy – from Self-made Media 
to Self-made Networks

This is where digital storytelling comes in. The unusual thing about digital 
storytelling compared with other digital products is that it is taught. It has 
about it more of the eisteddfod than the software application. It prioritizes 
the “storytelling” over the “digital” – indeed, it is pretty hard to find on 
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the Web. Instead, digital storytelling thrives among the very same commu-
nity centers, voluntary organizations, and arts activists who devote their 
time to improving the creative and performative talents of the otherwise 
untutored multitude, encouraging those with tradable talent to move into 
professional levels of the system (cultural or economic), while enabling 
those who  would otherwise only get to stand and stare to tell their own 
stories. In short, the propagation of digital storytelling is more like the 
teaching of music than the marketing of media. Digital storytelling is a 
“practice” rather than a “form”; a story circle that links tellers with other 
agents across the network. On the model of other institutions of vernacular 
teaching like the eisteddfod, it shows how entire institutional networks as 
well as individual stories can be “self-made.”

This is how the eisteddfod reconfigures the “bardic function.” The oral 
bardic function of storytelling for a culture is an evolutionary antecedent to 
a networked bardic function of storytelling by a culture. As a result, “self-
actualization” can now be an individual activity rather than a representative 
story; something we do, not something we watch. However, even individual 
talent needs development, and various vernacular institutions, including 
eisteddfodau, have arisen to service that need. People are not encountered 
as single selves even when they are telling their own story. Instead, through 
informal institutions that help the system as a whole to coordinate and rep-
licate its capabilities, individuals are encountered as connected and net-
worked interlocutors, able to speak for themselves, but only because they 
are in a context where conversation is possible with others and others are 
present to add their own voices.

This being the case, a question remains about the role of professional 
“bards.” The original bards were the highest exponents of the literacy of the 
time: they expressed the possibilities afforded by the textual system of oral 
poetry; they were the innovators, the sources of growth, in short, they were 
the semiotic wealth-creators of their day and they were royally rewarded for 
it. From that perspective, handing over the baton to the amateur audience 
may seem like a backward step, a lowering of standards, and a threat to 
income (for discussion of the problem of expertise in digital storytelling, 
see Hartley 2008b). The idea that each individual should tell his or her own 
stories may even encourage self-regarding “look-at-me” egotism among the 
“reading public.” Now, it seems, we don’t have to earn attention, esteem, or 
honor or have it bestowed by a specialist, as in the days of heralds and bards, 
because we can just say whatever we like about ourselves on Bebo. Each 
citizen becomes their own Homer, their own Taliesin, blowing their own 
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heraldic trumpet, “harping on” in bardic style, singing their own praises. 
Some “experts” regard such a prospect not as democratized expression or 
consumer productivity, but as a nightmare scenario (Keen 2007).

However, things are clearly not as simple as this. To tell their own stories 
people must be able not only to record something that happened and how 
they feel about it, but also how it might sound to an interlocutor, what there 
is about it that might attract an audience’s attention, and what it might tell 
people that they don’t already know. In other words, people must learn not 
only the basic skills of self-expression but also those of effective communica-
tion; not only to tell stories but also to attend to their hearers’ demands for 
information, education, and entertainment (as the Reithian mantra had it). In 
an open system they will also learn how to connect what they want to say 
with what others in the network are saying and want to hear. The standard of 
individual utterance and of the entire social network is cumulatively raised.

Thence the most interesting question is what digital media might be used 
for. We should wait and see, not fall for the temptation of hurling abuse at 
the latest upstart medium that poses some sort of competition to the 
entrenched professionals of the day, just as the mythical Taliesin did in his 
own diatribe against strolling minstrels. It’s an unedifying sight, serving 
only to mask the real potential of the contemporary “bardic function.” 
Instead, it would be preferable to show how the massive scaling up of story-
telling expands rather than supersedes the opportunities for professional 
storytellers and “ordinary” people alike – consumer productivity and 
trained expertise are both required if the energies of all agents in the system 
are to be harnessed.

In such a context, professional storytellers have options.

1. The Taliesin function (“I’m a bard and you’re not”). They can carry on 
doing what they do so well, and thumbing their noses at the “amateurs,” 
for as long as the “top-down” business plan allows it.

2. The Gandalf function (“I’m a bard and this is how it’s done”). Or, they 
can shift, as educators have learnt to do, from the position of “sage on 
the stage” to that of “guide on the side” or even “meddler in the middle” 
(McWilliam 2007). In other words, they can use their skills to assist the 
productivity of the storytelling system rather than seeking to dominate 
it, helping to make the intuitive skills of others explicit and goal-
directed, rather than usurping them.

3. The eisteddfod function (“We’re all bards: let’s rock!”). This third option 
beckons. It takes up the baton of the eisteddfod, proposing amateur and 

9781405180597_4_002.indd   339781405180597_4_002.indd   33 1/29/2009   11:25:45 AM1/29/2009   11:25:45 AM



34 TV Stories: From Representation to Productivity

professional as options within the same system, not as opposed 
 paradigms; thereby leading to the possibility of co-creative collaboration 
that massively extends the capability of the system.

Digital storytelling hovers intriguingly between functions 2 and 3; it is facil-
itated by professionals, sometimes incorporating professionals as co- 
creators. But as time elapses, things evolve. Based on the lesson of previous 
step changes in the growth of knowledge, it is clear that evolution is blind, 
and the opportunities afforded by adaptations cannot be known in advance, 
whether it is the opposable thumb or the digital network.

Certainly, when writing and printing were invented, no one could have 
predicted their eventual uses from the purposes of the inventors. The print-
ing press in Gutenberg’s day was based on agricultural machinery and used 
largely for religious clients. Its eventual success was not at all certain. Like 
many innovative startups, Gutenberg’s own firm went bust. How could 
anyone in the 1450s have foreseen the importance of printing and publish-
ing for the growth of the great realist textual systems of modernity –  science, 
journalism, and the novel – since none of them existed until printing made 
possible the development of a modern reading public? Similarly, who today 
can predict the cultural function of internet affordances; the outcome of 
the democratization of publishing; and the population-wide extension of 
semiotic productivity? Here is where creative professionals might focus 
their attention; by seeing the bardic function as socially distributed and 
evolutionary, while seeking to maximize its current potential for self-
expression, social networking, and knowledge creation. What can the system 
make possible now that it has been invented?

We don’t yet know the answer to that question. It’s an emergent system. 
In the meantime, it is sufficient perhaps to focus on what individuals have 
to say, especially by adding to the social conversation as many as possible of 
the voices belonging to the “common man and woman” who have histori-
cally left so little trace on explicit knowledge or elaborated language. This is 
what digital storytelling allows for. It shows how literacy belongs to the 
system, not to individuals, that the system requires both individual agents 
and organizing institutions, and that professionalism, innovation, novelty, 
creativity, and knowledge are, in principle, universally distributed among 
agents who can navigate their own way to their own objectives, creating 
knowledge as they go; and “performing the self,” not only in the context of 
power but also of possibility. It remains true now as it was in Walt Whitman’s 
day, that “to have great poets, there must be great audiences too.” Digital 
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storytelling is one way to get more of both. How that works in practice – 
and it’s a work in progress – is the subject of succeeding chapters of Story 
Circle.

Notes

1 David William Nash was an early debunker of the mystic (druidic and shaman-
istic) claims of Celtic revivalism, such as those associated with Iolo Morgannwg, 
which are, however, still popular in new-age circles (Matthews 2002). Instead, 
Nash argued for historical and contextual analysis, and for accurate translation 
(Nash 1858). His work founds the argument I am seeking to advance here, that 
bards were a regulated part of medieval society, with an institutionalized cul-
tural function that – allowing for technological change – persists. See also Ford 
(1992) and Guest (1849).

2 “Taliesin” remains a viable brand name to this day. It is the name of – among 
other things – a prominent Welsh journal, an arts centre in Swansea, and vari-
ous private companies, not to mention its second life in architecture as the 
name of Frank Lloyd Wright’s former home. In the way of these things, “bardic 
function” is also becoming a brand, emancipated from its origins, as for instance 
in a blog called “the bardic function” (eekbeat.blogspot.com/).

3 See Nash (1858: 33, 179) and Morris (1889: 12–13); also www.llgc.org.uk/
?id=lawsofhyweldda

4 A good example being Brian Helgeland’s 2001 movie A Knight’s Tale (starring 
Heath Ledger), whose character “Chaucer” (Paul Bettany) imaginatively re- 
creates the “bardic function” with poetic verve, if not historical accuracy.

5 “In Homer, the term geras means a ‘prize of honor, an honorific portion’ … 
Solon’s use of the term geras shows that he … conceives of this due recognition 
as a part of the distributive fairness that he tries to institute in settling Athenian 
strife” (Balot 2001: 87–8).

6 See cy.wikipedia.org/wiki/Categori:Barddoniaeth_Gymraeg
7 A contemporary account (accessible at llandeilo.org/rhys_ap_gruffudd.php) 

describes the first recorded eisteddfod, showing its characteristic elements of 
open competition, “public” or “state” sponsorship, and the mixture of musical 
and verbal arts, thus:

1176 – And the Lord Rhys [ap Gruffudd] held a grand festival at the castle 
of Aberteifi [i.e., Cardigan Castle] wherein he appointed two sorts of con-
tention; one between the bards and poets, and the other between the 
harpers, fiddlers, pipers and various performers of instrumental music; 
and he assigned two chairs for the victors in the contentions; and these he 
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enriched with vast gifts. A young man of his own court, son of Cibon the 
fiddler, obtained the victory in instrumental song; and the men of 
Gwynedd obtained the victory in vocal song [i.e., bardic poetry]; and all 
the other minstrels obtained from the Lord Rhys as much as they asked 
for, so that there was no one excluded. And that festival was proclaimed a 
year before it was held, throughout Wales and England and Prydyn and 
Ireland and many other countries. (From the entry for 1176 in Brut y 
Tywysgogion [The Chronicle of the Princes], published in 1860 by the Lords 
Commissioners of Her Majesty’s Treasury under the direction of the 
Master of the Rolls, reproduced in Allday 1981: Appendix IV, this 
 quotation: 174)

 8 Griffith (1950: 141) writes of pre-modern eisteddfodau: “The meetings of the 
bards … were not held for the purposes of entertaining an audience, nor for 
the production of literature: they were sessions of professionals for the study 
of the rules of Welsh prosody, and to let performance establish the headship of 
the profession and the degrees of qualifications.”

 9 For South Africa see www.sowetan.co.za/article.aspx?id=466044 (South 
African School Choral Eisteddfod). For Australia see, e.g., www.eisteddfod.org.
au/aesa/history.html (Association of Eisteddfod Societies of Australia), www.
queenslandeisteddfod.org.au/content/view/3/1/ (Eisteddfod Society of 
Queensland), and www.nationaleisteddfod.org.au/ (Australian National 
Eisteddfod). Among the main Welsh eisteddfodau, apart from the thousands 
in schools and community centres, are the National (www.eisteddfod.org.uk/
english/), Urdd Gobaith Cymru/Welsh League of Youth (www.urdd.org/
eisteddfod/?lng=en), and the International Musical Eisteddfod at Llangollen 
(www.international-eisteddfod.co.uk/).

10 For Bryn Terfel’s biography see www.musicianguide.com/biographies/
1608002839/Bryn-Terfel.html

11 See www.rockchallenge.com.au/modules.php?op=modload&name=PagEd&
file=index&topictoview=1

12 See www.rockchallenge.jp/
13 See www.globalrockchallenge.com/jp/modules/PagEd/media/creatingatheme_eng.

pdf 
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Digital storytelling is a community media practice in a global mediasphere 
(Howley 2005, Hartley 1996). Referring specifically to the co-creative, 
workshop-based practice upon which this volume is focused, digital story-
telling is widely used across North America, Europe, and Australasia, but is 
significantly less visible in Africa, Asia, and South America. It is most popu-
lar in the Western industrialized world, which is perhaps unsurprising given 
the West’s dominance over key mass-market technologies, from home com-
puting processors to platform software (Lundby, this volume, Xiudian 
2007). Thus, despite its intercontinental diffusion, there are clear patterns 
in the global application of this form of digital storytelling.

This chapter provides an overview of those trends by charting the online 
presence of digital storytelling, based on a survey of 300 programs operat-
ing around the world. At the time of writing, these were the programs with 
a prominent online presence, whether in the form of a dedicated web page 
or site or simply being reported on another web page or site. Throughout 
the survey, digital storytelling programs are categorized, in a loosely framed 
quantitative analysis, according to program, host, host type (educational 
institution, community center, or organization, cultural institution, or 
“other,” on which I elaborate later), location, and the year the program 
began (where the year was unclear, the year has been approximated and a 
question mark added to the record).

The larger survey from which these data are drawn includes additional 
details about the kind of participant targeted, the stated or implied purpose 
of the  program, whether the program is fixed or mobile (i.e., located in a 
fixed  position or able to travel), the sector of the program (public or pri-
vate), and the source url. The survey included in this chapter was shortened 

3

The Global Diffusion of a 
Community Media Practice 

Digital Storytelling Online

Kelly McWilliam
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38 Digital Storytelling Online

for the express purpose of increased readability and is intended to provide 
a “bigger picture” of the overarching trends in global, organization-based 
digital story telling practice. It represents the first research to offer such an 
evidence-based trend analysis of the practice, focusing specifically on digital 
storytelling programs

1. that have a prominent online presence;
2. which center around digital storytelling workshops; and
3. whose online presence, whether implicitly or explicitly, suggests an 

ongoing, rather than a one-off organizational commitment to running 
those workshops.

In cases where it was unclear whether there is an ongoing commitment to 
digital storytelling or where including a one-off example was instructive, 
I have included the program in the survey that follows.

Digital Storytelling and Co-creative Caveats

In focusing on digital storytelling programs with an online presence, this 
chapter is neither exhaustive nor a survey of the countless web pages of 
digital storytelling “resources,” “how-to manuals,” “teaching guides,” or 
“useful links.” As a result, by no means all digital storytelling practice 
attempted around the world is captured here. There are at least two reasons 
for this, both worth thinking about in relation to the current distribution of 
the form. The first reason is about absence and creative privacy and the 
second about digital abundance and creative publicity.

First, then, a significant proportion of digital storytelling never reaches the 
Internet. The Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS), to take a major example, 
has produced hundreds, perhaps thousands, of digital stories in over fifteen 
years of operation, but exhibits fewer than ten of those on its website.1 In 
other words, there is a comparative absence of digital storytelling programs 
represented online, in terms of all the digital storytelling programs in exist-
ence (or in planning) around the world. This is not necessarily surprising. 
Aside from limitations on time and server space, which make exhibiting 
every digital story ever made a challenging task, to say the least, there are also 
issues of privacy. Because digital storytelling often emphasizes personal 
expression and story sharing, many digital  stories are personal, inexpert, 
 privately expressive, and produced for  personal consumption, rather than 
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public exhibition. In a survey of digital storytelling programs with an online 
presence, programs producing private stories unsuitable or unintended for 
online distribution will obviously not play a part; quite simply, despite being 
in the age of YouTube, not all  self-made media are for exhibition.

Second, in focusing on specific digital storytelling programs, individual 
digital stories that are available on file-sharing websites like YouTube, pre-
sented outside of their programmatic context, remain an “unsurveyed” 
presence.2 In conducting this survey, my interest has been in charting the 
development and diffusion of one particular media practice, rather than on 
the innumerable forms that “digital stories,” however understood, may take, 
or on their potential sites of distribution and exhibition. Nevertheless, what 
the existence of sites like YouTube does point to is the enormous profusion 
of individual creativity publicity, for which digital storytelling is a modest, 
but increasingly popular, format.

Digital Storytelling around the World: An Online Survey

Most of the 300 digital storytelling programs surveyed began operating in 
the early 2000s (274), or almost a decade after its emergence in California, 
highlighting a recent surge in popularity. Moreover, almost all occur in the 
public (261), rather than the private sector. The latter in particular demon-
strates that despite the burgeoning popularity of digital storytelling across 
the public and private sectors, and a handful of influential early forays into 
commercial consultancies – most notably, Dana Atchley’s work in the late 
1990s with multinationals like Coca-Cola – it is still overwhelmingly a 
public practice.3 In fact, digital storytelling programs are run in or for a 
comparatively small range of (mostly public) hosts, comprising educational 
institutions (123), community centers or organizations (71), cultural insti-
tutions (51), and “government, business and religious” hosts (55), including 
public broadcasters, companies and/or consultancies, health organizations, 
and a church. I discuss and present the survey in smaller groupings, catego-
rized according to organizational siting, location, and popularity.

Educational institutions

Of the 300 digital storytelling programs surveyed, more than one-third, 
or 123, were hosted by educational institutions and often presented by 
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 Kelly McWilliam 45

teachers or other institution-based trainers (rather than consultant 
 facilitators), showing the form’s increasing “embeddedness” in the sector. 
Of the total 123 digital storytelling programs based in educational institu-
tions, 55 were located in K-12 schools, including associated after-school 
and/or vacation-care settings (the vast majority, 41, of which were located 
in North America); 42 in universities; and 26 in colleges or institutes. In all 
of these education-based subcategories, all of which were located in the 
public sector, most programs targeted student participants (63), including 
a handful targeting both student and teacher participants. Indeed, even in 
university settings, many programs were embedded in student teacher 
training, highlighting the immense popularity of educational applications 
of digital storytelling, a trend reflected in the comparative explosion of 
scholarly attention around educative applications (see, e.g., Banaszewski 
2002, Hull 2003, Davis 2005). Similarly, many of the programs were either 
part of larger courses (i.e., part of media design or education courses, as in 
universities, colleges, and institutes) or years of study (as in schools). In 
other words, few digital storytelling programs were presented as standalone 
workshops in formal educational contexts (unlike in community contexts, 
where, as I discuss later, this was the norm), perhaps reflecting the familiar 
institutional constraints of curriculum, “limited class time and limited 
access to technology” in formal schooling (Bull and Kajder 2004: 49).

In schools, digital storytelling is primarily used to increase student 
 engagement and to improve student print and media literacies, although 
there are necessary differences in the application of these learning goals 
depending on the ages and abilities of the students. In younger grades, the 
emphasis tends to be on personal reflection in shorter digital stories, rather 
than on technical skills or complicated composition. For example, at Pepper 
Drive School in El Cajon, California, third-graders reflect on a YMCA swim-
ming lesson in individual digital stories comprising photographs and a 
20-second voice-over, focusing on their favorite experience at the pool and 
overall enjoyment of the lesson.4 In middle grades, the emphasis tends to 
shift to digital storytelling for improved composition and narrative con-
struction, as well as on basic media production skills, for example, sixth-
grade media studies students at Bryngwyn School in South Wales, who 
create digital stories not only to build media production skills, but also to try 
to articulate and narrate their experience at the school to assist them with as 
positive and seamless a transition to the seventh grade as possible.5 In older 
grades, the emphasis typically shifts to more advanced print and media 
 literacies and to wider community applications of school digital  storytelling. 
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46 Digital Storytelling Online

The Niles Township High School in Illinois in the USA, for instance, ran 
digital storytelling workshops not just for teachers and high school students, 
but also for senior citizens in their community. While  students developed 
narrative and media production skills in class, they then shared responsibility 
with their teachers for running public workshops for local seniors as a means 
of distributing technological knowledge within the community and engaging 
with their community in meaningful interpersonal ways.6

However, even with age-appropriate differences among digital storytelling 
applications in K-12 schools, which might be seen to incrementally develop 
students’ proficiencies toward teaching, there was a relatively consistent 
dual emphasis in middle and older grades on narrative and technology. The 
only exception here is with younger grades, where teachers often placed an 
increased emphasis on narrative over technological skill building. This is 
consistent with a broader trend in K-12 literacy education, where traditionally 
conceived core skills like reading and writing are privileged over technology-
based skills (see Banaszewski 2002, Bull & Kajder 2004). At the same time, 
the emphasis on narrative over technology is also consistent with the ori-
gins of digital storytelling, where the practice itself  developed through, but 
not because of, concurrent technological developments (see Lambert 2006).

In universities there was a slight but unsurprising shift in the  institutional 
framing of digital storytelling (see Table 3.2).

While all digital storytelling programs sited in universities, colleges, and 
institutes are based in the public sector, there are two main trends in university-
specific applications of the practice: first, digital storytelling is popular 
within teacher training programs in educational faculties, which is consist-
ent with the considerable prominence of educational (and particularly 
K-12) applications of the practice, particularly in North America; second, 
digital storytelling is also prominent in media production courses, such as 
in multimedia and design courses, and this trend was more evenly dispersed 
around the world. In fact, these trends in digital storytelling in universities 
also held true for colleges and institutes (see Table 3.3).

Most of the colleges and institutes surveyed (18 out of 26) are vocational 
education providers, meaning they are providers of education which is 
occupation-specific and practice-led but which does not usually include a 
major component on general or theoretical education (see Grollmann and 
Rauner 2007). In those colleges and institutions, the only key difference 
from university applications of digital storytelling is an increased emphasis 
on production and expression, rather than contextual or theoretical 
 learning, with many sited in arts and/or design courses. In Canada, Toronto 
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School of Art’s description of its “414: Digital Storytelling” course, for 
example, is typical: according to the School’s website, it teaches students to 
use “photographs, video, text, music, voice-over, animation, and any other 
available materials” for “personal and visual storytelling.” Similarly, in the 
USA, Phoenix College in Arizona offers “ART150: Digital Storytelling,” a 
course designed to enable “students to find and develop their personal 
 stories” through “the use of digital technology to create, edit, produce and 
archive a digital story.”7 Both emphasize practical skill-building in multi-
media production and personal and/or creative expression over any larger 
engagement with theory and, as such, are more akin to digital storytelling 
applications in K-12 schooling, particularly the elementary and middle 
grades, than in universities.

In almost all of the education-based digital storytelling programs 
 surveyed, there was an articulation of digital storytelling as an important 
pedagogical tool, a trend that, as I discuss later, has also begun to dominate 
digital storytelling programs in the private sector.

Community

There were 71 community organizations – organizations that “intend to 
meet local needs,” but do not “aim to make a profit for private or corporate 
gain” (Lewis 2006: 15) – surveyed with potentially ongoing digital story-
telling programs, and many more holding numerous one-off workshops. 
That total makes community organizations, including community arts 
and/or media centers, the second most popular site of digital storytelling 
programs around the world, second only to the West’s enthusiastic embrace 
of digital storytelling in education. This is consistent with the community 
theater backgrounds and motivations of the practice’s founders (on which 
see Lambert 2006). Unlike educational hosts, however, most digital story-
telling programs in community organizations are standalone programs, 
rather than programs embedded in larger courses.

Of the 71 community digital storytelling programs surveyed, three of the 
most common themes used to frame community digital storytelling are:

● historical: collecting public histories of community and/or place (20);
● aspirational: empowering storytellers, especially marginalized story-

tellers (42);
● recuperative: helping storytellers overcome adversity (4).
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60 Digital Storytelling Online

Historical digital storytelling frames the practice as part of a broader 
 collection of public history – usually of a particular community, place, or 
group of community members – offering a “powerfully emotive by-product 
of oral history” that can “offer an insight [in]to our collective social history” 
(Klaebe 2006a: 10). For instance, Tuggeranong Community Arts’ “First 
Person” project, located in the Australian Capital Territory, facilitated, pro-
duced, and collected the digital stories of elderly Hungarian-born locals 
who had migrated to the area. The purpose of the project was to contribute 
to a public history of the city by putting a “spotlight on the Hungarian con-
tribution to Canberra’s rich cultural legacy.”8 Slightly differently, Canada’s 
Centre for Independent Living in Toronto offers the “Envisioning New 
Meanings of Disability and Difference” program. This contributes to public 
history, but aims to do so critically. Specifically, it encourages its partici-
pants to approach their own stories as a challenge to existing representa-
tions of people with a disability or other physical difference.9

One of the best known historical digital storytelling programs is “Stories 
of Service,” which began in 1998 and is run by the Digital Clubhouse 
Network. The Digital Clubhouse is a major USA digital storytelling umbrella 
organization that has produced hundreds of digital stories, contributing more 
than three hundred of them to the National Museum of American History 
(permanently contributing to American public histories). “Stories of 
Service” is their most prominent program, as well as one of their longest 
running; specifically, the program collects the stories of “men and women 
who have served” the USA “and our communities” through military service.10 
The program is probably the most internationally prominent historical 
 digital storytelling program currently operating in the USA, at least since 
selections of its stories began to be broadcast by the History Channel in 2005, 
including a special international broadcast to celebrate US Veterans Day.

Aspirational programs articulate digital storytelling as an empowering 
experience that can qualitatively change the lives of its storytellers, often 
focusing on marginalized community members (see Klaebe 2006a: 9–10). 
Like traditional community development projects, aspirational programs 
seek to “improve” the “social and economic circumstances” of its participants 
through their participation in, in this case, digital storytelling programs 
(Midgley et al. 1986: 17). Consider, for example, the “Outta Your Backpack” 
program run by Indigenous Action Media in Flagstaff, Arizona. This seeks to 
empower indigenous youth through access to media production, improving 
not only the lives of its participants but also the unequal access to and repre-
sentation of indigenous people in mainstream media. Similarly, Queensland 
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 Kelly McWilliam 61

University of Technology’s “Finding a Voice” project, led by Jo Tacchi 
(and discussed in her chapter 11 in this volume), aims to “empower poor 
people to communicate their ‘voices’ within marginalized communities” 
through media access and training, including in digital  storytelling.11

Indeed, while it is not the case with the examples I have cited, aspira-
tional programs are much more likely than recuperative programs, and 
slightly more likely than historical programs, to link “empowerment” 
through media access and training with the idea of “bridging” the “digital 
divide.” And aspirational programs are a likely bedfellow with issues of 
media access, given Lisa Servon’s argument that the digital divide is ulti-
mately a “symptom of a larger and more complex problem – the problem 
of persistent poverty and inequality” (Servon 2002: 2; see also Mehra, 
Merkel, and Bishop 2004).

Recuperative digital storytelling is an emerging subset of community 
 digital storytelling programs. Typically, recuperative programs are an 
 extension of aspirational programs, but with a primary focus on digital 
 storytelling as a healing, even therapeutic process, which is usually 
approached through personal reflection and story sharing in a safe space. 
Philip Neilsen argues that digital storytelling, like life writing, is “well-
established as a therapeutic and healing tool, especially for those in distress – 
parents of a dying child, children coming to terms with divorce and so on” 
(2005: 2). One of the most compelling programs of recuperative digital 
 storytelling is the Israeli “Kids for Kids,” which uses digital storytelling as 
“narrative therapy” to “provide a platform” for youth “traumatized” by war 
“to find their voice.”12 Probably the longest-running recuperative program, 
however, is “Silence Speaks,” which uses digital storytelling “in support of 
healing and violence prevention.”13 Originally set up by Amy Hill of the 
CDS in 2000, “Silence Speaks” aims to provide “survivors, witnesses, and 
prevention advocates” with the access and training to “create original multi-
media pieces of courage and healing.”14

Consistent across all historical, aspirational, and recuperative programs 
is a central ideological commitment, typical of community media, to “free 
expression,” “enhancing community relations and promoting community 
solidarity” (Howley 2005: 2). Indeed, as a community media practice, dig-
ital storytelling is “rooted fundamentally in the notion of democratized 
 culture that was the hallmark of the folk music, re-claimed folk culture, and 
cultural activist traditions of the 1960’s” (Lambert 2006: 2). As such, its 
prevalence in community settings is part of a straightforward trajectory 
from its community-based origins.
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62 Digital Storytelling Online

Cultural institutions and government, business, and religious hosts

“Community co-creation programs,” like digital storytelling, are also 
“increasingly used by cultural institutions” to increase both audience size 
and engagement (Watkins and Russo 2005c: 2). To be precise, approxi-
mately one-sixth of the digital storytelling programs surveyed (51 of 300) 
were hosted in or by cultural institutions, meaning publicly funded institu-
tions dedicated to the preservation, production, and/or distribution of 
 cultural artifacts. Cultural institutions are, in short, the “custodians of cul-
tural content” (Russo et al. 2006: 1). Of the 51 digital storytelling programs 
based in cultural institutions, 40 were hosted in or with libraries, 6 with 
media centers and/or film boards, and 5 with museums.

Almost all of these programs, as is to be expected of public institutions, 
are publicly available to local residents (42 of 51). Of those that are not 
available to the public, the programs targeted, in the main, cultural institu-
tion staff, as in the Marcus Digital Education Project for Texas Museums, 
which aims to teach the staff of Texas art museums how to “tell media-rich 
stories about the museums’ collections and exhibitions.”15 Hence, those that 
did not target the public as participants were usually targeting a public ben-
efit, such as improved public service. Perhaps unsurprisingly, most (36) 
programs located in cultural institutions are framed as historical digital story-
telling programs, or about collecting digital stories as part of the public 
history of a community and/or place, like the historical programs hosted by 
community organizations. For example, six Californian public libraries – in 
Benicia, Covina, Hayward, Orange County, Sacramento, and south San 
Francisco – participated in the “California of the Past” digital storytelling 
umbrella program in 2007.16 Each library ran workshops for local residents 
to collect digital stories that collectively contributed to a public history of 
the state, through the memories of its residents. Similarly, the Norwegian 
Digitalbridge’s “Urban Echoes” program ran a workshop in Malmö for 
local residents, so as to collect a public history of the city.17

Historical programs are also the most popular program among public 
broadcasters, which fall into the final category of “host” in this survey: gov-
ernment, business, and religious hosts. Government, business, and religious 
hosts, including those funded by government or business, of which there are 
55 in all, comprise companies or consultancies (27), public broadcasters (15), 
governments or government departments (10), health organizations (2), 
and a church (1). While companies or consultancies are the largest  category 
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of government, business, and religious hosts of digital storytelling pro-
grams, it is comparatively insignificant within the larger context of the 
survey of 300 programs. Indeed, despite Dana Atchley’s early pioneering 
consultancy work in the 1990s with a number of multinationals, the major-
ity of the surveyed companies only began their programs in the early 2000s, 
showing the relatively slow international takeup of commercial applica-
tions of digital storytelling. Moreover, most of those applications are still 
directed at educational or community participants, continuing to empha-
size digital storytelling’s overwhelming popularity in those select areas of 
the public sector. For example, Duckworth Design, a company that special-
izes in providing professional development, training programs, and online 
branding and is based in Colorado, USA, runs a program called “Tell Your 
Story – Technical Training in a Narrative Context,” which draws on the 
expertise of the CDS to run digital storytelling workshops. The program is 
one course among a suite of courses targeting teachers interested in profes-
sional development, highlighting the ever-increasing educative applications 
of digital storytelling, across both the public and private sectors.18

Even so, when programs are run by either public broadcasters (of which 
there were 15 examples) and governments or government departments 
(of which there were 10), the focus tends to be consistent with community-
based applications, but particularly historical digital storytelling. This is the 
case with both the “Sharing Stories” program run at Australia’s Kelvin Grove 
Urban Village and the BBC’s various programs, but most notably its 
“Capture Wales” program (both of these programs are discussed at length 
in this volume: see Chapter 10 on the former, and Chapter 5 on the latter). 
This makes historical digital storytelling the overwhelmingly most popular 
focus of digital storytelling programs around the globe. However, what is 
perhaps most interesting about trends among “cultural institutions” and 
“government, business, and religious hosts” of digital storytelling programs 
is the West’s complete dominance. No non-Western sites were surveyed in 
either of these categories of host, signaling not only the different levels of 
cultural “embeddedness” and institutional acceptance of the practice, but 
perhaps also offering a clue that entrepreneurial innovation originates in 
the public sector – where digital storytelling has now been growing in pop-
ularity in the West for more than a decade and a half – before being devel-
oped in the private sector. In a comparison of Canadian public- and 
private-sector innovation, for instance, Louise Earl found that public-sector 
organizations introduced substantially more change than their private 
counterparts, while scholars like Tom Ling have noted that the private 

9781405180597_4_003.indd   699781405180597_4_003.indd   69 1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM



Ta
b

le
 3

.6
 

Su
rv

ey
 o

f 
D

ST
 o

n
lin

e:
 g

ov
er

n
m

en
t, 

bu
si

n
es

s,
 a

n
d 

re
lig

io
u

s 
h

os
ts

T
it

le
H

os
t

C
on

ti
ne

nt
C

ou
nt

ry
St

at
e/

R
eg

io
n

C
it

y
Ye

ar
 b

eg
an

Te
lli

n
g 

L
iv

es
B

B
C

E
u

ro
pe

E
n

gl
an

d
V

ar
io

u
s

20
07

?
M

u
n

do
/D

ig
it

al
es

 
(E

u
ro

pe
)

Y
L

E
/D

ig
i-

Ta
le

s 
(E

u
ro

pe
)

E
u

ro
pe

Fi
n

la
n

d
H

el
si

n
ki

20
04

?

R
u

m
 fö

r 
B

er
ät

ta
n

de
 (

Sp
ac

e 
fo

r 
St

or
yt

el
lin

g)

U
R

E
u

ro
pe

Sw
ed

en
K

u
n

dt
jä

n
st

20
06

D
ST

 W
or

ks
h

op
B

B
C

 N
or

th
er

n
 I

re
la

n
d

E
u

ro
pe

N
or

th
er

n
 I

re
la

n
d,

 
U

K
V

ar
io

u
s,

 N
or

th
er

n
 

Ir
el

an
d

20
05

H
ig

h
la

n
d 

L
iv

es
B

B
C

 S
co

tl
an

d
E

u
ro

pe
Sc

ot
la

n
d,

 U
K

V
ar

io
u

s,
 

H
ig

h
la

n
ds

20
07

C
ap

tu
re

 W
al

es
B

B
C

 W
al

es
E

u
ro

pe
W

al
es

, U
K

V
ar

io
u

s
20

08
B

re
ak

in
g 

B
ar

ri
er

s
B

B
C

 W
al

es
E

u
ro

pe
W

al
es

, U
K

V
ar

io
u

s
20

07
?

C
ol

eg
 S

ir
 G

âr
B

B
C

 W
al

es
E

u
ro

pe
W

al
es

, U
K

V
ar

io
u

s
20

08
D

im
en

si
on

 1
0

B
B

C
 W

al
es

E
u

ro
pe

W
al

es
, U

K
V

ar
io

u
s

20
07

R
h

on
dd

a 
L

iv
es

!
B

B
C

 W
al

es
E

u
ro

pe
W

al
es

, U
K

V
ar

io
u

s
20

07
Sa

ra
h’

s 
St

or
ie

s
B

B
C

 W
al

es
E

u
ro

pe
W

al
es

, U
K

V
ar

io
u

s
20

05
?

Sc
h

oo
l S

h
oe

bo
x 

St
or

ie
s

B
B

C
 W

al
es

E
u

ro
pe

W
al

es
, U

K
V

ar
io

u
s

20
08

Sh
oe

bo
x 

St
or

ie
s

B
B

C
 W

al
es

E
u

ro
pe

W
al

es
, U

K
V

ar
io

u
s

20
07

B
as

ic
 D

ST
 

W
or

ks
h

op
K

Q
E

D
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a
U

SA
C

al
if

or
n

ia
Sa

n
 F

ra
n

ci
sc

o
20

07

Tr
ai

n
 t

h
e 

Tr
ai

n
er

s
K

Q
E

D
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a
U

SA
C

al
if

or
n

ia
Sa

n
 F

ra
n

ci
sc

o
20

05

9781405180597_4_003.indd   709781405180597_4_003.indd   70 1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM



T
h

e 
H

er
o 

W
it

h
in

ta
lls

to
re

ez
 p

ro
du

ct
io

n
z

A
u

st
ra

la
si

a
A

u
st

ra
lia

So
u

th
 A

u
st

ra
lia

A
de

la
id

e
20

05
D

ig
it

al
e 

fo
r 

Te
lli

n
ge

r
Fl

im
m

er
 F

ilm
E

u
ro

pe
N

or
w

ay
V

ar
io

u
s

20
07

?

D
ST

D
ar

yl
l B

el
lin

gh
am

A
u

st
ra

la
si

a
A

u
st

ra
lia

Q
u

ee
n

sl
an

d
B

ri
sb

an
e

20
04

?
M

ob
il 

W
or

ks
h

op
 

fo
r 

D
ST

So
n

ja
 W

es
se

l
E

u
ro

pe
G

er
m

an
y

M
u

n
ic

h
20

06

D
ST

In
gr

id
 W

ei
di

g/
R

en
at

e 
Sc

h
ü

tz
E

u
ro

pe
G

er
m

an
y

E
ss

en
20

05

C
K

V
 P

ro
je

ct
 D

ST
Ju

di
th

 B
ac

h
E

u
ro

pe
N

et
h

er
la

n
ds

20
07

A
di

sa
 S

to
ri

es
P

ro
je

ct
 A

di
sa

/D
an

i 
La

n
da

u
 D

ST
E

u
ro

pe
E

n
gl

an
d,

 U
K

A
vo

n
B

ri
st

ol
20

08

K
n

ow
le

 W
es

t 
St

or
ie

s
K

n
ow

le
 W

es
t 

M
ed

ia
 

C
en

tr
e/

D
an

i L
an

da
u

 
D

ST

E
u

ro
pe

E
n

gl
an

d,
 U

K
A

vo
n

B
ri

st
ol

20
07

?

P
ilg

ri
m

 P
ro

je
ct

s 
an

d 
Pa

ti
en

t V
oi

ce
s

P
ilg

ri
m

 P
ro

je
ct

s
E

u
ro

pe
E

n
gl

an
d,

 U
K

C
am

br
id

ge
sh

ir
e

L
an

db
ea

ch
20

08

D
u

rh
am

 D
ig

it
al

 
St

or
ie

s
D

ig
is

to
ri

es
/B

B
C

 T
ee

s
E

u
ro

pe
E

n
gl

an
d,

 U
K

Yo
rk

sh
ir

e
Yo

rk
20

07

u
To

o 
M

al
ta

u
To

o 
yo

u
n

g 
pa

re
n

ts
 

gr
ou

p/
D

an
i L

an
da

u
 

D
ST

E
u

ro
pe

E
n

gl
an

d,
 U

K
W

ilt
sh

ir
e

Sw
in

do
n

20
07

O
u

r 
C

om
m

u
n

it
y

Te
yf

an
t 

C
om

m
u

n
it

y 
P

ri
m

ar
y 

Sc
h

oo
l/

D
an

i 
La

n
da

u
 D

ST

E
u

ro
pe

E
n

gl
an

d,
 U

K
A

vo
n

B
ri

st
ol

20
05

?

D
ST

N
oi

sy
br

ai
n

 P
ro

du
ct

io
n

s
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a
U

SA
M

as
sa

ch
u

se
tt

s
W

al
th

am
20

08
D

ST
 W

or
ks

h
op

s
C

re
at

iv
e 

N
ar

ra
ti

on
s

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

W
as

h
in

gt
on

Se
at

tl
e

20
07 (c

on
t’d

)

9781405180597_4_003.indd   719781405180597_4_003.indd   71 1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM



Ta
b

le
 3

.6
 

(c
on

t’d
)

T
it

le
H

os
t

C
on

ti
ne

nt
C

ou
nt

ry
St

at
e/

R
eg

io
n

C
it

y
Ye

ar
 b

eg
an

D
ST

W
ill

 B
oy

d 
M

ed
ia

 
So

lu
ti

on
s

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

G
eo

rg
ia

M
ac

on
20

07

D
ST

 P
ro

gr
am

Lo
ca

l P
ro

du
ct

io
n

s
A

u
st

ra
la

si
a

A
u

st
ra

lia
V

ic
to

ri
a

M
el

bo
u

rn
e

20
05

D
ST

C
al

ga
ry

 R
eg

io
n

al
 

C
on

so
rt

iu
m

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

C
an

ad
a

A
lb

er
ta

C
al

ga
ry

20
05

D
ig

it
al

 P
ic

tu
re

s 
Sp

ea
k

L
E

A
R

N
: L

ea
di

n
g 

E
n

gl
is

h
 E

du
ca

ti
on

 a
n

d 
R

es
ou

rc
e 

N
et

w
or

k

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

C
an

ad
a

Q
u

éb
ec

La
va

l
20

07
?

Te
ch

n
ic

al
 T

ra
in

in
g 

in
 a

 N
ar

ra
ti

ve
 

C
on

te
xt

D
u

ck
w

or
th

 D
es

ig
n

 a
n

d 
C

D
S

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

C
ol

or
ad

o
A

u
ro

ra
20

04
?

D
av

is
 D

ST
 

W
or

ks
h

op
D

av
is

 P
u

bl
ic

at
io

n
s,

D
ig

ic
at

io
n

.c
om

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

M
as

sa
ch

u
se

tt
s

W
or

ce
st

er
20

06

D
ST

 W
or

ks
h

op
s

D
r. 

H
el

en
 B

ar
re

tt
 –

 e
le

c-
tr

on
ic

 p
or

tf
ol

io
s.

or
g

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

M
ob

ile
M

ob
ile

20
05

D
ST

 W
or

ks
h

op
s

D
an

a 
A

tc
h

le
y 

P
ro

du
ct

io
n

s
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a
U

SA
C

al
if

or
n

ia
Sa

n
 F

ra
n

ci
sc

o
19

99
?

D
ST

M
id

w
es

te
rn

 I
U

 I
V

 
Le

ar
n

in
g 

C
en

tr
e 

“G
lo

ba
l 

C
la

ss
ro

om
”

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

V
er

m
on

t
B

u
rl

in
gt

on
20

07

Ev
er

yo
n

e 
H

as
 a

 
St

or
y 

to
 T

el
l

In
n

ov
at

iv
e 

Te
ac

h
in

g 
C

on
ce

pt
s

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

20
08

9781405180597_4_003.indd   729781405180597_4_003.indd   72 1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM



D
av

id
 D

ST
 

W
or

ks
h

op
D

ig
ic

at
io

n
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a
U

SA
20

07
?

D
ig

iT
al

es
 S

T
 

C
am

p
D

ig
iT

al
es

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

C
ol

or
ad

o
D

en
ve

r
20

08

D
ST

 B
oo

tc
am

p
M

as
s 

Im
pa

ct
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a
U

SA
M

as
sa

ch
u

se
tt

s
B

os
to

n
20

07
D

ST
H

am
ps

h
ir

e 
C

it
y 

C
ou

n
ci

l
E

u
ro

pe
E

n
gl

an
d,

 U
K

H
am

ps
h

ir
e

V
ar

io
u

s,
 

H
am

ps
h

ir
e

20
07

D
ST

C
ou

n
tr

y 
A

re
as

 P
ro

gr
am

 
P

ro
fe

ss
io

n
al

 L
ea

rn
in

g
A

u
st

ra
la

si
a

A
u

st
ra

lia
N

ew
 S

ou
th

 W
al

es
V

ar
io

u
s

20
05

?

In
tr

o 
to

 D
ST

G
ov

rn
m

n
t 

of
 S

ou
th

 
A

u
st

ra
lia

, D
ep

ar
tm

en
t 

of
 E

du
ca

ti
on

 a
n

d 
C

h
ild

re
n’

s 
Se

rv
ic

es

A
u

st
ra

la
si

a
A

u
st

ra
lia

So
u

th
 A

u
st

ra
lia

A
de

la
id

e
20

08

D
ST

Yo
u

th
 C

en
tr

al
 a

n
d 

V
ic

to
ri

an
 G

ov
er

n
m

en
t

A
u

st
ra

la
si

a
A

u
st

ra
lia

V
ic

to
ri

a
M

el
bo

u
rn

e
20

07

D
ST

C
on

n
ec

ti
cu

t 
E

du
ca

ti
on

 
N

et
w

or
k,

 S
ta

te
 o

f 
C

on
n

ec
ti

cu
t

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

C
on

n
ec

ti
cu

t
W

ill
im

an
ti

c
20

07

D
ST

M
ai

n
e 

Le
ar

n
in

g 
Te

ch
n

ol
og

y 
In

it
ia

ti
ve

, 
St

at
e 

of
 M

ai
n

e

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

M
ai

n
e

20
05

D
ST

A
ss

is
ti

ve
 T

ec
h

n
ol

og
y 

Pa
rt

n
er

sh
ip

, N
eb

ra
sk

a 
G

ov
er

n
m

en
t

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

U
SA

N
eb

ra
sk

a
C

oz
ad

20
05

Sh
ar

in
g 

St
or

ie
s

K
el

vi
n

 G
ro

ve
 U

rb
an

 
V

ill
ag

e/
Q

U
T

A
u

st
ra

la
si

a
A

u
st

ra
lia

Q
u

ee
n

sl
an

d
B

ri
sb

an
e

20
05 (c
on

t’d
)

9781405180597_4_003.indd   739781405180597_4_003.indd   73 1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM



Ta
b

le
 3

.6
 

(c
on

t’d
)

T
it

le
H

os
t

C
on

ti
ne

nt
C

ou
nt

ry
St

at
e/

R
eg

io
n

C
it

y
Ye

ar
 b

eg
an

ID
T

E
C

H
50

0.
1 

D
ST

A
ri

zo
n

a 
D

ep
ar

tm
en

t 
of

 
E

du
ca

ti
on

, I
D

E
A

L
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a
U

SA
A

ri
zo

n
a

P
h

oe
n

ix
20

04
?

D
ST

T
h

e 
L

ak
es

 A
re

a 
(a

n
d 

C
D

S)
N

or
th

 A
m

er
ic

a
U

SA
Io

w
a

La
ke

s 
A

re
a

20
06

O
u

r 
St

or
ie

s
V

an
co

uv
er

 C
oa

st
al

 
H

ea
lt

h
 S

M
A

R
T

 F
u

n
d 

an
d 

A
bo

ri
gi

n
al

 H
ea

lt
h

 
In

it
ia

ti
ve

 P
ro

gr
am

N
or

th
 A

m
er

ic
a

C
an

ad
a

B
ri

ti
sh

 C
ol

u
m

bi
a

V
an

co
uv

er
20

05

D
ST

 A
dv

oc
ac

y 
an

d 
E

du
ca

ti
on

 
P

ro
je

ct

C
al

if
or

n
ia

 O
be

si
ty

 
P

re
ve

n
ti

on
 I

n
it

ia
ti

ve
 

an
d 

Sa
n

ta
 B

ar
ba

ra
 

C
ou

n
ty

 P
u

bl
ic

 H
ea

lt
h

 
D

ep
ar

tm
en

t

20
07

D
ST

C
hu

rc
h

 o
f 

N
or

w
ay

  
 

 
 

20
08

9781405180597_4_003.indd   749781405180597_4_003.indd   74 1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM1/30/2009   3:41:06 PM



 Kelly McWilliam 75

sector potentially has much to learn about innovation from the public 
sector (2002; see also Halvorsen et al. 2005). In other words, it might be 
entirely expected that countries in the West, which have hosted public- 
sector digital storytelling programs for a number of years, are more likely 
than countries that have embraced digital storytelling less readily to now be 
developing private-sector applications of the practice. And perhaps that is 
where the most significant innovations in digital storytelling practice 
around the world will occur in the next fifteen years and/or over the next 
300 programs to be launched. As Richard Florida says, “human creativity is 
the ultimate economic resource” (Florida 2004: xiii). At the very least, this 
chapter, the first to attempt an evidence-based global mapping of digital 
storytelling, provides a starting point to compare such developments.

Notes

 1 See www.storycenter.org/stories/
 2 For a discussion of the difference between “specific” and “generic” digital story-

telling, see McWilliam (2008).
 3 See www.nextexit.com/dap/dapframeset.html
 4 teachers.santee.k12.ca.us/lauderbach/Important%20Dates.htm
 5 See www.carmarthenshire.gov.uk/index.asp?locID=8112&docID=14209
 6 See www.digitalstories.org/
 7 Toronto School of Art: www.tsa-art.ca/Courses/Discipline/View_All/273; 

Phoenix College: www.dist.maricopa.edu/cgi-bin/curric.pl?crs=art150&trm=
20056&host=www.pc.maricopa.edu

 8 See www.tuggeranongarts.com/Docs/DigitalStorytelling.doc
 9 See www.cilt.ca/Lists/News%20Items/DispForm.aspx?ID=327
10 See digiclub.org/sofs/
11 See www.findingavoice.org/en/about
12 See kidsforkids.net/Page318.aspx
13 See www.silencespeaks.org/
14 See silencespeaks.org/about.html
15 See www.pachyderm.org/news.html#marcus
16 See www.library.ca.gov/pressreleases/pr_070509.html
17 See www.digitalbridge.nu/
18 See the other courses here: www.duckworthdesign.com/misc_training.php
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Looking Backward

In August 1997 I wrote an overview article about our four years of practice 
in digital storytelling, linking our work formally with self-proclaimed prac-
tices of community arts. The article started with the following premise:1

Many, many people in the world have spent the last century in a conscious 
effort to examine how story makes us human. We have accepted that oral 
transmission has been and remains our principal form of cultural exchange 
as a species, while also gaining a better understanding of how mediated cul-
ture, printed or electronic, has greatly affected the way we use and rely on our 
oral cultural transactions.

In twentieth-century societies, numerous artistic movements developed 
drawing on aesthetic principles that celebrated the creative expression of 
“common folk” – that is, the creativity of the non-professional artist. Those 
aesthetics were manifested in an art of social commitment, an art of public 
education, an art of therapeutic recovery, an art of memorializing the 
common victim of historical/social tragedies, among many others. Oral his-
tory, art therapy, community spectacle, multicultural arts-in-education 
activism, arts practice as community economic development, are all exam-
ples of how these aesthetics have evolved. In the USA, these approaches come 
under many names, but for the sake of this chapter, we will refer to these art 
processes as community arts.

Shared by all of these artistic practices is the central value of personal 
experience and memory. Artists adapted the organizing principle of count-
less varieties of psychological, cultural identity, and social change move-
ments, which had demonstrated that the reciting and coming to terms with 

4

Where It All Started
The Center for Digital Storytelling in California

Joe Lambert
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one’s own past, you build “self-esteem” or “personal empowerment.” For the 
contemporary social activist, personal empowerment and emotional recov-
ery become the basis of a larger civic project of social change and the basis for 
self-determination of a community’s, or large sections of the society’s, politi-
cal and economic future.

In revisiting the article ten years later, I am struck by how much we are 
still fighting for ways to understand the dilemmas of the current cultural 
moment. We are still reaching for ways to explain the widening gulf 
between cosmopolitanism and fundamentalism in our culture. This gulf, 
and the resulting stalemate in political and cultural dialogue, has become 
unsettling, and in many ways dangerously disabling for our society as a 
whole.

Digital Storytelling Searches for its Own Story

The principles we were trying to expound, by linking our work to the values 
of the historical and contemporary community arts practice, were part of 
our early efforts in self-definition. While we were part of the new media rev-
olution, our appropriation of “storytelling” had positioned us as heirs to the 
folksy populism of the oral tradition. And while we had many legitimate 
links to the community of traditional storytellers, folk-music culture and 
other forms of cultural populism, neither Dana Atchley, nor myself and 
my principal collaborator Nina Mullen, considered ourselves protectors of 
that heritage.

In my own journey from political activism to cultural activism, and then 
to contemporary experimental performance and digital media, I had come 
to appreciate a balance between a radical populism and increasing stances 
of cultural iconoclasm. Like many reconstructing Marxists, I had lost faith 
in essentializing tendencies in the battle for economic democracy and mul-
ticultural equity. As soon as communities long marginalized had found 
their political muscle, it seems they were creating new myths that called for 
lockstep conformity. Artists from those communities were often the defend-
ers of popular traditions, even as they poked fun at, or directly confronted 
the self-importance or self-righteousness of their newly installed cultural 
and political leadership. My theater company in San Francisco, “Life on the 
Water,” succeeded in presenting community-based artists who built their 
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work on strong identification with their communities (see Lambert 2006). 
They made approachable, entertaining work, as well as presented artists 
that were experimenting with forms that challenged their audiences, and 
included sexual, political, and cultural content that meant to assault domi-
nant culture, as well as community expectations.

I also was facing consumer capitalism’s essential victory in the Cold War. 
I felt my choices were to self-isolate within the subculture of political dis-
sidence, or cross over into some aspect of the mainstream. My joining the 
 digital media revolution was an attempt at looking beyond my socialist 
legacy to a hybridized future – with one foot in the emergent commercial 
world of new media, and one foot still maintaining a sense of purity and 
integrity within the politicized arts community. So when I wrote about the 
inter section of the emerging digital arts field and the contemporary com-
munity arts field, I was trying to accomplish several things. First was to 
reclaim my own political legacy, and the legacy for our methods and 
approach to teaching people to make digital stories. The other was to place 
our work and its particular discourse within the nascent digital media arts 
community.

Digital media were creating many new genres of practice, but the 
dominant approach to the practice was a cool conceptualism, 1990s 
cyber-chic, very much within the traditions of modernism. We wanted 
to provide an alternative to this style of arts practice. And finally, we saw 
ourselves as providing a political viewpoint to the digital arts commu-
nity. Some artists had entered the field as a form of escape from the 
messy politics of cultural equity. The new field of art and technology in 
the early 1990s, and the resulting bubble of activity and funding, was 
described by one of my colleagues, artist Keith Antar Mason, as the 
newest form of white flight. This critique stung precisely because … well, 
he was right.

So I wanted to bring our work out of the suburbs and back downtown, 
where it belonged.

Being in the Present

In 2007, the challenges for the community of practice around digital story-
telling, as diverse and expansive as it has become, seem to call for a similar 
reclamation project to restate and reinstil core principles. While diversity 
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and plurality are inevitable and important in any emergent practice, it 
seems that various attempts to situate the work outside a social change 
framework – the languages, attitudes, and principles of educators, social 
service professionals, or community artists committed to social change are 
essentially the same – is to miss the point, almost entirely.

The expansion of the digital storytelling moniker into broadcast, into 
the greater field of educational technology, into practices as diverse as its 
use as a tool for evaluation and research, or for marketing purposes, has 
stretched the concept and values of our work to a thin, superficial veneer. 
And of more concern, the situating of the brand as concomitant with gen-
eral media literacy projects, such as teaching kids to make videos that imi-
tate the content and milquetoast perspectives, the empty-headed bling of 
commercial television, coopts the concept. Suddenly our efforts to have 
people consider their stories as fundamentally acts of self-discovery, and a 
means to localize and control the context of their presentation, becomes 
just another tool to be used against us: “America’s Most Heartfelt Videos, 
see it on YouTube.”

We are absolutely committed to freedom of expression; the work is 
 participant-centered and people are encouraged to find their own path in 
their story. In this way we are not dogmatically tied to a perspective where 
people are challenged to address social issues as part of their stories. We 
agree with Ivan Illich (1973: 24) that providing people with convivial 
tools, such as the methods of digital storytelling practice (as opposed to 
mass media’s “industrial production”), enables “autonomous and creative 
intercourse among persons,” which is a precondition for promoting social 
change.

But we do not believe in treating this as the basis for total neutrality in 
our approach to story gathering. At the Center for Digital Storytelling 
(CDS), we understand that the choices we make in sharing stories as exam-
ples, in how we guide the considerations of meaning, of making connec-
tions to the social construct, are not meant to be balanced. We start with 
point of view, because we believe everyone should know that they have one. 
Even if our efforts are just showing people a way to take responsibility for 
their own lives, their own stories, as the first step to larger awareness, all our 
choices are informed with a touch of the subversive. It is a subtle, or not so 
subtle, an indirect or not so indirect confrontation with the dominant cul-
ture and representative authorities which is driving the bus of our planet 
off the precipice. We cannot afford to be naive or pluralistic to the point of 
pointlessness.
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The Field of Community Arts

In 2007 we joined with Mass Impact, Narrative Creations, and a commu-
nity of practitioners around the country to create StoriesforChange.net.2 
This is a wonderful accomplishment for the digital storytelling community 
in the USA because it offers a portal to the work being done by many of our 
most committed community-based facilitators. While the digital storytell-
ing facilitative community is certainly dominated by people with formal 
creative training, very few would define themselves as community-based 
artists, as in having been introduced to the larger field that includes practi-
tioners across many disciplines.

So what are community-based arts? To begin, I will borrow from 
 colleague Jan Cohen-Cruz’s definitions of this field of practice. She defines 
a community-based project as “usually a response to a collectively signifi-
cant issue or circumstance. It is a collaboration between an artist or an 
ensemble [group of artists] and a ‘community’ constituted by virtue of a 
shared primary identity based on place, ethnicity, class, race, sexual prefer-
ence, profession, circumstances or political orientation” (Cohen-Cruz 
2006: 2).

Most people think of community arts work as essentially involved in 
either the politics of inequity or the politics of identity, or both. An oral 
history theater that involves the respondents in the performance, participa-
tory murals, community processions, a multigenerational dance perform-
ance, and a spoken word concert with multicultural youth; all come to mind 
when we think of community arts projects. We think of the facilitators as 
social issue-focused artists/activists creating work to help agitate and advo-
cate for change in policy. Cohen-Cruz (2006) mentions that the single larg-
est reference for many of the artists is Paulo Freire’s work in popular literacy 
(see Freire 1972). It is not surprising that many of the educators drawn to 
digital storytelling have Freirian backgrounds as well.

But in its evolution over the last century, the nuance of community arts 
practice has evolved to include a number of other strategies. In my and 
others’ observations, community artists are now more directly engaged in 
learning and training processes. They are actively reclaiming space within 
communities that has been lost or threatened by redevelopment and gentri-
fication processes, in providing life skills to people in economic develop-
ment processes, in sustained dialogues as cultural diplomats to address and 
negotiate substantive conflicts within communities, as scenario planners 
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helping communities to conceive their futures, and finally, as spiritual and 
healing forces within communities.

In the USA we have several models of community-based art practice that 
are worthy of our examination in thinking about how to develop successful 
digital storytelling work in communities. In our own general area of media 
arts, there is the work of Appalshop in Kentucky,3 Wendy Ewald and others 
at the Center for Documentary Studies,4 and Dave Isay’s radio work in New 
York (SoundPortraits).5 In theater, Los Angeles-based Cornerstone Theater 
has taken both traditional theatrical scripts and community-created texts 
to perform ongoing cycles of work on countless community topics, receiv-
ing accolades from community leadership, art critics, and their peers.6 
There is the work of Anna Deavere-Smith,7 or Culture Clash’s performance 
investigations, Bread and Puppet’s processions and pageants,8 and all the 
organizations connected to the AlternateROOTS network based in the 
South.9 In visual arts, Judy Baca and her SPARC collaborators in Los Angeles 
have turned community “muralism” into vast projects that have engaged 
broad sections of the public.10 In dance, Liz Lerman’s Dance Exchange in 
Washington, DC has created groundbreaking work with elders, and evolved 
important general principles for community arts practice through count-
less small- and large-scale, long-term community residencies.11 These art-
ists have made a point of sharing the lessons and experiences of their work 
in countless case studies through publications and online communities 
such as the Virginia Tech’s support of Art in the Public Interest’s Community 
Arts Network.12

Digital Storytelling in the Big Picture

The more complex and commercial the society, the more people experi-
ence a loss of agency, a decline in spontaneous connection, a tendency for 
consumer activities to supplant other social relationships and a strong pull 
toward isolated pursuits. Yet as these tendencies have come to light, the will 
to resist them has grown stronger, expressed in countless ways, such as the 
locally based “slow food” movement, remarkable growth of do-it-yourself 
approaches, burgeoning interest in craft and other traditional practices 
and a great awakening of the impulse to seek spiritual meaning. The feel-
ings that animate this growing refusal to succumb to corporate vales also 
enspirit those who work for community cultural development. (Goldbard 
2006: 23)
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There seem to be two broad arguments for the specific strength of 
 community arts practices for contemporary culture. The first was con-
nected to Jan Cohen-Cruz’s definition mentioned above, as a tool to address 
the continued construction and reconstruction of identity. But the com-
munity arts field has also successfully positioned itself to address the issue 
of cultural dislocation in contemporary society caused by unbridled con-
sumer capitalism – a k a globalization.

In her book, New Creative Community, Arlene Goldbard (2006) suggested 
six areas where community arts practices can respond to social concerns, 
including the proliferation of mass media, mass migration, the environ-
ment, the recognition of cultural minorities, the process of negotiating dif-
ference (the “Culture Wars”), and the general rubric of Development; as in 
eliminating poverty and economic inequity. I would add to the list of glo-
balization’s ills the increase in violence within our families and communi-
ties, the failing efficacy of educational institutions to prepare students for 
their future, and the never-ending fetishism for technological innovation.

When I think about the meta-argument for digital storytelling as a com-
munity arts practice, my thinking has not changed much in a decade. 
As our culture becomes more digitized, we have responded to each of these 
social concerns within the digital environment. The ability to express one-
self in digital media, in our case using digital video editing, has become a 
central literacy for full participation in society. And as we started this work, 
we recognized that unlike some other forms of community arts activity, 
there would be barriers of access; the penetration of digital culture to virtu-
ally all sectors of society has mitigated this critique.

But perhaps the largest argument for the digital storytelling approach as 
a community arts practice in addressing social issues (and as a tool in edu-
cation) is its multi-modality. Digital storytelling, like other community- or 
activist-based film and video projects, speaks a language that is attractive to 
vast numbers of people raised on screen culture. The baby boomers and 
their Nintendo-generation children see screen representation as synony-
mous with civic participation. The battle for hearts and minds has been 
fought for decades in audiovisual media, but the digital tools and distribu-
tion mechanisms have leveled the playing field.

As Appalshop educator Mimi Pickering said about their work in the 
American South:

The Digital Storytelling Workshops were perhaps most successful at pro-
viding a glimpse into the power of local stories told by local people as a 
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cultural and community development tool, and at whetting an appetite 
to do more. Participants learned that current communications technolo-
gies are not beyond their reach, that in many cases there are digital 
resources they can access locally, and that they can make use of digital 
technology to widely disseminate their powerful and important stories. 
(Pickering 2007: n.p.)

Principles and Methods

Our work borrowed from the general participant-centered perspective of 
progressive education and community cultural development. We had faith 
in the power of story, but we also knew we had to set standards for our 
practice that would make our facilitators increasingly self-aware about how 
they work with people, in group process, and one-on-one. Historically we 
have discussed five general principles that inform the methods of our work. 
In summary:

 1. Everyone has a story to tell, but most people do not feel that their 
story has meaning or significance. The work of digital storytelling focuses 
on individual authorship in order to address this problem.
 2. People open up and share their stories when they are provided an 
 environment where they feel that their ideas will be valued, their stories 
have resonance, and they feel safe. There is a quality of focus and listening 
in doing story work in a group process that requires utmost attention by the 
facilitators.
 3. We all perceive the world differently, and so our sense of story, of 
how to construct meaning through a narrative process, is different. While 
understanding rudiments of effective communication is useful, there is no 
formula for making a great story. Even as we provide a framework that 
assists with organizing people’s story ideas, we need to respect the diversity 
of potential approaches.
 4. Creative activity is human activity, but many people are taught that 
creativity is the province of experts. Confronting a sense of inadequacy, 
even among people who have training and describe themselves as  artists, is 
a critical part of the process.
 5. Computers are poorly designed, but massively powerful tools for 
creativity. Most people blame themselves for technical inadequacy, but 
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often the problems lie in how the hardware and software are designed. 
Digital literacy begins with a faith that people can work around the never-
ending complexities of their computing devices.

While these principles relate broadly to story work, and working in a digital 
environment, they have resonance with many similar principles informing 
other areas of creative community work.

Assessing our Work in Digital Storytelling

Like any field, we are competing for limited social resources. The same 
social issues are being addressed by strategies led by equally social change-
oriented communities of educators, traditional arts organizations, social 
service providers, environmentalists, community organizers, and research-
ers. So a critical question for both the community arts field, and for our 
emergent field of digital storytelling, is how to argue about what defines the 
success of our efforts. Our approach to digital storytelling has been accepted 
as a useful tool, taking the form of our work, but not the content, by many 
other fields and disciplines. But our goal is not simply to argue for our 
methods as a way to learn software and hardware; we are working toward 
people adopting the total package of principles, approaches to process with 
participants, methods of teaching, and connection to communities.

One stumbling block is the dearth of research and analysis of the work 
comparing our work to other practices, but the field itself needs to define 
broader principles. Evaluating the work has always been problematic. The 
constructive and fluid nature of the work, the never-ending debate about 
process versus product, means that metrics that might serve the art critic, 
the media theorist, the educator, or social-service provider do not suffice. 
The CDS has suffered from criticism from the arts community that our 
participants’ products lack the design integrity and technical fluency of 
more formal video and film arts training. From the educational commu-
nity, we are criticized for fully explicating our methods, and from the social-
service community, we are criticized for failing to maintain professional 
distance. We defend ourselves as best we can, but we have lacked a more 
complete framework for assessment that would allow us to maintain what 
we intuitively recognize as a successful practice, and meet the requirements 
of these distinct disciplines and discourse models.
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Arlene Goldbard offers one potential framework for evaluating commu-
nity arts that I believe is quite relevant to our model in digital storytelling. 
To paraphrase her (Goldbard 2006: 154), a successful project would dem-
onstrate:

 1. Mutually meaningful collaborations with the community, not just 
aiding, supporting, or entertaining the community members, but useful 
and instructive reciprocal learning between all of the participants, artist, 
and community members alike.
 2. Participants being seen as full co-directors in the process with the 
artist/facilitators.
 3. Participants experiencing broadened cultural knowledge, including 
a greater mastery of the arts media used to execute the project.
 4. Participants feeling they have successfully expressed themselves and 
communicated through the project.
 5. Participants feeling that their local aims have been addressed, as well 
as their aims to bring their work to an external audience.
 6. Participants feeling confident about taking on social and cultural 
projects and action in the future.

What I appreciate about Goldbard’s model is that the evaluative criteria do 
not require that the work have an overt political agenda. The model is 
placed within an ethos that could be embraced by people whose agendas 
could vary widely, but who nevertheless share a commitment to democratic 
civic participation. In reference to these criteria, there are several principles 
we have used to distinguish our work.

 1. Our work always places the sharing of tools and the direction of the 
participant as ultimate creative arbiter.
 2. We distinguish our work from other forms of media or educational 
practice through a deep concern for genuine collaboration.
 3. Because of the focus on personal stories, people often leave feeling 
that the opportunity for self-expression is the most important part of the 
experience.
 4. We are not focused on the artist-expert at the centre of the process 
(the master lecturer/teacher in the education model), but on a commu-
nity of learning that situates the story circle at the heart of the practice, 
with everyone having an equal opportunity to receive and provide 
feedback.
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 5. We attempt to view each workshop, or process of working with a 
group, as unique and adjust our practice accordingly.
 6. If literacy levels (or other causes) preclude participants writing their 
own stories, we do interviews and work with them to edit the interviews. If 
time, resources, or circumstance prevent us from allowing the participants 
to learn the basics to operate the computers, we strive to have the partici-
pants direct the artistic process, or have the “final say” on its editing and 
distribution.

I do not think we have been as conscious about how we could structure our 
experiences with the possibility of our own discovery about the issues or 
stories allowing us to work with participants to reshape the process. We 
have been very concerned about completing work, and often working with 
limited time constraints, but we need to look more closely at the limits of 
our model. We could shift our work to make it more explicitly about review-
ing the pieces, and finding appropriate social contexts for sharing the work 
that would enliven the individuals and their communities to their potential 
for action.

Our three-day workshop process is greatly limited with regard to 
instilling a sense of social agency. Those projects that allow for ongoing 
work with participants, in after-school or community-based projects that 
take people from their personal stories to other more broadly defined 
projects, like our work in “Storymapping” and “Silence Speaks,” tend to 
build the kind of cohort structure that supports self-agency and broader 
social awareness.13

Conclusion

I would put myself out on a limb and say that there really is something 
extraordinary about our best and wisest community artists, and our digital 
storytelling facilitators. Something about the depth of engagement with 
other humans, not just listening but acting with and alongside people, the 
use of every conceivable aesthetic tool and cultural reference, the fluidity 
and improvisational complexity of the production processes, and the never-
ending humbling of one’s expectations and senses of authority, make this 
work a profound journey for an individual.
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I am slightly hesitant about fusing social, pedagogical, and spiritual aims, 
the establishment of norms of professional conduct and the quest for 
enlightenment, but we story-midwives are playing with some heavy juju.

It has changed me.
Short of enlightenment, I hope your journey at least leads you to some 

good stories.
I look forward to hearing yours.

Notes

 1 See the entire article at www.storycenter.org/memoryboxnew.html
 2 See Mass Impact, www.massimpact.org
 3 See www.appalshop.org/
 4 See cds.aas.duke.edu
 5 See soundportraits.org
 6 See www.cornerstonetheater.org
 7 See the Wikipedia entry for Anna Deavere Smith.
 8 See www.breadandpuppet.org
 9 See www.alternateroots.org/
10 See www.sparcmurals.org
11 See www.danceexchange.org/
12 See www.communityarts.net
13 For more on Storymapping, see www.storymapping.org; and Silence Speaks, 

see ww.silencespeaks.org/.
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DANIEL:

Multimedia Sonnets from the People

In the autumn of 2000, in the School of Journalism, Media and Cultural 
Studies at Cardiff University, I began developing a Californian model of 
 digital storytelling as a new broadcast television form. I believed that the 
new tools of digital production could and should be used to open up the 
airwaves for a wide range of new users; in short, to give a voice to all of us 
who are accustomed to thinking of ourselves – in a broadcast context, 
anyway – only as audience. Digital storytelling – the way I like it – is an ele-
gant and economic means of self-representation based on personal collec-
tions of still photographs coupled with a voice-over narration. It can be 
done on the kitchen table using off-the-shelf software and home computers. 
It is an engaging, rich, short media form which can be mastered by people of 
differing abilities and from all walks of life. In time I would come to think of 
the stories facilitated by my BBC Digital Storytelling team in workshops 
delivered across Wales as beautiful things – multimedia sonnets from the 
people – but in early 2001 when, at the instigation of Professor Ian Hargreaves 
(my head of department), I began offering seminars on the subject in our 
school’s digilab for executives, editors, web producers, and other members of 
staff at BBC Cymru Wales, most of what I talked about was still just theory.

This chapter tells the story of what happened when, following those sem-
inar sessions, I was seconded to BBC Wales to help build a team to test out 
the theory in practice, and how Jenny Kidd (hired on a PhD scholarship to 
work in my university department) then applied some fresh theory to what 

5

“Capture Wales”
The BBC Digital Storytelling Project

Daniel Meadows and Jenny Kidd
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we were doing in order to find out what had been achieved. In this chapter 
I relate why and how the BBC team did what it did, while Jenny describes 
the processes she used for evaluating our work and the conclusions she was 
able to draw.

But first you should sample some digital stories on the BBC Wales 
 website.1 The following is a representative selection:

Memories Written on my Face by Giorgia Carpagnano

A Night at the Dog & Duck by Rhiannon Morgan

A Quest for Understanding by Richard Pugh

Elvis Died in my Bedroom by Paul Cabuts

Something On My Heart by Doris Cole

Pinky, Baby and Me by Anita Badhan

A Dog’s Life by Allan Jeffreys

Two Families by Dai Evans

My Picture by Samiya

Pink by Jessica Jones

And in Welsh:

Mam by Abigail Elliott

Seren Wîb by Shirley G. Williams

Gweld Llun, Clywed Llais by Vivian Parry Williams

The objective of the “Capture Wales” team, right from the start, was to make 
this work sustainable and, happily – as a result of our efforts and the efforts 
of a great many people working in the community – a vibrant digital story-
telling culture has now started to grow up in Wales, with more than thirty 
groups across the country running their own projects.

JENNY:

Locating “Capture Wales”

The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) articulates its vision as achiev-
ing status as “the most creative organization in the world” (BBC Wales 
2006/7: 1). In achieving this vision it upholds the following values: trust as 
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the key, audiences at the center of everything, delivering quality and value 
for money, being creative, respecting others and celebrating diversity, and 
working together (BBC Wales 2006/7: 1). At the core of these values is an 
insistence on the importance of dialogue with audience members and/or 
license payers. This “dialogue” has, according to Dan Gillmor, been better 
achieved by the BBC than any other major journalistic organization, 
although for the most part, “While news companies make it their mission 
to inform the public, few have made it a mission to arm them with tools 
they can use to make a public ruckus” (Gillmor 2006: 125). “Capture Wales,” 
as will be seen, puts the tools of production in the hands of the public, and 
in so doing perhaps represents a step toward the “conversation” which is 
touted by many as framing the future look, focus, and values of journalism 
(Gillmor 2006, Bowman and Willis 2004, Kovach and Rosenstiel 2001). 
Until now, opportunities to enter (let alone instigate) genuine two-way 
communications with(in) media corporations have been minimal and 
often tokenistic. Perhaps a ruckus is on the cards.

The BBC has endured a volatile relationship with both the British public 
and the various political climates within which it has operated since its 
inception. The Corporation, at times unstable, at times critical to the state 
of “nation,” has survived on the premise that public service media provision 
benefits viewers and listeners, giving them something that would be obsolete 
in a purely market-driven commercial media environment. This “some-
thing” has most frequently been encapsulated in the buzzwords “inform,” 
“educate,” and “entertain.” For John Reith, the first Director-General (1927–38), 
this philosophy was crucial if public service broadcasting was to prove itself 
to be a vital, indispensable means of media distribution: “I wonder if many 
have paused to consider … the incalculable harm which might have been 
done had different principles guided the conduct of the service in the early 
days” (Reith 1922: 34, quoted in Franklin 2001: 19).

This maxim has remained core to the BBC’s understanding of its func-
tion within a society that has changed monumentally since its launch (see, 
for example, the current Agreement and Charter). Within a phenomenally 
effervescent media landscape in transition, the BBC has sought to remain 
central to our notions of truth, honesty, quality, nation, and culture. But 
that transitory broadcasting ecology has in many ways eroded the require-
ment for public service media provision and rocked the BBC on its axes. 
The rise of digital provision and consequential demise of the reality of spec-
trum scarcity, rising competition from an increasing number of alternate 
media and leisure sources, the decline in audience “share,” and increasing 
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importance of audience “reach,” have necessitated a repositioning of the 
BBC as a democratic, responsive, accountable service with “community” at 
its core. Greg Dyke recognized these shifting trends and the need to connect 
more closely with communities during his time as Director-General (2000–4), 
and the concurrent shift in focus to “new” media exemplified a reappraisal 
of where and how much audience autonomy should be valued. The rise of 
supposedly interactive technologies and mechanisms for feedback made 
digital and internet services the natural home for activities which involved 
more creative relationships with license-payers. “Capture Wales” is an 
example of one such activity. In 2001, with Charter renewal around the 
corner, Menna Richards (Controller, BBC Cymru-Wales) gave the go-ahead 
for a project that would give license-payers new responsibilities and oppor-
tunities for participation, but also, reciprocally, “enrich the BBC’s services” 
in a way that was “fresh and exciting, and different from anything else 
 happening in broadcasting” (Richards 2003).

DANIEL:

The Electric Engagement

The first time I saw a digital story I didn’t even know that that was what I was 
watching … and, very likely, “digital story” is not what its author would have 
called it. But, without doubt, as I look back on the projects which influenced 
me, Pedro Meyer’s I Photograph to Remember, about his parents in old age, 
was a digital story and it was also beautiful.2 Using digital desktop tools, 
Pedro had created something entirely new: a disk on which still pictures had 
discovered the talkies. Although long (over 35 minutes), its emotional impact 
was considerable and, as an example of a brilliant first-person multimedia 
narrative made “on the kitchen table,” it set the bar very high indeed.

It was on Meyer’s ZoneZero website that, in October 1995, I first came 
across the term “digital storytelling” – in an article about a digital storytell-
ing festival held in Crested Butte, Colorado. Even so, it wasn’t until the early 
summer of 2000 when I discovered the astonishing NextExit website of 
Dana Winslow Atchley III who, with his wife Denise, had co-founded that 
Crested Butte festival, that I made the connection which led me to the 
Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) in Berkeley, California.

Atchley may not have invented digital storytelling, but his work (for me 
anyway) defined it absolutely. His compelling two-minute narratives, 
 particularly “Home Movies” and “Redheads,” with their brilliantly written 
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and delivered voice tracks, were both innovative and compelling. I learned 
that at CDS in the mid-1990s – together with Joe Lambert and Nina Mullen – 
he had begun teaching this form to others in three-day “boot camps.”

In Cardiff we were intrigued. Would this kind of scrapbook television 
have a part to play in the new world of interactive journalism? Could anyone 
do it? Ian Hargreaves wanted me to find out and, with money raised from 
the Welsh Development Agency, he encouraged me to go to California to 
make my own digital story on a CDS boot camp and also to accept Atchley’s 
invitation to address his autumn festival, the proposed “DSF 6,” about my 
photographic work.

Over the previous five years I had been revisiting a set of portraits I had 
made back in the 1970s on the streets of England from my Free Photographic 
Omnibus.3 Assisted by local newspaper journalists, I had traced people all 
over the country whom I hadn’t seen for a quarter of a century and rephoto-
graphed them. This work, in part an exploration of the active relationship 
we have with our personal picture archives, was by now the focus of my PhD, 
and the photographs (known as National Portraits) were being increasingly 
published and exhibited. I was also building a website for this work.

To feed this experience back into the classroom I had begun teaching an 
undergraduate module (devised in 1998), “Digital Storytelling and Photography.” 
Students were required to collaborate with a stranger to tell a story based on 
that person’s own personal archive of pictures. The work was delivered not as 
what we now think of as a digital story (i.e., a film-like considered narrative), 
but as published web pages of text and pictures (although, occasionally, the 
more enterprising students would slip in a clip of video or audio). This work 
drew some international attention and, in Finland (October 1999) and Italy 
(April 2000), I delivered workshops in the use of these emerging techniques.

My hope for the digital revolution was that it would enable me to do better 
what I had always tried to do anyway, that is, look at the world “from the 
common man’s point of view”; one of William Stott’s definitions of docu-
mentary practice.4 Indeed it seemed to me – both from reading about the 
social history of broadcasting and from a lifetime of listening to BBC Radio – 
that the work on which I was now embarking had a well-established tradi-
tion. Broadcasters who wanted their audiences to “hear the voice of the 
people” in all its vernacular wonder – Olive Shapley in the 1930s, for exam-
ple, or Charles Parker in the 1950s – had frequently used new technologies to 
enliven the electric engagement between themselves and those with whom 
they worked. (Shapley experimented with a seven-ton recording truck; Parker 
used the EMI Midget tape recorder.) And now here was digital storytelling.
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In an email, Atchley expressed his delight at my new Photobus website. 
What he didn’t tell me, though, was that he was seriously ill; so ill in fact 
that, by the time I arrived in California in November 2000, he had been 
admitted to an intensive care unit. Lambert and Mullen ran the boot camp 
without him but his illness cast a shadow and, when we left the Bay area at 
the end of that week to attend an international “gathering” – a seminar-style 
event held over three days at Ben Lomond in the Santa Cruz mountains 
which Lambert had arranged at short notice to make up for the now 
 cancelled DFS 6 – there was much concern.

At Ben Lomond I met several people with whom I would later form 
friendships, people who were able to articulate many of the ideas around 
which the digital storytelling “movement” was beginning to gather. People 
like Derek Powazek of Fray: “Authentic media is what happens when the 
mediators get out of the way and give the mike over to the people who actu-
ally have something to say.” And Ana Serrano of the Great Canadian Story 
Engine and Habitat (the Canadian Film Center’s media lab): “Digital 
Storytelling has a lot to do with economic and cultural development … it’s 
about changing the way citizens behave … it’s about how art, media, and 
culture impact on society in our time … it’s about the development of a 
participatory culture.” These were ideas I liked, ideas which I reported back 
to colleagues in Cardiff and to my students.

Ian Hargreaves defined his own version of these ideas in a short digital story-
telling bid document which we presented to BBC Wales executives in January 
2001. Our project would be “a major piece of social enquiry” that would also 
“generate highly entertaining material.” It would make “an original and sus-
tainable contribution to community self-expression … a new way for the BBC 
in Wales to connect with communities, not in a top-down corporate manner 
but through a project which depends for its delivery and success upon action 
within communities.” We were to reach out, give people a voice, build an archive 
of stories, break new “talent” – and make the whole thing sustainable. Wow.

Back in California, however, on Wednesday, December 13, 2000, Dana 
Atchley died.

JENNY:

The Research

Coming from a background in television production with a view to “media 
for democracy,” discovering an opportunity to research a media form that 
was touted as being “wonderfully democratic” (Lambert n.d.) was intriguing, 
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to say the least. When the PhD scholarship was advertised in 2002 I was 
working for a London company (dktv – a different kind of television), 
piloting the use of upcoming interactive technologies in order to provide 
entertainment, education, council, and housing services through people’s 
television sets. At a time when digital takeup was low and skepticism about 
audiences’ willingness and ability to “interact” was high, we were feeling our 
way in the unknown. This research project, however, proposed to delve into 
the world of the “user,” exploring their response to and feelings about 
opportunities for interaction being offered by a known cultural institution. 
Following a competitive selection process, I took on my first responsibility 
as researcher, participating in a “Capture Wales” workshop.

It was not until completing this initial workshop in Ammanford in June 
2002 that I began to think about how best to research the “Capture Wales” 
project and its participants. In this way, I was able to experience the emo-
tion, mood, group dynamics, technology, and “Capture Wales” team in the 
same way as any other participant in the course of the study.

It was decided that data collection would involve participant observation 
and ethnography, both within the workshop environment and at the BBC 
Wales offices in Cardiff, administering a questionnaire to workshop par-
ticipants, interviewing workshop participants and BBC staff, and also car-
rying out archival research of documentation around the setup of the 
project and application and feedback forms for all of the storytellers. To the 
best of my knowledge I was given uncensored access to all of the above. 
A total of 116 workshop participants articulated their experiences of 
“Capture Wales” (a significant proportion of all storytellers at the time) 
through questionnaires and/or interviews. The mixed-method approach to 
data collection was crucial to any understanding of the lived experience of 
those working on and taking part in the “Capture Wales” project.

Crucially, at no point in the research has any one person’s narrative of the 
workshop process been valued over and above another or become the 
standard against which all others are measured. As will be seen later in this 
chapter, “Capture Wales” means many different things for the tellers whose 
stories form the lifeblood of the project.

DANIEL:

From “Boot Camp” to “Workshop”

On Monday, April 2, 2001 Menna Richards launched the BBC Digital 
Storytelling project at Platfform, an international multimedia conference 
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held at Broadcasting House in Llandaff. Before introducing me she told the 
audience: “We want to look at the way digital technology can enable people 
in the smallest communities to be digital storytellers … It is a tremendously 
exciting and ambitious project and a collaboration which is unique in the 
United Kingdom … Over the next few months we’ll be piloting schemes in 
Wrexham, in Blackwood, and in Cardiff.”

I explained the project, and screened Dana Atchley’s “Home Movies” and 
also Polyfoto, a new digital story of my own.

We had liftoff.
That summer – between July 17 and 27 – 22 invitees were engaged as boot 

camp participants during a fortnight of digital storytelling training in mid-
Wales, led by Lambert and Mullen from CDS. Participants were chosen 
for their diversity of interests and skill. There were artists: three musicians, 
two photographers, three painters, and a performance artist. There were 
community workers: a local authority arts development officer and two IT 
tutors. There were BBC employees, some to provide technical support, 
others because they had editorial and organizational skills: a script editor, a 
researcher, and two online producers. There was an unemployed teenager 
from a youth project, and a university professor. Community Action 
Network (CAN), a charity we hoped might help us to find future workshop 
participants, was also represented.

Karen Lewis was the project’s coordinator and she organized some 
evening question-and-answer sessions. These were hosted by Mandy Rose, 
BBC Wales’s newly appointed Head of New Media. (As one of the co-
founders of the hugely successful Video Nation shorts on BBC2 television 
in the 1990s, Rose’s experience of community broadcasting was invaluable.) 
We were, of course, all keen to learn as much as we could and Rose, Maggie 
Russell (Head of Talent), Hargreaves, Adele Blakebrough (national organ-
izer of CAN), Lewis, and I would sit in a back kitchen after dinner and 
interrogate Lambert and Mullen on their classroom methodology and busi-
ness practice. They were generous in their responses and everything was 
minuted. Later, without Lambert and Mullen, this group became formal-
ized into our steering committee.

We had a new lab to break in and, over the months immediately following 
the boot camp, we learned a lot … mostly that if something could go wrong 
it would. Here, in no particular order – for that was the order – are some of 
the other things we learned. That the Apple Macs we were using were good 
for digital storytelling and that the Sony Vaios we were using were not. 
That cross-platform working doesn’t. That networking the machines is 
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time- consuming and, ultimately, unnecessary. That everyone in a team of 
facilitators needs to be on top of all the jobs, including the technological jobs 
(one moment you’ll be driving the van, the next moment you’ll be showing 
someone how to activate an alpha channel with the motion tool in Adobe 
Premiere). That only facilitators who have made at least one digital story 
unaided should be allowed anywhere near a workshop participant’s com-
puter. That participants could, by turns, be generous, kind, bad-tempered, 
cantankerous, selfish, caring, obstreperous, willful, outrageous, brilliant, 
rude, late, inventive, funny, careless, incompetent, inspiring … but they were 
never, ever wrong and that, as facilitators, our principal task was to see that 
they all had a great time (in fact, it was only when we eventually realized that 
the best way to deliver the workshops was as an entertainment that everyone 
really began to enjoy themselves). That the boot-camp approach was not a 
good one because it set up counterproductive competition between partici-
pants (there were no more “boot camps” after that, only “workshops”). That 
three days per workshop was simply not enough time in which to produce 
stories of broadcast standard (our workshop model quickly changed from a 
three-day into a five-day experience). That it was absolutely vital that every-
one finished their story. That without a story there was certainly no digital 
story, which meant that at least two days of the participants’ workshop time 
needed to be allocated to script development. That participants tired quickly 
when asked to do repetitive processes like scanning and sizing images (so, 
gradually, that job became one for the facilitators to do outside of workshop 
time). That the digital storytelling form was like a sonnet or a haiku and 
should be adhered to strictly (you can do a lot in two minutes in the first 
person with 250 words and a dozen pictures). That we had to trust the  digital 
storytelling form to contain the story but that the process by which we 
helped the storytellers should never reduce it to a mere format or, worse, a 
formula. That music can be iffy because of the many interpretations listen-
ers bring to it (my favorite tune is probably your least favorite tune). That 
copyright law exists to drive us mad but that it must be observed to the letter. 
That the inclusion of video – except for clips from home movies (something 
which surprisingly few people had) – nearly always threatens a story’s scrap-
book aesthetic, rendering an otherwise good digital story as bad television. 
That you have to work very hard to get the best quality voice-over recordings. 
That there are Welsh-language workshops and there are English-language 
workshops, but bilingual workshops were more than we could manage. That 
none of us understood the terms of the contract our legal department 
wanted participants to sign (Lewis immediately embarked on a process 
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of whittling it down to a single page written in plain English – a  brilliant feat, 
which took her almost a year). That workshop leaders (I was on my own in 
this category for the first two years) needed to teach from their own training 
film and not from one made by someone else. That we would have to output 
seven different versions of every story in order to accommodate all the pos-
sible ways in which the BBC might screen them – dv, .mov, .rm, .wav, mini-
dv (and/or DV-8), CD and VHS (or later DVD), and digibeta – and that this 
would mean assigning post-production as a big part of someone’s job. That 
we needed to collate all our tutorial notes between one set of covers, a 
manual; something that we knew would be out of date as soon as it was 
done. (Even so, the Digital Storytelling, How We Do It manual I finally com-
pleted in the autumn of 2002 was, bar none, the single most useful source of 
reference we had.)

All this we learned and much more. We also learned that we couldn’t do 
without Gilly Adams. Adams came to us from the BBC Writers’ Unit. She 
had had a long history of working in the community, producing plays and 
developing scripts for radio. She had joined the BBC only comparatively 
recently and after a long spell as artistic director of the Made in Wales Stage 
Company. Now she was to run our story circle sessions. She had for some 
time also been Chair of Welfare State International, the legendary “engi-
neers of the imagination” who, since the 1960s, had done so much to inspire 
arts workers everywhere. (I had worked as a photographer for them in the 
north of England over a number of years. Indeed it still tickles me that, 
when I visited CDS in the autumn of 2000, the first book I saw in the class-
room there was the Welfare State International handbook. Who said this 
wasn’t a movement?) As the pilot stage drew to a close, Lewis busied herself 
with setting up the project’s rollout: its systems, its workflow, its budgets, 
and the recruitment of a team. In between fitting in my university teaching 
I worried away at the impossibilities of the technology.

As 2001 turned into 2002, with two pilot workshops under our belt, 
Lewis and Rose completed the extensive documentation required for our 
funding pitch to BBC Nations and Regions. We kidded ourselves that we 
were ready to roll … and waited. On Friday, January 18, 2002 the BBC 
Director-General, Greg Dyke, visited Cardiff and we screened some of our 
digital stories for him. He loved them and, within a month, we had the 
go-ahead. For the first time in the history of broadcasting, a mainstream 
player was putting the tools of both production and editing into the hands 
of the audience. It was a landmark moment and we savored it. And our 
project was given a name: “Capture Wales.”
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Our team of full-timers and part-timers – 12 in all – lined up as follows: 
Mandy Rose, executive producer; Karen Lewis, project producer; Daniel 
Meadows, creative director; Gilly Adams, script facilitator. Gareth Morlais, 
our bilingual web producer (and veteran of the boot camp) doubled up as 
a trainer (in 2005 he would take over Lewis’s producer role). Huw Davies, a 
community artist who had been a participant on our pilot workshop in 
Blackwood, shadowed me as workshop leader, post-production expert, and 
minder of the equipment (roles which he, in due course, made entirely his 
own). He also made us laugh … a lot. There were two researchers, Lisa 
Heledd and Carwyn Evans, both of them Welsh speakers. Their principal 
job was to recruit participants and set up the workshop venues but, of 
course, they were also workshop trainers – and very good ones too, in fact, 
the best. (Initially Jody Abramson had done this job but, when she returned 
to her native USA in 2004, we restructured.) Heledd was a recent graduate 
from Cardiff University where she had taken my digital storytelling module. 
Evans had arrived at the BBC as a trainee and, like Heledd, learned quickly. 
In no time, these two were at the heart of everything. And they were bril-
liant. The project coordinator who perused all the stories with a fresh pair 
of eyes after each workshop looking for infringements of copyright and 
compliance (she had a law degree) and who also devised the schedules, 
booked the accommodation, the hire cars, and the catering, and did much 
of the secretarial work, was Lisa Jones. In 2004 Melanie Lindsell joined the 
team with the principal task of liaising with commissioning editors and 
program producers to get our stuff screened on TV and aired on radio. 
Dafydd Llewelyn, a Welsh-speaking script editor, would also join us from 
time to time to work on script facilitation when workshops were delivered 
in the Welsh language. One final team member was Simon Turner, a 
 musician and audio wizard. Turner had made himself indispensable during 
the boot camp and we contracted him to attend the workshops, sit with 
participants, and (when they wanted it) compose music for their stories, 
something he did with amazing commitment and ingenuity. We also put 
him in charge of all the voice-over audio recording sessions.

Every month we took out our van with its portable computer lab and, 
over five days in a location somewhere in Wales, we showed ten participants 
how to make digital stories, facilitating everyone’s progress as they wrote 
scripts, created images, recorded their voices, and edited their stories on our 
Apple PowerBook computers. Our venues were language centers, hotel 
 conference rooms, IT units, village halls, centers for the physically disabled, 
miners’ institutes and libraries, arts centers, colleges, schools, leisure 
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 complexes … community centers of all kinds. For training-the-trainers 
 sessions we used our Llandaff digilab.

Our remit was to reach parts of the community normally outside the 
reach of television and to represent as broad a cross-section of people as 
possible, including those who had never before used computers (which, in 
2001, was a lot). For two weeks in advance of each workshop, our research-
ers would knock on doors, phone-bash and generally do what they could to 
summon as many people as possible to a presentation evening where the 
thing would be explained. Over the years we had as few as ten people turn 
up for this event and as many as ninety. Even so, recruitment was always a 
struggle. People had to take time off work, find babysitters, commit time.

Two weeks after the presentation evening we held the “gathering,” when 
the ten participants could get to know each other. We would screen and 
deconstruct some stories and explain the various stages of the process. We 
explained the rules of copyright (“don’t use other people’s stuff unless you 
absolutely have to and then only with their express permission”), and we 
played a storytelling game or two to get everyone in the mood.

A week later came the “story circle.” In the mornings we would play games – 
word, picture, and memory games: the love/hate game, the favorite toy game, 
the pick-a-picture-and-tell-us-what’s-going-on-in-it game, the match game – 
where you had only the time it takes to burn a match to say your piece. These 
games (smoke detectors permitting) changed and developed as time went 
on, as we discovered how participants reacted to them and as team members 
became more confident and inventive. The process was designed to support 
participants, to put them at ease, to show them that, although they might be 
nervous and uncertain, it was still possible – by working together in a struc-
tured way – to enjoy the business of agonizing over a script.

In the early days Adams took charge of the story circle but in time every-
one took their turn. Story facilitators have to work hard at listening, trying 
to hear what participants sound like; how they speak when they aren’t being 
formal; their use of language; their relative abilities when speaking and tell-
ing, reading, and writing (statistically, in the UK one in five adults experi-
ences a “literacy skills deficiency”). Facilitators also need to be keen 
observers of the group dynamic, to see if anyone is becoming uncomfortable 
or getting upset, for (unlike the American model) it was never an objective 
of “Capture Wales” to provide therapy. In fact we were always keen to point 
out that this process is not a “safe” one, for the stories told were destined for 
publication, to be shared with strangers.

Ultimately what makes a digital story compelling – as Adams would con-
stantly remind us – is the storyteller’s handling of specifics. The many games 
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Figure 5.1 “Capture Wales” story circle: match game, Rhayader. Photo courtesy 
BBC Cymru-Wales

Figure 5.2 “Capture Wales” story circle: story-in-a-picture game, Butetown, 
Cardiff. Photo courtesy BBC Cymru-Wales
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we devised functioned principally to get people to bring their experiences 
freshly to life; for the essence of a story is always that it needs to be clear, 
with the order in which its significant stages are revealed being carefully 
considered. And – although it is never anyone’s business to suggest story 
ideas or put words into another’s mouth – it is vital that participants should 
be encouraged to be ambitious for their stories, to do them as well as they 
possibly can, better even than they themselves could imagine.

The afternoon of the story circle was spent listening to story ideas – one 
at a time.

The story day was followed immediately by a day of image capture, when 
each participant could attend for as long as it took to get their pictures 
scanned into the computer and/or some movie captured. While waiting for 
a scanner or a picture-editing session, they might also try out their script 
ideas on one of the facilitators (there were always at least four facilitators 
present on image-capture day).

Then followed a period of five days during which, with the facilitators 
back in Cardiff, the participants could work on their own to perfect their 
scripts. During this time they were encouraged to email or telephone mem-
bers of the team to discuss the various draft stages. Then, finally, we would 
all reconvene for the intense three-day production workshop. In the morn-
ing of day one the participants all read their scripts and tweaked them into 
a final version. After lunch (we always arranged catering) we did a Photoshop 
tutorial and then voice-over recording commenced. Day two was all about 
learning Adobe Premiere and the aim was to have everyone complete a 
rough-cut. This meant that voice-over recording would have to be com-
pleted by lunchtime. On the final day everyone learned fancy things with 
Premiere: zooms, pans, transitions, and the like. Production would finish by 
mid-afternoon, anyway, early enough to allow the team to output the sto-
ries to tape (or later, DVD) and prepare for a screening.

At 4 p.m. the films would be screened. And, without doubt, the screening 
was always the best part. Mums, dads, cousins and aunties, friends and 
neighbors, all would attend. Refreshments were served.

JENNY:

On the Road with “Capture Wales”

While it was important in the research to understand something of the 
workshop process through observations and as recorded in field notes, the 
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real story of the project should be told by the participants. In a bid to give 
voice to those experiences, all workshop participants were given a means 
for feedback both to the BBC (through feedback forms) and, possibly more 
impartially, in contributions to the research project. Participants were asked 
to reflect on their experiences of the workshop as much as three years after 
the event, and the response rate of 71 percent attests to their willingness to 
talk about associated memories, experiences, and feelings. This was high-
lighted in the letters, cards, and notes that I received alongside completed 
questionnaires.

I was interested in learning more about participants’ experiences and 
how they chose to articulate them, especially in relation to the group 
dynamic, the technology, the BBC, and their ongoing relationship with all 
three. I had not anticipated I would learn so much about what it meant 
personally for people to be involved in this kind of creative endeavor, and 
was surprised by the number of people who professed to have found the 
experience of therapeutic value and to have renegotiated their notions of 

Figure 5.3 “Capture Wales” production tutorial: the eye of Daniel, Harlech. Photo 
courtesy BBC Cymru-Wales
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“self” as a result. As Daniel has outlined, this was not an intended  phenomenon; 
at the same time, it was a completely unavoidable outcome.

Before articulating something of those narratives, it is crucial to note the 
diversity of people involved in the “Capture Wales” project as participants. 
This undoubtedly impacts not only upon the range of stories told, but often 
on people’s motivations for being involved in the first instance and for 
choosing to tell their particular story.

Issues of representation and “cultural diversity” are of concern in any public 
service media provision. In Wales, stereotypes and under-representation 
have problematized traditional output (Osmond 1995, Cameron 1999) but, 
as Diane Davies says – and I would add, especially in light of the affordances 
of new technologies – this must undergo change: “there is no future in 
imagining an artificial Wales, but only in engagement with the real nation 
in all its diversity” (Davies 1999: 25). A demographic analysis of the first 
191 workshop participants reveals “cultural diversity” in evidence. 
Participants are more or less 50 percent male and female, and from mixed 
age ranges. They are more likely to be from South Wales than North or 
Mid-Wales, but this is in keeping with the overall population bias. Notably, 
significantly higher proportions of ethnic minorities take part in work-
shops than make up the total population of Wales, although 87 percent of 
participants are white British (73 percent white Welsh, 14 percent born 
elsewhere in the UK). There are also a higher than representative number of 
stories made in the Welsh language. Thus, we see a number of active biases in 
place in order to represent previously “voiceless” segments of the population.

What follows is a brief discussion of some key findings from the research, 
and the issues they raise for wider debates about media.

The workshop dynamic

By the end of workshops, an almost tangible connection between group 
members has been facilitated through the process’ various constituent parts. 
In questionnaire and interview responses, participants attest to this con-
nection, articulating it in a number of ways, a selection of which appear 
below:

“The group workshops were for me one of the best and most valuable 
experiences of making my story.”
“The participants were social like bees in hives.”
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“A good mix of strange folk telling urgent things to one another.”
“You have all this empathy with people that last week you did not know 
or care for, you really felt something … I don’t want to dramatize it too 
much, but it is a really good feeling.”
“Great atmosphere, felt part of a team. The first time I have felt like that 
really.”

The group “get on well” (52 respondents), “bonded” (18), were “friends” 
(12), “supportive” (11), and constituted a “team” (10), even a “beeb family.” For 
some, these relationships intensify beyond the workshop walls and prove in 
themselves to be productive and joyous long-term outcomes of the process.

Positivity is also evident in language describing the “Capture Wales” 
team, who are “helpful” (47 respondents), “friendly” (38), “excellent” (16), 
“professional” (13), and “supportive” (12). The team’s contribution is seen 
as simultaneously easygoing and enthusiastic, but also as fulfilling a com-
passionate role. Phrases such as “shoulder to cry on,” “sympathetic,” and 
“listening” hint at the therapeutic nature of the workshop for some, and the 
flexibility required in team members’ responses to individual needs and 
anxieties.

Perhaps crucially for the BBC, it is evident in the majority of responses 
that opinions of and feelings toward the Corporation have been positively 
impacted upon. This has much to do with that particular group of BBC 
representatives outlined previously: “The BBC Wales team was an interest-
ing lot – they are clever people who have the cleverness to appear ordinary, 
so that after a short period of time no one was in any way in awe of the 
‘Great BBC Entities’.” We all became part of a team.

There is a sense among respondents that this indicates something of a 
shift; that for too long there has been a gulf between a faceless “BBC” and 
an amorphous “public” that is only now being subject to scrutiny. As such, 
the kind of dialogue engendered through “Capture Wales” workshops is 
seen as long overdue and potentially barrier-breaking.

The story

Respondents testify to telling their particular stories for a variety of reasons. 
Frequently, storytellers are passing on a message born of experience, 
 self-medicating, commemorating a life, celebrating a passion (human 
or otherwise), describing childhood events, or reciting family or local 
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 histories. These motivations perhaps reflect the emphasis on photographic 
elements and thus often a sense of “the past.”

The content of the stories gives yet more away about the participants: 
their tone, theme, length, and pacing give the viewer (and researcher) 
insight into storytellers’ motivations and priorities. Common themes include 
family and memory, journeys (literal and metaphorical) and “overcoming,” 
history, and childhood. Given the opportunity to tell one story (and only one), 
“self-defining memories” take precedence (Singer and Blagor 2004: 118).5

After the workshop, 76 percent of respondents got some ongoing use-
value out of their stories (where use-value is crudely measured as viewing/
display):

I show the film at every opportunity.
Yes, to groups I teach to show them what technology is capable of.
To a few. Others contacted me after seeing it on the Web. A long-lost 
friend contacted me from the USA.
Relatives, friends, anyone else I could rope securely to a chair for long 
enough.

Others however, have not “aired” their story for a whole complex of reasons, 
again relating to personal motivation, and even self-image:

I have enough criticism from “brainless ****heads” without a double dose 
from what I created.
No, more keen on using skills.
I have not showed the film to many people because it is not a subject 
I care to dwell on.
Do not show, but proud.

Interestingly, those people who do not desire “others” to see their story do not 
equate this wish with their ready availability on the Web. The story is seen as 
an intimate and personal expression or achievement, and the “global stage” 
enabled by its Web presence does not appear to frustrate this perception. It is 
not recognized that any Web audience could potentially consist of those people 
who exist within the locality of the storyteller’s everyday “non-virtual” life.

In discussion with participants after the workshop, it became clear that 
their ongoing relationship with their story, the form, and the technology 
was sometimes complicated by their own, and others’, perception of this 
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kind of “memory work.” Watching the piece was an act of self- indulgence, 
or something to do on occasion when the individual needed self- 
affirmation:

Life has been rather difficult/hectic/problematic during the last six 
months or so and the inclination to indulge myself wasn’t there. Things 
are OK now so I may drag it out.

[W]henever I am feeling useless or something I’ll think “Oh yeah, 
I did that, and that was all right” … I use it in that way. When I think that 
I am lacking anything.

Rather than being an act of “responsibility” (McAdams 1993), society teaches 
us that the creation of self-narrative is a narcissistic mission foregrounding a 
concern with the “self” over and above “community.” Older people in particu-
lar have often been discouraged to talk openly in this way (Kamler 2001).

This led some participants to understate their achievement, or indicate 
embarrassment by it, even though their overall experience remained very 
positive. As we see increased use of participatory media forms and interest 
in “real life,” however, it is entirely possible that we will see a shift in people’s 
perceptions of and comfort with personal narratives, and an increasing 
sense of “legitimacy” attached to them.

The technology

Looking at participants’ responses in relation to the technology and its use 
is integral to any discussion of media democracy and possibility for change. 
Both skills growth and comfort with the technology have been assessed as a 
part of the research project. In BBC feedback forms, 91 percent of respond-
ents professed to have gained IT skills through their participation in the 
“Capture Wales” workshop, but when followed up by the researcher, it 
appears the situation is more complex than this perhaps indicates.

Here is a sample of responses relating to the technology – some positive, 
and some negative:

The opportunity to use the BBC’s technology was what attracted me to 
the project.
I jumped into the pool and it wasn’t deep at all.
[F]ascinating and straightforward.
My first introduction to technology. Fantastic. Thanks to them I have 
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since had the confidence to do more.
Fine, but I got obsessed.
I think I am literate but I found it overwhelming and stressful.
My weak area.
Thank God for the team!
Struggled with most of it – previous experience in the 1970s.
I was nervous of messing things up, not getting it right … They … 
allowed my son to come in and help me.

There was a great deal of overlap in responses, indicating that some found 
navigating the technical aspects both challenging and rewarding. Tellingly, 
only 51 percent had experimented with the technology in some form since 
their workshop. Those who had not cited costs, limited time, and problems 
of access as factors inhibiting their ability to do so; others fully intended to 
in the future, but had not done so to date:

No, unfortunately; do you know how much it costs?
No equipment, but would love it.
Sadly no, acquired the software but need a more reliable computer; as 
soon as that is dealt with, I will have a few more tales off my chest.
No, I’m not computer-minded.
No time or need. As time goes on, I am less confident.

Surprisingly perhaps, many of those who do continue to use the technology 
are older respondents who had struggled with it in the first instance.

The extent to which respondents are using the technology, however, is 
hugely varied:

I enjoy trying to reproduce the experience on my own home computer 
using the down-to-earth notes of Daniel Meadows.
I can now turn on our PC and am able to use it.
Myself and one other formed a company film/TV/video production with 
a humanitarian perspective as a result of meeting each other.
Used Photoshop and going to get Premiere – and will use it!
A little, I have an iMac but no expensive software.

Only a handful of respondents to the research had gone on to make more 
stories or teach others the technique:
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I’ve been building my skills (and my own workshops) ever since.
Their help has enabled me to establish digital workshops … which has 
meant people in the Wrexham area who have missed the BBC workshop 
have been given the chance.

This number is growing, as Daniel will outline later. However, it must be 
noted that workshop participants do not constitute a nation of digital 
 storytellers at the current time. For many, this is simply not a viable or even 
attractive option, since (as the following section outlines) the workshop has 
often fulfilled other, not insignificant, individual needs.

The self

Of the respondents to the research project, 79 percent felt that the work-
shop had had, or would continue to have, a lasting impact upon them. This 
“lasting effect” was expressed in a variety of ways.

For some, resultant changes in working lives were directly credited to the 
workshop process:

It has progressed my work/career.
[I]t has brought me closer to my community and inspired more work.
Without a doubt it has changed my life. I went out and got a grant, set up 
my own project.
Yes, I work on the project as a result of the workshop. Get more lasting 
than that!

A number of respondents felt that the experience had in some way impacted 
upon their sense of self or resulted in attitudinal change:

It allowed me to be proud of myself and who I am.
I learnt a lot about myself and the BBC.
I found I had something to offer despite my disability.
It was uncomfortable initially to be so open about yourself … but it was 
an incredibly beneficial, self-developing experience.

Even one respondent who regretted having changed the subject of her story 
over the course of the workshop had learnt something about herself: 
“I thought I would have been stronger and would have stuck to my story the 
way I wanted to have it made.”
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Some also highlighted the therapeutic nature of the workshop as having 
lasting influence:

Telling my story felt as though I had lifted a heavy burden from my back. 
The slate was clean and I could move on. That period of my life now had 
a line drawn under it.
Telling and making the story was a kind of a catharsis.
Personally I gained a lot emotionally from my experience because of the 
story I told. It was therapeutic for me and my family.
In a way I won’t go into detail over, it has helped to lay a personal ghost.

This complex and hard-to-measure outcome is a natural byproduct of any crea-
tive endeavor whereby people are encouraged to think about events in their lives 
in such a way (Kamler 2001, Dwelly 2001, Crossley 2003, Lambert 2002, 2004), 
but is notable for its prominence as an outcome (articulated by 31 respondents). 
Narrative psychologists see great benefit in ordering events and expressing 
feelings through a coherent “story” in order to achieve personal peace and unity. 
It appears that given time and a chance to engage with their own archives 
and “histories,” the desire to tell a story that will reflect or engage with that 
history takes prominence. This is perhaps no surprise, given that workshop 
participants are, for the most part, making a one-off intervention into the 
media, the technology, or even their own (mental or physical) archives.

Thus, engagement with a digital storytelling workshop in the “Capture 
Wales” model is an intricate and ongoing personal negotiation of relation-
ships within and between various communities, the technology, the BBC, 
the self, and the personal archive. No two narratives of the workshop proc-
ess I have encountered have even approached concordance, the threads 
leading in so many different directions that establishing the potential for 
democracy could become an exercise in creative thinking.

DANIEL:

Spreading the Word

The only promise we made to our participants regarding publication of 
their work was that we would post their stories on the BBC website. The 
“Capture Wales” site launched on Friday, May 2, 2002.

Working out of the New Media department, we had no remit to reach a 
television audience. However, we were determined that digital stories would 
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appear on TV and eventually it happened, the first one being broadcast on 
at 9.15 p.m. on Tuesday, November 5, 2002. It was number one in a series of 
20 topped, tailed, and contextualized stories shown in their own commis-
sioned, mid-evening, five-minute slot on the new Welsh digital television 
channel BBC2W. As time went by, the number of stories broadcast as well 
as the number of broadcast opportunities for them increased so that, by the 
calendar year 2006 (the most recent full year for which figures are availa-
ble), 45 were shown on BBC2W, 1 on BBC2 (Wales), 40 on the Community 
Channel, 26 on BBC Radio Wales, and 273 on BBCi (on the digi-satellite 
interactive service Your Stories). The total airtime for digital stories in 2006 
was approximately 23 hours – slightly more than one story per day.

The project also won a number of important awards, including a BAFTA 
Cymru in 2002.

Our work expanded. We recruited and trained two digital storytelling 
teams in BBC English Regions – one in Hull (Yorkshire) and the other in 
Blackburn (Lancashire). (This project, Telling Lives – which Rose and 
I mentored for its first six months – ran for two years until March 2005.) 
We ran (and I led) a dozen or more training-the-trainer workshops, each 
one for between six and ten participants. We ran a seminar for educators 
and Lewis was permanently on the case with officials from the basic skills, 
examinations, and curriculum agencies, government departments, quan-
gos, local authorities, the Arts Council – every organization she might 
hope to engage to help make digital storytelling catch fire as a community 
activity.

The list of those with whom we eventually collaborated to make this 
project sustainable – supplying training support, teaching materials, and 
advice on funding – is a long one. We worked with staff and students in the 
further education sector at Yale College in Wrexham (where their project 
won a Beacon Award in 2004) and also at Coleg Sir Gâr in Llanelli. We 
worked with the youth ICT project CREDU – hosted by Canllaw Online 
and supported by Fujitsu – which has over 100 digilabs scattered across 
Wales, a lot of them in YMCAs. We worked with the Scarman Trust, 
Aberystwyth Arts Centre, the eCommunities initiative of the Welsh 
Development Agency (WDA), and the Welsh Assembly Government’s social 
inclusion project Communities@One. We worked with local authority arts 
development units like the one in Monmouthshire, and also in the Miners’ 
Institute at Blackwood, where the hugely innovative Breaking Barriers 
 digital storytelling project run by Caerphilly County Borough Council soon 
set a standard for others to follow.
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In 2006 Kate Strudwick of Breaking Barriers – a veteran of our 2001 boot 
camp – became Chair of a newly formed organization, DS Cymru, the asso-
ciation for digital storytellers in Wales which, that year, raised funds for and 
organized DS1, Wales’s first Digital Storytelling Festival which was held at 
Aberystwyth Arts Centre.

As DS1 approached, we counted up the number of digital stories which 
had been made in Wales since the project began. The total was more than 
1,000 but, to our delight, it was clear that only about half of these had been 
made by those on BBC workshops. The remainder, though produced on 
projects instigated as a result of the “Capture Wales” initiative, had been 
made by community groups working on their own.

The baton was passing.

JENNY:

Reflective Conclusions

In terms of representation, we have seen that something new is exemplified 
by “Capture Wales.” Indeed, those voices being heard through the project 
leave a more varied and “real” archive than exists elsewhere in the media. 
However, it must be remembered that representations, whether constructed 
by the “mass” media or “ordinary” people are just that: constructions. They 
are also, by the nature of the project, the voices of those people who wish to 
step forward and talk about their experiences. As Valerie Yow says of the 
practice of recording oral history, “it is the articulate who come forward to 
be participants” (Yow 1994: 7). In the case of “Capture Wales,” they volun-
teer not only a story and their voice, but their time, energy, and commit-
ment to the project. This presupposes a level of interest in artistic endeavor, 
“new media,” “community,” and/or the BBC as “Corporation.” We must be 
careful before asserting it that more voices being heard within the media 
will naturally lead to a more democratic system of representation for all.

As outlined previously, the coming of new Internet and multimedia 
technologies was heralded as the dawn of a more democratic media system 
where the public would become “empowered.” To assert that a public is 
empowered (in terms of media) is to assume not only that they have access 
to the means of making and distributing media, but that they are actively 
engaged in seeking that empowerment (not just using those avenues 
opened up to them). As Hamelink asserts: “Human rights imply both 
entitlements and responsibilities … empowerment cannot be passively 
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enjoyed, but has to be actively achieved and guarded” (Hamelink 1995: 12) 
This does not seem to be the case for the majority of people who take part in 
“Capture Wales” workshops, whose interventions remain one-off and whose 
experience of “interactivity” cannot be re-created elsewhere in “the media.”

Although we might imagine interactive texts/projects to offer increased 
opportunity to assert control and creative influence over media output, for 
the most part, “interactive” possibility currently operates within bounda-
ries that are set and maintained by an authority. In this respect, the creative 
opportunity on offer is pre-scripted and necessarily limited. According to 
Hockley, “Interactivity is actually about power. It is about persuading users 
that they are powerful when in fact they are powerless” (Hockley 1996: 10). 
Interactivity as we currently know it relies on “users,” not “creators,” of 
authored environments (Murray 1999: 152). In this respect we have moved 
forward very little from Raymond Williams’s view of interactivity as mere 
“reactivity,” voiced in 1974: “Nearly all equipment that is being currently 
developed is reactive; the range of choices, both in detail and in scope, is 
pre-set” (Williams 1974: 139).

“Capture Wales” perhaps hints at a more genuinely interactive proposition. 
For the lifespan of the workshop at least, members of the public, story creators, 
are in genuine open dialogue with those who exist at the sharp end of the BBC’s 
digital storytelling initiative. And the BBC also gains from the interaction; the 
acquisition of content, the creation of a living archive, and the intangible profit 
that is the connection with participants. A positive, respectful exchange is 
occurring benefiting both the public (or those members of the public who are 
chosen to take part) and the BBC. Knowledge exchange is thus two-way, and 
perhaps indicative of changing trends within (multi)media that position “users” 
or “consumers” in a much more inspiring and creative role. For the moment 
though, as we have seen, storytellers do not go on to have wholly redefined 
relationships with the Corporation, or with “the media” at large.

DANIEL:

Video Postcards

As Jenny has pointed out, the big ideas of the digital age currently changing 
our mediascape assert that mass media are becoming (1) a conversation, 
(2) democratized, and (3) interactive. The promise for those of us formerly 
known as the audience is that we will be recast as the viewer/producers of a 
new participatory culture.
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Nothing would please me more than to see Wales become a nation of 
digital storytellers, but the BBC model provides only one new media form of 
the participatory culture. The challenge for the future is to have many more 
forms for people to use – video postcards, if you like – forms which are less 
difficult to master. Outside of the monthly workshops, the “Capture Wales” 
team has never stopped experimenting with new approaches: the one-day 
“taster” session; the audio-only option; Davies’s Shoebox Stories; Heledd’s 
and Evans’s audio slideshow project In the Frame; the three-day option; the 
iMovie option; the four-day option. Unless this restless search for new forms 
continues, the transformation of our mediascape into one where we can all 
assume the viewer/producer role will happen only slowly. Too slowly.

Just now, the three big obstacles are:

 1. Too many media workers behave as though their professional status 
gives them the right to be gatekeepers of the airwaves.
 2. Most of the digital tools available to citizen producers (PCs, video, 
and still cameras, mobile devices of all kinds) are difficult to learn, unevenly 
distributed, always in need of updating, and horribly expensive.
 3. Big media facilitators deny the lessons of our “Capture Wales” 
 experience and continue to assume that giving people the tools to make 
their own media means giving them kit: computers, gizmos, gadgets. OK, 
well sometimes it does. But mostly the tools that people need are the tools 
of empowerment – confidence, self-belief, and assistance with scriptwriting 
and skill acquisition – and these are things you can only learn by attending a 
workshop of some kind. You cannot expect people to join the conversation 
if you won’t teach them the language.

“Capture Wales,” in its seven short years, has generated interest far and 
wide, as I know only too well, for – by invitation – I have made five trips to 
America and four to Australia explaining the project, delivering lectures, 
giving presentations, and leading workshops. I have also attended a great 
many UK and international conferences and seminars. In November 2003 
we hosted our own international conference at BBC Wales in Llandaff 
sponsored by the WDA (Jenny played an important role in organizing this). 
It was a huge gathering of the participatory media clans. The Chair at that 
conference was Professor Ian Hargreaves from the School of Journalism, 
Media and Cultural Studies at Cardiff University – which was of course where, 
for me, this long journey began … and the place to which, in the spring of 
2006, I returned to pick up the loose ends of my career as an academic.
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Notes

1 BBC Cymru Wales Digital Storytelling at www.bbc.co.uk/wales/audiovideo/
sites/galleries/pages/digitalstorytelling.shtml

2 I Photograph To Remember: the “world’s first commercial CD-ROM with sound 
and images,” published by Voyager, New York, in 1991.

3 See www.photobus.co.uk
4 W. Stott, Documentary Expression and Thirties America, Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1973, p. 49.
5 Characteristics of self-defining memories make them vivid, affectively intense 

(even at the point of recollection), and repetitively recalled as reference points. 
They often present unresolved conflicts or enduring concerns (Singer and Blagor 
2004).
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Digital Storytelling at the Australian 
Centre for the Moving Image

Helen Simondson

Frida Kahlo once said, “I paint self-portraits because … I am the person 
I know best” (see Cruz 1996). Kahlo’s statement reinforces the notion that 
we each have unique, powerful, and evocative stories that only we have the 
power to tell. This is the central premise of the digital storytelling program 
at the Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI). We have assisted 
hundreds of people to tell their own stories using the powerful mediums of 
their own voices and the rich archives of personal images that memorialize 
their lives.

ACMI’s journey with digital storytelling represents a significant period 
in the organization’s history and, more broadly, in the history of digital 
storytelling in Australia. Consequently, understanding ACMI’s origins is 
one way of understanding digital storytelling’s development in the coun-
try. Originally the Victorian State Film Centre, which was established in 
1946, the (then) VSFC’s broad aims were to maintain a collection of docu-
mentary and educational films for public consumption. Over the follow-
ing decades, there were numerous developments: by the 1970s, the VSFC 
exhibited noncommercial films and collected student films and indepen-
dent work; by the 1980s, the VSFC had established a major education pro-
gram, which provided a valuable interface between the VSFC and the 
secondary school curriculum and represents a key precedent for our cur-
rent digital storytelling program. Perhaps the key change, however, 
occurred in July 1997 when work began on designing Australia’s most 
ambitious civic, cultural, and commercial precinct at Federation Square in 
the heart of Melbourne, Victoria. The VSFC had begun its transformation 
into a new cultural institution: the Australian Centre for the Moving Image, 
opened in 2002.
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When ACMI opened there was little or no precedent for a cultural 
 institution dedicated to the moving image in all its forms. Yet, in an age 
where the development of digital technologies had significantly shifted the 
way people related to and consumed media, it was critical for an organiza-
tion to recognize this shift and implement an institutional space that would 
allow people to directly interact with increasingly innovative moving image 
content. Part of this shift has been in changing our own relationship to the 
public; instead of perceiving of them as passive receivers, ACMI views its 
public as creative partners in the production of moving images. And digital 
storytelling is one of ACMI’s key programs in its active engagement with 
individuals and communities as creative partners.

I joined ACMI when the building was under construction; at that time, 
the programs we were devising were also informing the internal spaces of 
the new building in a way that was intended to innovatively connect the 
production, exhibition, and collection of the moving image. We wanted to 
build on the strong education program of the VSFC, and digital storytelling 
was one of the ways we decided to do that. In 1998 I became aware of the 
Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) in Berkeley, California. The CDS’s 
work had a strong resonance with what we were already developing for 
ACMI, so we invited Joe Lambert and Nina Mullen to share their method-
ology with our team, including the now standard model of delivery: the 
three-day training workshop. We have spent the years since then revising 
that model of delivery to refine its translation to ACMI, as both a cultural 
institution and an Australian media organization.

Of course, revising that model of delivery was far from our only  challenge. 
Pioneering a user-generated content program in a cultural institution 
required considerable thought and planning and we faced a range of initial 
and ongoing obstacles. It was immediately clear, for example, that no other 
cultural institution at the time had embarked on a program of a similar 
scale, which spanned production, exhibition, and the long-term collection 
of user-generated media. In order to exhibit these works in a public institu-
tion, we recognized that ACMI had obligations and responsibilities to the 
storytellers and to the broader public. ACMI was in uncharted territory, so 
we looked to other leading international programs to see how they man-
aged the exhibition and collection of digital stories. At the time, the CDS 
did not publicly exhibit or collect the stories it produced, while the BBC’s 
“Capture Wales” program had the significant (and unique) support of its 
broadcaster to exhibit its stories. ACMI, however, hoped to collect and 
exhibit digital stories on both our website and in the Memory Grid, an 
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onsite interactive exhibition space I describe later. To do that, our first 
 challenges involved negotiating image copyright, music licensing, digital 
story licensing, and classification guidelines.

While many digital storytellers draw on their own personal archives, we 
make not only our production facilities but also our stock image library 
available to our digital storytellers so that they can augment their digital 
stories with these images. However, while facilitating basic image copyright 
clearance was easily managed, music licensing was more complex. We 
worked closely with APPRA and AMCOS, the Australian music copyright 
and licensing bodies, to identify the context and scope of this style of media 
production in a non-broadcast environment. Where standard broadcast or 
theatrical licensing fees would have been prohibitive, ACMI actively negoti-
ated a blanket license fee for the ongoing exhibition and collection of com-
munity-made digital stories. Licensing of the digital stories themselves also 
needed to be carefully negotiated. In the traditional media environment, 
content producers ask copyright holders to assign copyright to the pro-
ducer or distributor. As an agency that also collects user-generated content, 
however, ACMI has to manage the cultural sensitivities, moral rights, and 
ownership issues that are inherent in user-generated media. At ACMI, the 
copyright of digital stories stays with the storyteller and ACMI seeks an 
ongoing license to exhibit and collect the work. We also manage the part-
ners and community groups involved in projects on behalf of the story-
tellers. And if a storyteller no longer wishes ACMI or the sub-license 
organizations to have access to their content, then ACMI is responsible to 
ensure that all parties relinquish their screening and collection rights. This 
licensing arrangement is clearly a complex one, but it honors the personal 
nature of the content and allows the individual to have ongoing control 
over their story.

As a cultural institution we are also required to adhere to classification 
guidelines: impartiality, fairness, privacy, truth, and decency are crucial. It 
would be impossible to submit every digital story produced at ACMI to the 
Office of Film and Literature Classification (OFLC) for formal clearance to 
exhibit the work. Nevertheless, classification is a necessity for the work 
exhibited in a public building where people are able to wander in and view 
this content as part of an on-demand exhibition system. ACMI did not have 
a self-classification status, which is usually the domain of the broadcasters, 
so we embarked on the long and rigorous process with the OFLC to apply 
for this status. Our status will be ratified in federal parliament in the near 
future, which will make us the first cultural institution in Australia with a 
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self-classification status. In effect, this status means that trained staff at 
ACMI will ensure that our content complies with all classification require-
ments, as part of the production, exhibition, and collection process of – 
among other moving image content produced at ACMI – digital stories. 
This status will make ACMI an important precedent for other Australian 
cultural institutions.

Understanding digital storytelling in a context beyond more traditional 
mainstream media formats was also critical when it came to developing a 
space to exhibit this kind of “less expert” media. The Memory Grid is 
ACMI’s interactive exhibition space, which functions as a repository for 
these kinds of moving image memories, encouraging people to view these 
works sympathetically. It contextualizes and preserves the diverse stories 
produced by the public and, in so doing, gives ownership to the public of 
the stories they produce. However, sometimes criticism is leveled at digital 
storytelling, particularly with our support of people with little or no media 
background to produce autobiographical content. While this is one of the 
cornerstones of the digital storytelling movement, it has been a challenge to 
encourage some members of the wider audience to accept user-generated 
content as having a legitimate place in a cultural institution. The use of 
sentimentality, the subjectivity of content, and the confessional style of 
many digital stories are criticized, as are stories which might be viewed as 
nostalgic or otherwise unsophisticated. However, it is precisely the rawness of 
digital storytelling that can be surprisingly powerful (see Figures 6.1 and 6.2).

And curatorial decisions are still made: there is a high expectation for 
quality screening material, so decisions of inclusion and exclusion are made 
at ACMI every day. We carefully manage the balance between process and 
product in the production workshops and, in our experience, we have 
found that it is the screen literacy and facilitation role of digital storytelling 
trainers that is key to assisting people to produce the best story they can. 
The ACMI public programs team are experienced media makers and edu-
cators who support an extraordinarily diverse range of people to create 
their own story. Thus, it is significant that digital storytelling and other 
user-generated content seem to have found their audience at ACMI. 
Thousands of people a month view the Memory Grid, and many more view 
digital stories online. Many of the other media forms that are produced and 
exhibited at ACMI are invariably more professionally produced, more 
interactive, more structurally sophisticated and innovative, but we have no 
doubt that our digital storytelling program deserves its flagship status 
within the organization. It is an award-winning program that continues 
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Figure 6.1 GP Express 01, from ACMI’s Memory Grid. Courtesy ACMI

Figure 6.2 Hong Kong, from ACMI’s Memory Grid. Courtesy ACMI

from strength to strength, with ACMI currently holding one of the largest 
collections of digital stories worldwide.

Beyond our own exhibition of digital stories, our creative partnerships 
with the public and with community groups offer some of our most profound 
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applications of digital storytelling. We have worked with many communities 
and individuals to capture important memories that have become personal 
and powerful advocacy tools. In the Alzheimer’s Australia project the process 
of constructing memory was profound and vital for the participants and 
their families. The stories of survivors of the Gippsland, Victoria bushfires 
assisted others in coming to terms with the harsh reality of rural Australian 
life. Breast Cancer Network Australia screened a selection from their digital 
storytelling project on the big screen at half-time at the Melbourne football 
ground as part of the Field of Women campaign to raise awareness of breast 
cancer. The Yorta Yorta elders shared stories as a process of knowledge 
transfer between the indigenous elders and the younger members of their 
community. We have also facilitated many stories that capture the coura-
geous journeys of migration and the impacts of settle ment. All these stories 
speak to the power and possibility of digital storytelling in its search for 
meaning and justice. Despite the fallibility of memory and the subjectivity 
of first-person accounts, digital stories reframe traditional notions of 
Australian identity and history by representing diverse lives.

Inside each digital story is a profusion of ideas and emotions that are 
edited together into meaningful sequences. It is exactly this montage prin-
ciple inherent in a moving-image story that reflects how memory itself 
works. We do not live our life as a linear sequence but we piece together, 
edit, and reflect as a way to shape our own memory. Our challenge as facil-
itators of digital storytelling is to create an environment for participants 
that evokes memory and engages the senses, intellect, spirit, and heart and 
at the same time sparks curiosity and imagination. The great irony in doing 
this kind of work is that even though we have crossed the digital divide we 
find ourselves moving backward to ground ourselves in the oral tradition of 
storytelling and we adapt this to the potential of every new technology as a 
way of understanding narrative.

In an age when the accessibility of digital toolkits means that more and 
more people have the capacity to become a multi-platform publisher, it is 
an ongoing, but interesting challenge for large organizations like ACMI to 
stay responsive. Perhaps it will be our systematized collection of these sto-
ries that will represent our greatest contribution in the future as a unique 
source of user-generated material. No matter, ACMI believes that is the 
creative partnership inherent in programs like our digital storytelling pro-
gram that best celebrates technology’s facilitation of our understanding 
sharing of diverse stories, which ultimately allows cultural institutions like 
ACMI to better engage with the public it serves.
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Radio Storytelling and Beyond

Marie Crook

The BBC first began using digital storytelling in their work with  communities 
with the project “Capture Wales” in 2001 and later with “Telling Lives” in 
the north of England. Digital storytelling was not just a means of eliciting 
engaging and innovative content, but it also enabled the public service 
broadcaster to connect with communities in unprecedented ways and 
proved to be transformative for many of the people who took part. Radio 
storytelling was first piloted in the BBC in 2003 as a means of enabling 
more people across the UK to share their stories and to facilitate delivery of 
a greater number of workshops by using local radio stations as both the 
venue for workshops and the broadcast outlet.

Radio stories are two- to three-minute audio stories made in the same 
way as digital stories, but without images. They can be made more quickly, 
fewer resources in terms of staff and equipment are required, and because 
of this radio storytelling presents a lower-cost option for storytelling in the 
BBC. Working as project producer of the first BBC Radio storytelling 
project (“Inside Lives” at BBC Radio Stoke), the challenge was to adapt the 
digital storytelling model without diluting its impact.

Radio storytelling workshops involve a three-step process. As with digital 
storytelling, the first step is the story circle, where participants work on the 
script of their story, focusing on what will work well for radio. The subse-
quent workshop gives participants a chance to finalize their scripts before 
recording the stories, where possible using the recording studio in the radio 
station. In the final workshop, participants learn how to edit their own 
audio and produce a complete, broadcast-quality version before celebrating 
their achievement by listening to the “world première” of the group’s sto-
ries. The editing process is usually straightforward, and it’s possible for 
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people with little or no experience of IT to learn how to edit their audio in 
the space of a one-day workshop.1

The pilot was successful: other BBC local radio stations developed their 
own versions of it and an early sample of “Inside Lives” stories attracted a 
Sony Radio Academy Award. Like digital storytelling, radio storytelling has 
proven to be transformative for many participants, building their confi-
dence and stimulating a desire to further develop the skills they have 
gained.

Although several BBC local radio stations continue to work with radio 
storytelling based on the pilot model, I have been involved in further adap-
tations of the model and have witnessed some interesting developments. In 
2004–5, for example, the BBC joined the Learning and Skills Council and 
the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education to develop a pilot 
project, “Tell Us Your Story.” The pilot aimed to determine the extent to 
which radio-storytelling workshops could be used to widen adult participa-
tion in more formal learning programs. The hope was that a personal story-
telling “hook” would help education providers to engage “hard-to-reach” 
learners – that is, people living mostly in deprived communities and not 
engaged in formal education owing to a lack of confidence, negative experi-
ences of education, and other barriers.

In the early stages of the pilot, I trained adult education tutors across the 
North-West of England to facilitate radio storytelling workshops. They 
then worked on incorporating the story-circle techniques into their existing 
programs. A good example of how this worked was a project in Salford, 
where a local college joined forces with a voluntary community organiza-
tion to work with refugees and asylum seekers who were not accessing free 
ESOL (English for speakers of other languages) courses at the college. ESOL 
tutors who had been trained to deliver workshop techniques went on to 
embed ESOL teaching into a 10-week radio storytelling course. Crucially, 
the course was not delivered at the college, but at a small, informal com-
munity center which the learners felt comfortable attending. All stories 
were recorded at the community center and later edited for broadcast on 
local radio. We lacked the resources to teach participants how to edit their 
own audio, so in this project the focus was very much on the sharing of 
stories and the use of informal story-sharing as a language-teaching device. 
At the end of the course, participants requested a further creative writing 
course, which was delivered at the local college. This was considered an 
excellent result, demonstrating how storytelling had functioned as a first 
step to more formal learning.
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In 2005, I worked with some of the participants in the “Tell Us Your 
Story” project to produce a 20-minute radio play based on their stories. 
This was broadcast as part of the North-West launch of the BBC’s literacy 
campaign RaW (Reading and Writing). Storytelling has since become cen-
tral to the RaW campaign, which aims to encourage “emergent readers” to 
improve their literacy skills. Sport fans have learnt how to craft and share 
stories about their passion; men and women in prisons have learnt how to 
write stories for their children; writing competitions have been supported 
by informal writing workshops: these are always very much based on the 
digital storytelling story circle. I have delivered several national programs of 
“train the trainer” storytelling workshops where partners in the RaW cam-
paign – mostly library staff and others working in the community, heritage, 
and education sectors – learn how to use storytelling as a way to engage 
“hard-to-reach” learners in literacy activity.

These workshops – the outcome of which is often simply a written story – 
take us a long way from the digital storytelling model that first inspired the 
BBC to get involved. But there are several features of the digital storytelling 
model (as I have experienced it) that, I feel, are essential to retain:

 1. There should be no agenda on the part of the facilitator regarding 
which story the participant should tell. For radio storytelling, this could 
sometimes be difficult; one of our aims was to elicit compelling material 
for broadcast, and at times a participant with a great story that fit perfectly 
with the news agenda would choose to tell one that did not fit so well. But 
however apprehensive participants might feel about aspects of the work-
shop (writing, performance, IT), they are experts in their own story and 
need to feel that way.
 2. Participants should tell their story in their own way. The facilitator’s 
role is to enable this process and to help participants to recognize and feel 
confident about using their own expressions and accent and to learn how to 
write the way they speak. Knowing their stories were likely to be broadcast 
on BBC radio, participants would sometimes feel they lacked the “right” 
voice, vocabulary, and grammar. Helping them to see the value of their 
natural speaking voice and its relationship to their story often proved 
 liberating.
 3. Participants already have the tools to enable them to tell their own 
stories well, but might not recognize their skills as such. I have developed 
an exercise where participants construct their own “Guide to Good Story-
telling,” based on their observations about what works in other stories 
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they hear and read. They can then use the guide to help them in their own 
writing. The facilitator’s aim is to draw out existing knowledge and skill and 
to feed it back to the group as knowledge and skill, rather than “teaching” 
writing skills.
 4. The story-circle process is important and should not be cut short; 
this is where the group forms the bond that will enable them to confidently 
share stories and offer affirmative and constructive feedback to each other. 
It is crucial that participants feel comfortable, respected, and safe and that 
the atmosphere is kept light-hearted and fun.

In training partners in the BBC RaW campaign to deliver storytelling work-
shops, I am confident that they can adapt the workshop model in which-
ever way they choose, according to the resources that are available to them 
and the outcomes they seek. But by retaining some of the ethos of the dig-
ital storytelling story circle, they will be able to offer a workshop experience 
that amounts to more than the sum of its parts – that is, transformative and 
confidence-building, and which will inspire participants to continue to 
learn and develop their skills.2

Notes

1 We used Adobe Audition, then Cool Edit Pro.
2 The BBC digital storytelling workshop model that was adapted for radio story-

telling projects is itself very much based on the US model founded by Dana 
Atchley and Nina Mullen and continued by Joe Lambert.
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Perhaps without being much noticed yet, Euro-African life is increasingly 
present in digital space.1 This presence materializes in, for example, digital 
stories told by African-Welsh living in Wales, UK in the BBC’s “Capture 
Wales.” We will analyze two such videos by drawing on an interdisciplinary 
approach that connects insights into storytelling from computer science, 
cultural anthropology, and narratology with concepts from transcultural 
and postcolonial studies.

Storytelling is a key form of cultural expression. Authors self-reflexively 
invent and collect story elements, structure them, and finally narrate them 
in a particular mode. Accordingly, the act of storytelling becomes a cul-
tural practice. In the context of digital storytelling, this practice is even 
more complex. Digital narratives easily overstep generic borders by play-
ing with fact and fiction, and documentary and imaginary modes of rep-
resentation, while producing new compositions of media, genres, and 
narrative practices.2 In times of globalization, new spatial and cultural 
complexities are also reflected within narratives. Thus, stories do not 
solely reflect authors’ backgrounds, their ethnic and cultural experiences 
and upbringings, but are increasingly formed by story elements that can 
be neither located in a specific narrative tradition nor in a singular national 
context. Against this background, we introduce the term digital life narra-
tion as a new, contextually situated cultural practice of storytelling on the 
side of the authors, including a distinct usage of the movies on the side of 
the users.

8

Narrating Euro-African Life 
in Digital Space

Sissy Helff and Julie Woletz
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Digital Storytelling

Looking at digital movies from an interdisciplinary perspective, the historical 
and intellectual origins of digital narration demonstrate that digital story-
telling, while neither being clearly defined nor commonly used as a term in 
the humanities, has a long history within computer science (Woletz forth-
coming). Still, one has to bear in mind that in the 1970s, when computer 
scientists started an early interest in narratology, neither personal comput-
ers nor the concept of personal digital media existed.3 Research concen-
trated mostly on the field of artificial intelligence (AI), of which an 
increasing interest in narratology was mainly a byproduct. Up to this point, 
AI had mainly dealt with mathematics and formal logic, but in the follow-
ing two decades, narrative theories became increasingly popular.4 In this 
context, narratives were perceived as “less formal forms of knowledge” 
(Davis and Travers 1999: 3), and not much interest was paid to media or 
cultural practices.

This situation changed when Brenda Laurel (1986) received the first PhD 
in interactive narrative for designing a computer-based interactive fantasy 
system. Laurel’s study combined her personal experience as a computer 
programmer with expertise in theater, and transgressed the boundaries of 
computer sciences at the time. A similar approach was introduced by Marc 
Davis and Michael Travers, founders of the Narrative Intelligence reading 
group (NI) in 1990. The NI group broadened scientific discourse on nar-
ratology by integrating disciplines such as literary theory, narrative psy-
chology, and art in computer sciences (Mateas and Sengers 1999: 3–5).

In contrast to these stories deriving from high-tech laboratories, a move-
ment arose in the early 1990s promoting “bottom-up” digital storytelling 
that puts its emphasis on personal stories.5 This shift toward more personal 
topics in digital narrations can be seen in early applications like Abbe Don’s 
We Make Memories (Don 1989–95), or the digital magazine Fray (Powazek 
1996),6 and is also indicated in the work of multimedia performer Dana 
Atchley. With the support of the programmer Joe Lambert, Atchley designed 
the first digital autobiography Next Exit (Atchley 1990–2000). In 1994 
Lambert, Atchley, and Nina Mullen founded the San Francisco Digital 
Media Center, which later became the influential Center for Digital 
Storytelling (CDS), and started offering workshops on video-based per-
sonal stories. Our selected movies have been produced in such a workshop 
of the BBC project “Capture Wales” (BBC 2006a), following the workshop 
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methodology of the CDS (Atchley, Lambert, and Mullen 1994, Lambert 
2003). The BBC (2006b) describes their idea of digital storytelling as 
 follows:

Digital stories are “mini-movies” created and edited by people like you – 
using cameras, computers, scanners and their own photo albums. Everyone 
has a story to tell and new technology means that anyone can create a story 
that can show on a website like the ones you see here. The idea is to show the 
richness of life in Wales through stories made by the people of Wales. It’s you 
who decide what those stories are.

In a much broader sense than this focus on movies, computer sciences 
 distinguish between two categories of story systems: First, generic story sys-
tems that build a whole new story, and second, storytelling systems that 
interactively narrate a predefined story (Spierling et al. 2002: 32). The latter 
category includes digital storytelling and our selected movies.

Interestingly enough, the criteria for these categories are not technical, 
but are addressing questions of where to locate “interactivity” in the context 
of computer-based stories, and how exactly the user’s interactions affect a 
narrative. That is because there is a considerable difference between user 
involvement in story generating or user involvement in storytelling. In the 
former case the reader becomes a coauthor by creating new stories out of 
given possibilities every time she or he “reads” the story, e.g., in hypertexts 
with multiple authoring, in role-playing games, or interactive drama. In the 
latter case the interactive telling relies on a predefined and pre-authored 
story, where the user only influences the storytelling, but cannot influence 
the plot or change the story goal (ibid.). Innovative examples for this cate-
gory are educational stories, which need to be preauthored and have a 
defined end or peak in order to achieve their educational objectives. Marie-
Laure Ryan (2004a) argues:

If digital media can be said to create new forms of narrativity, this novelty 
does not concern semantics, but, rather, presentational strategies (that is, dis-
course) and above all, pragmatic factors: new modes of user involvement; new 
types of interface; and new relations between the author (or, rather, system 
designer), the plot (or plots), and users. (p. 333, emphasis added)

Digital storytelling offers combinations of media – respectively modes of 
presentation – in various configurations (Paul and Fiebich 2005) such as 
single media, multiple media (two or more types of media used separately), 
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or multimedia (two or more types of media in a seamless presentation). 
Users are involved, e.g., by their choice over these modes of presentation. By 
calling such an influence on the story “participation,” this term seems to be 
more precise than “interactivity,” because the user’s influence is restricted. 
Furthermore, digital storytelling allows multi-modal communication (ibid.), 
which not only works in one direction, from the author to his or her audi-
ence, but in several directions, e.g., by submitting feedback on a given story, 
or by providing a forum for discussion with other recipients. Such activities 
and communication represent “social interactions,” as they are mutually 
interdependent.

Thus we can summarize the following characteristics: Digital storytelling 
excludes the generating of new stories, but includes explicit means of 
 influencing the telling of a given story. Such means comprise participatory 
modes on the level of presentation and interactive modes on the level of 
communication, which in turn lead to specific interfaces and new relations 
between the author, the story, and the users. However, the means of influ-
encing the storytelling vary according to the chosen media formats and 
technical artifacts, as do presentational strategies and communicative modes. 
Furthermore, the contexts of the storytelling practice, that is, the intentions 
and motives of authors and readers, have to be taken into account.

Digital Life Narration – A New Cultural Practice?

Encompassing all these aspects of communication and social interaction, 
technical and media artifacts, the conceptualization as cultural practice 
seems particularly appropriate. By digital life narration, we are referring to 
“digital” from a non-technically determinist point of view highlighting the 
utilization of new modes of presentation and communication. “Life narra-
tion” in this context illuminates the personal level of storytelling based on 
private archives.

The premise for determining digital life narration as a common cultural 
practice is the general increase of easy-to-use editing systems for private 
publishing. Because technical and media artifacts are relatively easy to 
access, anybody could become the author of a digital story and distribute it 
over the Internet. And because just about everything can be photographed, 
scanned, imported, or sampled, private media archives are being used more 
and more to document and represent individual lives. These practices 
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 perform a “ bottom-up” movement of storytelling (Woletz forthcoming) by 
creatively using and recombining easy-to-access elements of “traditional” 
or common media such as photographs, films, music, or text. Stories are 
produced with the lower technical standard of a common personal compu-
ter and are distributed over the Internet for everybody’s use. In contrast to 
a high-tech approach on digital storytelling in media labs, private publish-
ing based on personal archives shifts the content of narratives from institu-
tionalized knowledge transfer toward personal life narration. So telling 
individual life stories or at least playfully claiming that stories are “true” 
mark the author’s intentions and central motives within a particular prac-
tice of digital storytelling. While none of the content is revisable, the use of 
presentation strategies such as homodiegetic narratives and the integration 
of private archives nevertheless creates credibility (Helff 2007). Because of 
the highly personal content and the documentary character, such stories 
offer the audience a possibility of identification – if not always through the 
theme, at least through the fact that potentially every reader could narrate 
their story in the same manner.

As a result, the use and reception of such stories are predetermined. It is 
important to note that in the same way that educational storytelling cannot 
give up its educational aim, digital life narratives cannot let the user create 
another plot and still claim the authenticity of a true life story. Hence, 
within digital life narratives the explicit means of influencing the storytell-
ing are restricted to participatory modes on the level of presentation and 
interactive modes on the level of communication. Thus, the modes and 
strategies of representation on the author’s side and participatory and 
interactive modes on the user’s side finally come together within the dis-
tinctive cultural practice of digital life narration, where digital media are 
used to express individual lives.

Mapping Digital Video Stories

Our selected Euro-African videos cover a family story of four generations 
of migrants and a transcultural performance of a poet who represents his 
cultural heritage as a constant amalgamating process of merged cultural 
traditions, influences, and practices. Both storytellers were supported by 
professionals of the “Capture Wales” workshop in creating their storyboards 
and in the digital production of their videos. Therefore, the digital life 
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 narratives seem to be more advanced and rather semi-professional  compared 
to most products of private publishing. Nevertheless, neither the technol-
ogy used for the production of the movies nor their distribution is “high-
tech” in the sense of professional film technology and composition.7 The 
three-minute movies are in fact slideshows made of private media artifacts. 
In addition to such filmic narration, each video uses a rather dominant 
voice-over narration.

Although all the stories are first-person narratives, the videos never show 
the actual telling of the story. Yet it is obvious that the voice-over is always 
spoken by the author/producer, as language particularities in pronuncia-
tion or small mistakes are not corrected. Both the use of personal archives 
and the “authentic voice” of the narrator seem to guarantee the trueness 
and authenticity of each story. Furthermore, the voice-over narration is 
also provided in a transcript of each video. Within these transcripts small 
errors remain uncorrected. And while this might all be part of an intended 
aesthetics, it adds to the credibility of the stories, nevertheless.

All the video stories are streamed on demand on the BBC websites. 
Through this form of distribution, accessing a story is the choice of the user. 
To some extent, then, the user’s choice of their preferred media to view the 
story might be read as them participating in the storytelling: the hyperlink 
“View movie” starts a visual presentation in a video, whereas “Read the 
transcript” navigates to a textual version of the narrative including still 
images. Besides this choice over the modes of presentation,8 no other influ-
encing of the storytelling or the story plot is possible. The interactive modes 
of this particular storytelling comprise additional channels of communica-
tion. The hyperlink “Interview with the storyteller” navigates viewers to a 
separate “background” site with additional features. Here, interviews with 
the narrators present further information, such as an introductory note by 
the storyteller, a synopsis of the video, and comments on the workshop, and 
thus support the overall documentary character of the stories. Additionally, 
a standardized feedback mode is integrated and invoked by “Please let us 
know.” Besides communicating about a particular life narrative, users can 
also contact the workshop organizers. The hyperlink “Do you have a story 
to tell?” on the permanent navigation bar of the BBC websites gives infor-
mation about further workshops and invites users to participate. These fea-
tures demonstrate that the modes of communication work on multimodal 
levels and transgress traditional “one-way” forms of mass communication.

In addition to organizing the stories by theme, the navigation bar also 
offers browsing by area, reconnecting the digital movies to local places 
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in Wales. In this way all digital narratives become locations on the map of 
Wales and are translated into topographical units and physical spaces. It can 
be argued that within these digital narratives spatial practices work on dif-
ferent narrative levels, namely in the narrated border crossings of the pro-
tagonists as well as on a formal level in the interactive fabrication of new 
narratives. The anthropologist Nancy Schmidt (1981: 8–18) describes the 
general and basic outline of mapping devices in literature as a conscious 
predominance of cultural information within a text. The cultural informa-
tion provided by the videos is strongly reflective of topographical and car-
tographical realities and thus points to several functions of maps.

The emerging literary and digital mapping of these texts can be linked to 
what the postcolonial scholar Graham Huggan referred to as “literary 
 cartography.” According to Huggan (1994: 31), literary cartography “not 
only examines the function of maps in literary texts, but also explores the 
operations of a series of territorial strategies that are implicitly or explicitly 
associated with maps.”  While examining digital life narratives, this approach 
should be taken even further, because “the process of matching map to 
text, or text to map, involves the reader in a comparison that may bring to 
the surface flaws or discrepancies in the process of mimetic representa-
tion” (22). The digital life narrative presents a friction between mimetic 
 representations of people’s lives and the translation of places into a digital 
cartographical map. This friction confronts the users with “the relativity of 
modes of spatial (and, by extension, cultural) perception” (Huggan 2008: 
30). In this respect, the idea of an authentic story located on a digital map 
encourages us to reflect on digital reality, a reality which becomes real 
 neither in a mimetic representation of an individual story nor in a place. 
It is a life story in flux that materializes in its constant negotiation with 
multiple interactive spaces. Since the user decides how to read or watch the 
material of the same story, these stories keep changing their form and 
 narrative structure. 

The project “Capture Wales,” with its range of Euro-African experiences 
in a multicultural Welsh society, seeks to represent individual stories against 
the backdrop of local communities. Interestingly, the representations show 
Euro-African life in Wales from an uncompromisingly affirmative point of 
view. In this context, Heide Safiza Mirza’s critical analysis of the social and 
cultural texture of British society with regard to belonging to or being 
excluded from an imaginary Britishness based on ethnicity seems not to be 
an issue in the affirmative multicultural makeup presented in the videos. 
Whereas Mirza (1997: 3) points out that racism is still an integral part of 
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today’s British identity politics, these digital life narratives introduce notions 
of Britishness that do not directly address racist realities. Instead, they reach 
far beyond the color line to celebrate movie themes of family (Aftaag 
Family) and culture (Culture Vulture). However, the emerging discursive 
gap also has problematic edges, because it installs a cultural reality that, in 
part, defines the frames through which African-Welsh are rendered legiti-
mately visible; it is the mode of representation which matters, and the moti-
vation that gives the stories their narrative drive.

Proud to Be from Cardiff: Said Dualeh’s Aftaag Family

In the first video (BBC 2005a) Said Dualeh, the homodiegetic narrator, 
strives to establish a digital family archive in order to honor his grandfather 
Aftaag and put the family’s history on the (digital) map of Wales. This moti-
vation propels his story – a story that could be read as a reflection on the 
collective history of the ethnic minority of Somalis living in Wales.

Whereas most parts of the movie are presented as a digital slideshow, the 
story is framed by two brief video sequences shown in the beginning and the 
end presenting Dualeh and his two sons on a local playground. This filmic 
technique creates a recurring moment within the plot that reconnects the life 
of four generations with Dualeh’s present family situation and their Welsh 
hometown. The exceptional use of music, underlying the dedication to Aftaag 
in the end slide, creates an emotional moment that mounts in a homage to 
his grandfather. The voice-over serves the purpose of telling about the suc-
cessful integration of the Aftaag family, because Cardiff is explicitly referred 
to three times as the home of Said Dualeh’s father Ibrahim, the home of Said, 
and the home of the entire family. The quoting of Ibrahim, who “feels like a 
Welsh man and [is] even able to speak Welsh” (ibid.), underlines the family’s 
feelings toward their Welshness. Their identification with Wales through the 
use of its ancient language only confirms their will of becoming and being 
fully integrated Welsh citizens. The storyteller’s motivation is also indicated 
in the interview supplied on the site: “[My story] is about four generations of 
my family living in Cardiff. I wanted to tell this story to educate people in 
Wales about the history of ethnic minority in Cardiff. This story is dedicated 
to the memory of my grandfather” (BBC 2005b).

The central sentence of the video is therefore placed above the hyperlink 
to start it: “My father stayed in Somalia, but longed for his home back in 
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Cardiff” (ibid.). In the course of the video, viewers learn that the narrator-
protagonist married a local girl and has two sons, meaning that the home-
coming of the Dualeh family in Wales has become reality. This video is not 
only a miniature family archive, but also a personal story which eventually 
materializes in this digital life narrative. Thus the narrator’s comment, “In 
three years time we will celebrate 100 years of Dualeh family in Cardiff and 
we are looking forward to another 100 years in the city we call home” (BBC 
2005a), brings the narrative full cycle. In his attempt to reconstruct the past 
and its moments, the narrator comes face to face with his four-generation 
family history of Somali experiences in Britain. With this mapping strategy 
the author seeks to territorially appropriate his chosen home, the city of 
Cardiff, and thus seeks to include himself and the collective Somali migrant 
community within British historiography.

An “Afric-Cymric Rhythmic Poet”: 
Nicky Delgado’s “Culture Vulture”

The second video in our analysis is a poetry performance by Nicky Delgado, 
who describes himself as an “Afric-Cymric rhythmic poet” of African, 
Portuguese, Arabic, and Welsh heritage (BBC 2002). In his digital story, we 
learn about his upbringing and his later travels through Europe and North 
Africa as well as his more recent experiences as a teacher, poet, and script-
writer.

Part family history, part travelogue, it is also a poetry performance in 
digital space. Delgado mostly uses photos of himself and his family, of 
impressive architecture, and cultural symbols in order to generate his nar-
rative identity. In its introductory sequence the video presents a special 
combination of visual and sound effects: An animated clay figure of Nicky 
Delgado is accompanied by voices talking in different languages. Delgado’s 
cultural heritage is furthermore reflected in his pseudonym “Culture 
Vulture,” an expression describing somebody who is hungry for culture. 
Not only is he hungry for culture, he is “made up” of many different  cultures: 
Delgado’s background of mixed cultures is mentioned not only at the 
beginning of his performance, but is also visually expressed in a series of 
portrait photos depicting him wearing six different hats. It is a transcultural 
identity that is celebrated in this digital life narrating. Delgado’s perform-
ance is not concerned with the task of making the past of black people in 
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Wales visible to a wider audience, nor is Delgado interested in creating a 
cultural archive. Instead, he seeks to use his past as a fertile ground for the 
invention of a fresh, individually organized self who perceives his cultural 
background as an integral part of his transcultural personality. In this con-
text the mapping of the various places he has visited can neither be under-
stood as an attempt to reflect on the places’ cultural heritages nor to narrate 
the stories of people living there. The different geographies and cultures, 
however, culminate in Delgado himself, who credits the different people 
along the way, with inspiring him to write and perform poetry about 
humanity.

His experiences come alive in a brief travelogue sequence. Here Delgado’s 
cosmopolitan lifestyle is rhythmically narrated in a romantic tone. Delgado’s 
performance, however, represents the Black Welsh poet as a transcultural 
author who narrates his individual story by utilizing story elements repre-
senting neither assimilation nor mimicry (Bhabha 1995). Thus in his posi-
tion as a traveling cosmopolite, he is talking in a transcultural, but not in a 
postcolonial “language.” In this respect his vivid tone, carrying some wistful 
moments, controls the narrative, but without investing any thought on 
responsibilities of a colonial past, postcolonial and transcultural present, or 
the challenging trajectories of future.

The motivation for culture once more becomes narrative reality in 
Delgado’s rhyme, “At sixteen I ran away to London town seeking stimula-
tion of cultural gratification” (BBC 2002) and the visual translation of a 
photo depicting him with his arms around the shoulders of two friends. 
The young men seem ready to experience life, thus the following sentence, 
“[t]wice I hitch hiked across the European Nation” (ibid.), which is told 
while a photo of mountains is shown, only illuminates the adventurous 
attitude of the young man. His spiritual voyage is reflected eventually in 
“then journeyed through North Africa,” which he remembers as his “most 
spiritual uplifting adventure so far” (ibid.). The distance between Africa 
and himself becomes explicit in the word “adventure,” thus his visit is not 
meant to be read as a homecoming to some of his ancestral roots. Instead, 
Delgado’s poetry combines travel memories and experiences with his 
present life in Wales. The emerging perspective corresponds to what critics 
of travel literature have called memoirs of the self-ironic figure of the 
“English gentleman traveller” (Holland and Huggan 2000: 27–47). Like this 
figure, Delgado’s modern Welsh tourist holds the ambivalent position of an 
adventurer who, with his plea for human compassion, at the same time 
laments and celebrates his own imagined obsolescence (ibid.). Thus when 
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Delgado finally, in a self-parodying manner, addresses viewers (using a 
voice-over with echo effects) with the words “am I mad, afflicted by such 
attraction to difference, cursed with the taste for humane dignity, foolishly 
believing we are all unique in that we are all different?” (BBC 2002), viewers 
find themselves confronted with an ideal of humanity which narrows the 
gap between reported facts and invented tales. Delgado’s digital poetry per-
formance connects a vibrant middle-class habitus and taste by renewing the 
Victorian makeup of the gentleman traveler with shiny layers of a nostalgic 
affirmative multicultural and transcultural black Britishness. In this respect, 
Delgado’s performance and its distribution through the BBC website with 
its “call” for interaction highlight the invention and creation of self and 
identity as an appropriate narrative means for generating modern transcul-
tural Britishness (Helff 2007).

However, after initial indulging moments, his represented ideal of human 
compassion across cultural differences seems somehow irritating. Owing to 
the almost naive narrative voice and his utilized visual style, Delgado, in the 
manner of a true transcultural salesman, performs a perfect marketing 
show that seeks to sell, next to his ideals and books, himself as a storyteller. 
All in all, the represented multicultural and transcultural reality serves as 
canvas against which the poet invents himself. In the movie’s endeavor to 
demonstrate Delgado’s “hunger” for culture, the digestion of the culturally 
overstated images is entirely left up to the viewer.

Conclusion

Private publishing based on personal archives shifts the content of narra-
tives from institutionalized knowledge transfer toward personal life narra-
tion. The usage and reception of such stories, however, is bound to the 
specific fabric of the digital narrative. Thus within digital life narratives the 
explicit means of influencing the narration are restricted to participatory 
modes on the level of representation, and interactive modes on the level of 
communication. In this respect participation creates increasingly dynamic 
stories that do not encourage a distinct narrative closure, but rather repre-
sent constant flux and furthermore let viewers connect with the narratives. 
The specific strategies of representation, such as homodiegetic narration 
and the use of personal archives, underline the “authentic” and “true” life 
underlying every digital story. In this way the established “trueness” and 
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reliability of each story frame the socio-historical experiences of the authors 
while seeking to emphasize their right to participate in Welsh society. Driven 
by the will to demonstrate an affirmative attitude toward British life, the 
videos focus on ultimate human experiences, such as discovery and home-
sickness (Dualeh family), as well as the more recent phenomenon of self-
invention (Delgado’s performance). All narratives engage in the process of 
defining or stating a cultural space on the map of Wales, because the narra-
tive is not only indicated by the digital map, but more directly by the virtual 
and very real physical presence of the narrators within Welsh society. Such 
representations on a digital map, furthermore, demonstrate fresh practices 
of storytelling by including new relations between authors, stories, and the 
audience, thus creating social and fictitious cartographies of Euro-African 
life within digital space.

Notes

1 In order to challenge the commonly accepted understanding of Eurocentric 
description of identity formations, we have deliberately chosen to switch around 
the more commonly used term “African-European” and use the term “Euro-
African” instead.

2 The genre of computer-based digital media not only establishes new forms and 
genres such as literary hypertext, weblogs, or narrative computer games, but 
also leads to extensive discussions about if and to what extent new media pro-
duce new structures and modes of storytelling (Ryan 2004a). Accordingly, some 
critics claim that interactive multimedia narratives present the future mode of 
storytelling (Murray 1997).

3 The first personal computer was the ALTAIR 8800 from 1975. In 1977 Alan Kay 
and Adele Goldberg (1977: 31–41) introduced the concept of personal dynamic 
media with the “Dynabook.”

4 E.g., Schank and Riesbeck (1981) developed a theory on “story understanding” 
concerning knowledge structures that are necessary to understand textual 
 narratives and tried to model the processes.

5 It has been argued that the field of digital storytelling can be divided into two 
main positions: first a “top-down” approach deriving from institutions or high-
tech laboratories and implying the use of advanced technology, where storytelling 
is utilized as a means of knowledge transfer; and second a “bottom-up” approach 
to personal stories, where user-generated content is published on the Internet. 
Each approach follows its specific way of digital storytelling in relation to media 
utilization and technical standards, modes of communication, and user involve-
ment, as well as the intentions of authors and users (Woletz forthcoming).
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6 Powazek (1996, emphasis added) introduces Fray as “a magazine about true 
 stories that’s been publishing since 1996, and a place for people who believe that 
the Web is about personal expression and a new kind of art.”

7 In fact programs like Microsoft Office Publisher or Movie Maker are part of a 
common office packet for personal computers.

8 This differentiation is based on the assumption that the same (transmedial) 
narrative can be presented in different media, e.g., in a video with voice-over 
narration and a textual transcription of the voices as in the presented case stud-
ies. For a discussion of “narrative media studies” or “transmedial narratology” 
see Ryan (2004b: 1–40).
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For me, both as a participant and lay historian of many social and political 
movements, I always thought of our work in Digital Storytelling as what we 
used to call “movement building.” That is, we wanted to motivate people to 
change their behaviour, to change the distribution of power and relations. As 
such, Digital Storytelling for us was more of an idea than a product, more 
affecting social behaviour than consumer behaviour. (Lambert 2000)

According to Joe Lambert, digital storytelling, both as a practice and as a 
genre, has been conceived from its inception as a means of agency and 
empowerment for individual participants and creators. The “assemblage of 
cultural practices” (Selber 2004: 81) created by the affirmation of individual 
voice, and mediated through workshops, video, and multimedia, may 
enable citizen-creators to recognize, name, and challenge their own posi-
tion in society, and their relations with others and with established political 
and social orders. If digital stories are integrated further within other move-
ments or organizations promoting democratic participation, the practice 
may indeed hold the potential for personal transformation, community 
activism, and social change envisaged by the movement’s founders. Thus 
Joe Lambert’s original vision of digital storytelling as “knowing in practice” 
has provided a powerful springboard for the development of digital story-
telling projects in diverse social, educational, activist, and community con-
texts. Yet, while acknowledging the fundamental premise behind Lambert’s 
definition of digital storytelling as “movement building,” the particular 
tenets and methods informing the practice must necessarily adapt, trans-
form, and acquire new dimensions as digital storytelling traverses national 
boundaries, and is established and disseminated at an international level, 
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through comprehensive programs for learning, social action, and citizens’ 
empowerment, and within diverse communities of practice.

This study, then, will trace the background, evolution, and development 
of the movement founded in Brazil in 2006, “Um Milhão de Histórias de 
Vida de Jovens” (One Million Life Stories of Youth).1 The movement is 
based on the creation and recording of short, first-person narratives in 
video, audio, and multimedia by Brazilian citizens aged between 15 and 29, and 
the archiving and dissemination of the stories within other performance, 
communication, and media networks. Once a critical mass of narratives has 
been created, the young participants, or “story agents,” will be responsible 
for embedding the stories within multilevel frameworks of national, munic-
ipal, and community institutions and organizations. The stories, giving a 
human face to the numerous problems, challenges, and aspirations of the 
nation’s youth, will enhance the potential for meaningful participation and 
inclusion in the reconstruction and building of the nation.

The movement, then, has national reach, and its ultimate aim and pur-
pose is to integrate and mobilize a million individuals for the explicit 
 purpose of democratic evolution across a country characterized by the geo-
graphical and human diversity of its five major regions, “likened to islands 
in a huge archipelago” (Levine and Crocitti 1999: 3). The process of con-
fronting and overcoming the formidable challenges involved in a project of 
such scope must both raise new questions and develop further the central 
tenets and practices of digital storytelling established by the movement’s 
founders. Some of these have been addressed in the recent literature on 
digital storytelling, which has focused on the organization of the practice, 
its potential for transformation within sociocultural, community, and 
media networks, and the relation of both the stories and their narrators 
with the production, distribution, and ownership of knowledge in society 
as a whole. According to Jean Burgess, “The mere fact of productivity in 
itself is not sufficient grounds for celebration. The question that we ask 
about ‘democratic’ media production can no longer be limited to ‘who gets 
to speak?’ We must also ask ‘who is heard, and to what end?’ ” (Burgess 
2006a: 204).

Another theme recently addressed is the means by which the pedagogi-
cal, training, and dissemination aspects of digital storytelling practice may 
increase access and participation for those on the wrong side of the “digital 
divide”: low-income groups, youth, and seniors. Digital storytelling has 
been particularly identified with youth participation and projects in all 
educational sectors, but particularly as a developmental resource for youth 
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outside the economic, educational, and ethnic mainstream (Kajder 2004, 
Hull and Katz 2006, Snyder and Prinsloo 2007). This question is of particu-
lar relevance in Brazil, a “young” country in its demographic makeup. 
In 2000, the median age of the Brazilian population was 25.8 years (Luna 
and Klein 2006: 162), and the age group encompassing the years 15–29 
comprises 50.5 million of the population of Brazil.2 The marginalization of 
much of Brazil’s youth in general from the nation’s economy, employment, 
and social frameworks is also reflected in their situation of “digital exclu-
sion,” the highly unequal access to computers, information and communi-
cation technologies (ICTs), and the new media which affects the majority 
of young people in Brazil,3 and the population as a whole;4 for example, as 
of June 2007 only 13 percent of the nation’s households owned a PC and 
just 3 percent of the population had broadband access. In addition, the ICT 
infrastructure of Brazil is extremely poorly distributed, with virtually no 
connectivity in rural areas (Woudhysen 2007)

[I]t is important, on the one hand, to discover channels through which the 
members of these communities (even the youngest) can master digital tech-
nology. But it is equally essential to be aware of the form in which this new 
media can be incorporated in a consolidated process of oral transmission of 
values … allowing such projects as these to be self-sustaining. Public 
resources for digitisation initiatives are extremely rare in Brazil, and it is 
important that this type of initiative does not become just one more element 
in the domination and dependency of certain cultural communities. 
(Worcman 2002)

This chapter will consider three related questions.

 1. First, how must digital storytelling, initially developed in the rel-
atively resource-rich environments of North American educational in-
stitutions, be improvised and adapted to a million diverse participants 
residing in an entire subcontinent? And how can the disparity in the 
availability of resources within Brazil, as compared to North America, be 
addressed?
 2. Second, in what way can the workshop, training, and pedagogical 
aspects, on which the construction of the stories is based, best be adapted to 
encourage the acquisition of literacies, cultural awareness, and the capacity 
for independent action by young people contributing to the movement?
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 3. Third, how may digital stories, once created and amassed, be 
 embedded and disseminated within other systems of communication and 
technological media? Of particular relevance here are flexible and adapt-
able technologies, including open-source platforms which support and en-
courage as far as is possible the effectiveness of the stories, their  circulation, 
and their potential to form new social and community  networks through 
the addition of forums, discussion, and other relevant material. This is a key 
element in the capacity of digital stories to function as a base and means of 
creating sustainable knowledge, and a possible means by which the digital 
divide – the alienation of citizens from the communication technologies 
that increasingly create their world – may at least be partly bridged.

Brazil: The Transition to Democracy, Information 
Technology, Citizens’ Memory, and Voice

The concept of “digital inclusion” has never been defined in Brazil in terms 
of the installation and access to computers, but has been inextricably linked 
to broader public goals of social and civic inclusion, one part of wider pro-
grams encouraging citizens to take on more active roles in their commu-
nity. Programs for digital inclusion are thus inextricably linked to social or 
civic participation, and the harnessing of technology to combat social 
exclusion and marginalization (Worcman 2002). The impetus for the estab-
lishment of ICT initiatives for broader social aims has mainly come from 
Brazilian nongovernmental organizations and municipal networks, sup-
ported by charitable and corporate foundations, who have taken up the 
cause of access to ICTs as a civic right (Albernaz 2002: 6). It is against this 
background that an independent tradition of recorded stories, episodic 
memories, and life narratives created by Brazilian citizens has evolved in 
Brazil. The largest and most comprehensive collection of recorded stories, 
the virtual museum and oral history archive Museu da Pessoa (Museum of 
the Person),5 based in São Paulo, has provided the expertise and base to 
support and create a project of the scope of A Million Life Stories, in col-
laboration with the nongovernmental organization Aracati, which is dedi-
cated to youth participation and mobilization. But Brazil’s autonomous 
tradition of digital storytelling has also evolved from a far longer history of 
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oral narrative tradition in the country; and has acquired new roles and 
dimensions within the metamorphosis in the nation’s public, political, and 
social institutions, and the construction of democratic frameworks  enabling 
greater participation on the part of the majority of Brazil’s citizens. This 
transition accelerated with the abertura, or opening, of the nation in 1985 
after the final demise of the military regime implanted in 1964. This was the 
most oppressive example of a political culture established since the nation’s 
independence in 1822, characterized by “a long electoral history but little 
democratic tradition,” which had served, throughout the twentieth century, 
to marginalize the vast majority of Brazil’s populace from autonomous 
political participation and full citizens’ rights. The requirement that a citi-
zen had to be literate to vote, which was only finally revoked in 1988 with 
the advent of direct presidential elections, greatly exacerbated this exclu-
sion in a country which, even up to the year 2000, still had a functional 
illiteracy rate of 60 percent. Thus the broader political and social aims of 
grassroots social movements, independent trade unions, and nongovern-
mental organizations, and the hard work of shifting the axis of power in 
Brazil to a new equilibrium, have been inextricably linked to popular 
 education, pedagogy, and the acquisition of literacies in a broad sense. This 
is summed up in the expression “formação”: Brazilian citizens’ awareness of 
the circumstances which have given rise to the situation, and the develop-
ment of their innate potential as part of a conscious process of social change: 
“the striving for access to knowledge that is due them as citizens and yet not 
given to them by the state” (Ghanem 1998). A crucial component of 
“formação,” then, must be the development of the means to assert Brazilian 
citizens’ voices in their full plurality, the insertion of these voices in spheres 
of public life and democratic institutions, and the recovery of memory, 
both individual and collective, hitherto suppressed or forgotten under 
authoritarian regimes and “official” versions of history. Digital technologies 
and virtual networks, then, may provide public spaces and act as focal 
points for the “gathering of voices”: “[I]nasmuch as the members of com-
munities acquire digital technology, they themselves can also become pro-
ducers and keepers of their own history, integrating it or not with the social 
history of other communities” (Worcman 2002).

One example is the website Favela Tem Memória (The Favela Has a 
Memory) supported by the nongovernmental organization and web portal 
Viva Rio,6 which collects the stories and memories of the older residents of 
five of Rio de Janeiro’s longest-established favelas. The websites and virtual 
spaces supported by Viva Rio are the spaces which enable the construction 
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of “circular histories of the past in order to reinforce identities in the 
present,” and are a sustainable focal point for the community’s collective 
memory, knowledge of itself and its past.

The Museu da Pessoa (Museum of the Person) was established in 1992 
with the objective of recording, collecting, and archiving the personal sto-
ries, memories, and life narratives of Brazilian citizens, within diverse 
frameworks and programs designed to recover numerous community and 
social memories, formerly marginalized or submerged within “official” 
 narratives of the nation’s history. The recorded narratives assert the primacy 
of the personal experiential knowledge of all Brazilian citizens and the plu-
rality of voices as the building blocks through which constructivist concepts 
of the nation’s historical formation and ongoing development are built:

Each human being is a library, a singular fount of knowledge. To know how 
to listen to each one, integrating and composing different visions, is a basic 
exercise of citizenship – an essential part of human learning and develop-
ment … we can envisage a future in which historical narrative of society can 
contain many “voices” including, without any form of hierarchy, life stories 
from all individuals from all sectors of society and where the history of each 
person will be a point in our social framework. (Worcman 2006: 10)

Project Aracati: A Million Life Stories of Youth

The “Million Life Stories,” the Museu da Pessoa’s most ambitious project to 
date, was established in 2006 in partnership with Aracati. It consists of the 
amassing and dissemination of first-person stories drawn from young peo-
ple’s observations of life, their experience, and their memories. Its method-
ology has been partly adapted from the central tenets of digital storytelling 
practice as established by the California-based Center for Digital 
Storytelling.7 The workshop-based construction of three-minute narratives 
based primarily on oral performance is particularly suited for the project, 
combining as it does ease of use, flexibility, and economy of expression and 
based on everyday communicative practices and performance skills 
acquired, instinctively or not, from other media. The fundamental aim of 
the project, then, is to enable and assist young people to convert themselves 
into both reflective and active subjects in the construction of their lives, 
their life stories, and the ongoing history and building of the nation. 
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The pervasive media images of marginalized and dispossessed young men 
on the peripheries of Brazil’s urban areas, defined as both the agents and 
 victims of violence, have become the most visible face of Brazil’s youth in 
the national and international media. It is certainly true that the violent 
disparities in income, and in access to employment and educational oppor-
tunities, impact particularly hard on this age group (Dell’Aglio et al. 2007).8 
Before 2003, there were no dedicated polices either at national or federal 
level to integrate young people into these sectors. But Brazil’s youth is also 
a reflection of the highly plural, ethnically mixed, and regionally diverse 
nature of Brazil’s population as a whole, “a category in permanent social 
and historical construction” (Sposito and Carrano 2003: 19).

Informed by the slogan, “one story is a story, a million stories are a 
movement,” digital storytelling is a key component of this social and his-
torical construction: the means “to offer opportunities for young Brazilian 
people to develop their potential and participation in the construction of 
a better and different country for everyone.”9 The Aracati website also 
makes clear the inextricable link between youth participation and broader 
pedagogical aims: “Participation is the right of young people. But no one 
is born a  participative citizen. Participation is something that is learned 
throughout life.”10 The hope, then, is that the process of creating, record-
ing, and  disseminating the stories will enhance the young participants’ 
literacies and skills, and create a heightened sense of agency, confidence, 
and interaction with others. The creative expansion of the stories, in new 
directions and new ways, will enable the million young people to pursue 
on their own account a process of community participation and com-
munity building, in ways that will benefit their peer groups, local com-
munities, society in  general, and the nation, through “a synthesis of 
individual and collective change” (Page and Czubba 1999). But the proc-
ess of change is two-way and reciprocal. The expansion and dissemina-
tion of the stories in new directions and through different outlets may 
also change stereotyped perceptions that the population as a whole may 
hold concerning the youth of their districts, communities, and society in 
general and enable the insertion of youth perspectives within the framing 
of specific economic and social policies and municipal, federal, and 
national level.

The methodologies adopted by the project, then, must take two funda-
mental considerations into account: the methods through which the move-
ment can become both sustainable in its practice and also expansive: 
acquiring its own momentum and converting the collections of stories 
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already created and collected into a self-supporting focal point for 
 community, transformation, and education.

Several principles have been established which underpin the practices of 
the project as a whole. First, in order to ensure the maximum degree of 
agency and participation, the workshop process, the creation and recording 
of stories and their dissemination, is the responsibility of the young par-
ticipants at every point from the inception of the preliminary “story circle” 
to the dissemination of the stories in multiple outlets. Key to the movement 
are the activities of the young “story agents” who, once trained through the 
workshops provided by the Museu da Pessoa, create new story circles of 
their own, and pass on their knowledge to their peers, creating ever- 
widening groups and networks in the process. It is, then, the responsibility 
of the story agents to collect and research common themes and connections 
in the stories they collect; and to use these as a basis for social and cultural 
activism within their communities. Thus the original concept of the “story 
circle,” envisaged as a base for mutual collaboration and inspiration in the 
preliminary creation of the stories (Lambert 2002; and see Chapter 5, this 
volume), has been extended to dissemination of the stories and their poten-
tially numerous uses for future activism, forming a huge chain of transver-
sal contacts, extending ever outwards, of emerging social structures and 
communities which the young people themselves help to create.11

Some examples of the way this might work in practice are given in the 
project’s training manual, the Diário de Bordo: if the story agent has a group 
of stories describing a moment of first love, or some other romantic encoun-
ter, these can be placed on a CD-ROM and transmitted from a community 
radio station, helping to alter whatever stereotypes may exist of young 
people in the district as violent or aggressive, presenting an alternative view 
of young people who are romantic, sensitive, and give value to personal 
relations. Or, problems recounted by participants concerning difficulties 
with local services or exclusion in a community context could be placed on 
a CD-ROM and given to the local deputy or elected representative of the 
district at municipal or federal level, giving a direct and human perspective 
to “political” or social problems.12

Any possible barriers to development of the stories must also be lowered 
through the adoption of a high degree of versatility, adaptability, and 
flexibility in the format and practice of creating the stories. The process 
of ongoing development of the stories, their expansion and dissemination, 
and the mutual exchange and participation created by the embedding of 
the stories in diverse media and communication networks, is enhanced 
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by the use of free software with open-source code which can be adapted 
throughout. The project’s dedicated site, the virtual platform iREDES,13 
which was specifically designed for sustainable social development, has 
enabled the original story agents to group the stories together, taking on 
the form of concentric circles as more stories are added. Thus a complete 
map of the accumulated stories has been created on the platform, which 
also permits the insertion of documents and comments, and the creation 
of new forums by any participant. This expands the concept of the “circle” 
still further to include the constant interactions between virtual and 
public space, within which the continuous expansion of shared and diver-
sified communication between participants, and the transformation of 
their stories, can take place. In addition, the stories are also put on easily 
circulated and adaptable technologies such as CD-ROM, in order to 
encourage and promote the highest degree of remediation and recycling. 
They can then be distributed to community radio, or local television sta-
tions which function outside hegemonic national television and media 
networks. “What is important,” says Carol Misorelli, the coordinator of 
the project, “is that the stories are heard.”14 That point is also made on the 
Project’s website: “What is as important as telling the story is making sure 
that it is heard and used. What is produced socially ought to be appropri-
ated by society. Public access and the use of historical  narratives should 
be guaranteed.”15

The stories of the first group of story agents first trained by the Museu da 
Pessoa in northeastern Brazil in 2006 illustrate a common feature of digital 
stories, which Hull and Katz (2006: 42) have defined as “turning points” in 
the narrators’ lives. In this particular context, these “turning points” are 
linked with the young activists’ engagement with hip-hop communities, 
youth theater, and other activities; or the participants’ struggle, often against 
considerable odds, to acquire educational qualifications or new skills. In 
either case, the epiphany, or turning point in the stories arises from the 
transformation of the participants’ abilities through their newly realized or 
heightened self, and the subsequent development of a new type of social 
commitment which Beck terms the “reintegration dimension” (Thompson 
2007: 83–4).

One example is the story of Paulo Roberto de Lima, from the northeast-
ern state of Pernambuco, who describes his personal transformation 
through the skills he acquired with a training scheme in information tech-
nology, SERTA: Paulo’s story not only contributes a critical reflection on his 
identity and selfhood, but also illustrates the way this has enabled him to 
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create new spaces for knowledge, communication, and interaction within 
the society of which he now feels fully a part:

In truth, my story took a clear direction and path with those fifty computers, 
all of them broken. With them, we learned to repair, to configure, in other 
words, to understand how a machine works. From that time, my work 
stopped being work and became my desire, my dream, and my fulfillment. 
From those fifty machines we managed to set up four training schools and 
give a future to future efforts; today, actions and activities are multiplying, 
new projects are coming into being. Many people have participated and are 
participating. I thank God for my teachers and technicians who fight and 
fought for what is right … and who changed the lives of many young people, 
including mine. That concludes my story.

Conclusion

The tenets and practices of digital storytelling have been established in Brazil 
within wider movements directed toward social goals of full participation 
on the part of the nation’s citizens. Although the projects described in this 
chapter are still at a relatively early stage, they have already demonstrated the 
ways in which the stories and narratives created by Brazilian youth could 
play a part in the long movement toward the construction of fully demo-
cratic frameworks absent for so long in the nation’s history. Directly relevant 
to people’s lives and communities, digital stories which recover memory and 
foster collective and individual awareness may also enhance the sense of 
ownership of knowledge and voice which is crucial to further participation. 
They may also act as a bridge and mediator between networks and commu-
nities of all kinds engaged in building and  transforming Brazil.

Notes

1 The movement, jointly supported by the NGO Aracati and the Museu da Pessoa, 
is hosted by the Museu da Pessoa website (www.museudapessoa.net/
MuseuVirtual/home/resources/homesPublicadas/MVHM_23.html).

2 “2Tesouro da juventude,” Correio Braziliense (DF), June 2, 2007 (www.uff.br/
obsjovem/mambo/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=293&
Itemid=9).
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 3 In a national survey of 8,000 young people in Brazil aged between 15 and 21, 
50.2 percent had never accessed a computer. The Internet appeared as the 
third principal means of communication used by youth from the A/B classes 
and as the eighth most used means of communication for youth from the D/E 
classes.

 4 With regard to Internet access, as of the latter part of September 2007, 13.3 
percent of the entire population of Brazil were Internet users, or had access to 
the Internet, a figure which is projected to rise to 22.1 percent by 2011 (Internet 
World Stats, Brazil: Internet Stats and Telecom Market Report, www.
internetworldstats.com/sa/br.htm).

 5 See www.museudapessoa.com.br
 6 See www.vivario.org.br
 7 See www.storycenter.org/memvoice/pages/cookbook.html
 8 According to this study carried out by the World Bank, young people aged 

between 15 and 24 account for 47 percent of the total numbers of unemployed 
in the nation, and 40 percent of the total homicides; but only account for 6 
percent of total government spending on social welfare.

 9 See www.aracati.org.br/portal/aracati/articulacao_politica.htm
10 See www.aracati.org.br/portal/aracati/projetos_educacao.htm
11 Carol Misorelli, interview, August 10, 2007.
12 “Diário de Bordo” (www.museudapessoa.net/ummilhao/diariodebordo.pdf).
13 See iredes.rits.org.br/iredes/viewIndex.do
14 Carol Misorelli, interview, August 10, 2007.
15 See www.museudapessoa.net/MuseuVirtual/home/resources/homesPublicadas/

MVHM_23.html
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The model of digital storytelling first developed by Joe Lambert and others 
at the Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) has been adopted and  variously 
transformed for use in an ever-increasing number of mainly institutional 
contexts, many of which are represented in the present volume. In most 
forms of digital storytelling understood in this way, everyday storytelling, 
life narrative, and the domestic archive of biographical images are 
re- mediated through the production and distribution of digital stories, 
transforming them from one-to-one, private forms of communication 
and translating them into contexts where they can potentially contribute 
to public culture (Burgess 2006a, Burgess, Klaebe, and Foth 2006). Despite 
this, it is now clear that there is no “one” thing that is digital storytelling; 
in practice, it is shaped and reconfigured to fit the goals and ideologies of 
each of these contexts – from public service broadcasting to community 
activism and education. However, there are (at least) two core elements of 
both the form and method of digital storytelling that appear to remain 
consistent: first, the collaborative workshop; and second, the first-person 
narrative.

In both of these two core elements – the participatory workshop and the 
first-person narrative – the digital storytelling movement has parallels in 
the tradition of oral history, especially when it is used as an element of 
public history projects. In this chapter, we discuss the potential of digital 
storytelling as a methodology through a detailed reflection on an applied 
research project that integrated both participatory public history and dig-
ital storytelling in the context of a new master-planned urban development: 
the Kelvin Grove Urban Village (KGUV) “Sharing Stories” project in 
Australia.

10

Digital Storytelling as Participatory 
Public History in Australia

Jean Burgess and Helen Klaebe
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The Idea of Participatory Public History

The term “public history” was first used in the USA in the 1970s to describe 
the employment outside universities of trained historians; in other words, 
scholarly history practiced in public, rather than within the academy 
(Liddington and Ditchfield 2005). Here we use it in a way that incorporates 
the multiple meanings of the concept “public,” in line with the definition 
used by the New York University (NYU) program for public history, as well 
as scholars such as Frisch (1990, 1997) and Glassberg (1987), who position 
the development of “public history” both past and present in relation to the 
progressive democratic agendas in the USA. The NYU public history pro-
gram provides a useful and comprehensive lay definition that captures the 
idea of public history as a democratic practice and its relevance to lived 
experience: “Public history is a set of theories, methods, assumptions and 
practices guiding the identification, preservation, interpretation and pres-
entation of historical artifacts, texts, structures and, landscapes in conjunc-
tion with and for the public” (NYU Public History Program 2007, emphasis 
added).

Public history understood in this way often uses oral history as a research 
method. Traditionally, however, few public history projects approach the 
authorship of history as a process undertaken with the public; that is, an 
activity in which the public participate as co-creators of some or all of the 
content. When the practice of public history moves beyond merely “access-
ing” or “harvesting” vernacular histories and engages the public directly as 
co-creators, it is transformed into something we might properly call par-
ticipatory public history. To the definition of public history as “history that 
is seen, heard, read, and interpreted by a popular audience” (NYU Public 
History Program 2007), we would add “created.”

This ethic of participation is common to all branches of the digital story-
telling tradition: one of the core aims of the practice is to provide people 
who are not necessarily expert users with an opportunity to produce an 
aesthetically coherent and interesting broadcast-quality work that commu-
nicates effectively with a wider public audience. In comparison to Web 2.0 
platforms like YouTube or Flickr, which are driven by relatively autono-
mous participation and informal, peer-led learning rather than “top-down” 
training (Burgess 2006b, Perkel 2006), digital storytelling works to broaden 
participation by articulating everyday vernacular experiences and practices 
(such as oral storytelling) with professional expertise and institutional 
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 support. The comparatively small scale of a local history project allows for 
this kind of direct and intensive participation. This explicitly participatory 
approach is especially useful in projects that seek not only to document 
 history, but also to reconstruct the impact of change on communities, or to 
engage communities in the process of change, as was the case with the 
re development of Kelvin Grove. For these reasons, the digital storytelling 
workshop appeared to be an ideal vehicle for an experiment in participa-
tory public history.

The “Sharing Stories” Project

The Kelvin Grove site, which sits at the edge of the Brisbane Central Business 
District, had housed iconic educational and military institutions – includ-
ing an army barracks – for nearly a century. When the barracks closed in 
1998 the Queensland Department of Housing and Queensland University 
of Technology (QUT) went into partnership to redevelop the site to include 
a high-density mix of residential, commercial, institutional, and retail land 
use. The “Sharing Stories” public history project was a vehicle through 
which to stimulate community engagement as the area underwent this 
redevelopment and was transformed into the KGUV. The project produced 
two books representing the history of the area from the first European set-
tlement (Klaebe 2006b), and a website, which includes community oral his-
tory, visual artworks, and digital stories produced as part of the project 
(www.kgurbanvillage.com.au/sharing/).

The project produced a collection of 18 digital stories in two workshops. 
The digital stories were screened publicly and were also published on the 
Sharing Stories website, where they attracted significantly more visitors 
than any other creative content housed there. Methodologically, the dig-
ital storytelling workshops functioned to examine how new media tech-
niques such as digital storytelling could be successfully employed to 
remember personal experiences in relation to a community public history 
project (Klaebe and Foth 2006), as well as in exploring the affordances of 
digital storytelling as an effective remediation of “vernacular creativity” 
(Burgess 2006a) in the service of cultural citizenship, particularly for older, 
less computer-literate people. The digital stories produced for the project 
primarily took the shape of anecdotal reminiscences – about childhoods, 
work  experiences, or military service in the area. They use stock narrative 
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devices – the humorous anecdote, the memorial to loss, and the recounting 
with pride of past achievements; and old photographs drawn from  personal, 
public, and organizational archives. Taken as a body of work, the stories 
re-mediate “public” history in subtle, associative ways: they connect 
 representations of storytellers’ present “selves” with personal memories of 
the past, even while focusing on a “public” place and referencing major his-
torical events and shared memories, such as World War II.

Reconfiguring the Digital Storytelling Workshop

The first of the two workshops was held in a university computer lab, facil-
itated by a three-person team with the additional support of two young 
people who volunteered to help the older participants to use the computers. 
This was an intergenerational and cross-institutional workshop: it included 
students, educators, retired military personnel, and nearby residents. In this 
first workshop, the intention was to adhere as closely as possible to the 
model that had been introduced to a group of QUT researchers by Daniel 
Meadows in an earlier “train-the-trainers” workshop, and which had been 
used successfully, with minor adaptations, in the Youth Internet Radio 
Network project (Hartley et al. 2003, Notley and Tacchi 2004). While pro-
viding as much assistance as necessary, we expected the participants to write 
their own scripts, record their own voice-overs, and to participate actively 
in scanning, editing, and assembling the digital images and video.

However, it quickly became clear that the participants’ primary goal in 
taking part in the workshop was to contribute to a public history project 
rather than to “express” themselves or to share their life experiences. While 
they participated enthusiastically in the workshop at a social level, they did 
not represent themselves as being motivated or engaged by the many tech-
nical tasks involved with the digital production of the stories. This contrast 
between the apparent interests and motivations of these participants and 
those who had taken part in other digital storytelling projects meant that 
the process had to be quickly and significantly adapted “on the fly” in order 
to ensure both timely completion of the stories and an enjoyable experience 
for the participants.

In the first workshop, the activities that form part of the story circle day – 
the “games” designed to lower the barriers to collaboration and trust, as 
well as to encourage and reward “self-expression” – were met with a polite 
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but lukewarm reception. However, once the conversation turned to what 
was clearly perceived as the “real business” of the workshop – the history of 
the Kelvin Grove Urban Village area – the atmosphere became charged with 
enthusiasm. Once the “production” part of the workshop began, the top-
down, step-by-step “teaching” of how to use the software was abandoned in 
favor of a more collaborative and ad hoc approach, with older participants 
who were reluctant to use computers teamed up one-on-one with trainers 
or younger volunteers. The most significant finding from this first phase of 
the research was that for these participants, the motivation to make digital 
stories as part of this project was not primarily “creative,” but rather it was 
oriented toward the preservation of memory, social interaction, and the 
sharing of knowledge.

In the second workshop, which involved mostly older people who were 
either current or past residents of the Kelvin Grove area, we deliberately 
departed even further from the production-oriented workshop model – 
partly based on insights gained from the first workshop, but for other 
 reasons as well. Several participants had health and literacy difficulties that 
made it impossible for the workshop to proceed in strictly the “usual” way. 
For example, one of the participants had Parkinson’s Disease, another, very 
poor eyesight, and another, very basic formal literacy skills. Accordingly, we 
experimented in several significant ways with the workshop model. Three 
group workshop days were held, where the focus was placed on getting all 
the participants together to share their stories, talk about their memories of 
the KGUV site, and ensure that they all participated in the storyboarding of 
their individual digital stories and made, or were consulted on, decisions 
around the selection and ordering of images to illustrate the scripts. Some 
of the stories were unscripted. This meant that the outcome of the story 
circle process for some participants was something like an interview sched-
ule – a roadmap for a chat – rather than a script that they then read out 
aloud. These interviews or conversations were recorded, and the resultant 
audio files (in some cases, 20 minutes in length) were edited down to two-
minute voice-overs by the production team. In this workshop, while the 
participants were consulted and ultimately had control over the content of 
their stories, it was the production team (which included experienced dig-
ital storytellers, a researcher, and a semi-professional video producer) who 
scanned, edited, and assembled the images and soundtracks.

One longstanding local resident who participated in this group had pre-
viously been interviewed as part of the oral history collection and had 
become an invaluable source of information that was not available in the 
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archives. While a gifted storyteller, she had limited formal literacy skills. 
It was important that these literacy issues – and her strong desire to conceal 
them – did not exclude her from producing a digital story. Rather than 
preparing a written script, which she would then read aloud, we prepared a 
set of questions to prompt the retelling of a number of the engaging and 
humorous anecdotes that she was extremely well-practiced in performing. 
The recording was then cut and edited into a coherent voice-over by the 
production team. The colloquial language used by this participant is very 
engaging, and reveals glimpses of the changes that the socioeconomic com-
position of the Kelvin Grove community had undergone from the immediate 
postwar period to the present day.

Another participant, Teresa, was the full-time carer for her partner Igor. 
The couple had emigrated to Australia as refugees from an Italian internment 
camp after World War II. Teresa’s digital story was based on an extended 
 interview recorded directly to a laptop over tea and cake in her kitchen. The 
appropriate images to accompany the story were selected as part of a conver-
sation over the photo album – effectively, an informal and collaborative story-
boarding process. The digital assembly was undertaken entirely by the 
production team back at QUT, in consultation with the participant. 
Additionally, we held a private “screening” in the couple’s home, as Teresa’s 
care responsibilities meant that she was unable to attend the initial participants-
only screening and focus group. When we showed her the completed story, 
Teresa watched it once and instantly phoned her neighbors, asking them to 
come over immediately to view it. Teresa and her son were able to attend the 
public screening at the Creative Industries Precinct, which is part of the KGUV, 
and once again her neighbors came along to support her. Teresa’s story, which 
recounts the couple’s experience as refugees and new residents of Kelvin 
Grove, has proven to be one of the most engaging and discussion-provoking 
of all the stories produced in the Sharing Stories project.

Reflection and Evaluation

The main evaluation instruments used in the project were focus groups and 
informal feedback at the public screenings. The focus groups were used to 
discuss and evaluate the stories that had been produced, as well as to assist 
us in evaluating the fit between the workshop process, the goals of the 
stakeholders, and the benefits of participation. The responses to the  question 
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of whether the workshop had benefited the participants in any way were 
characterized by two clear themes. First, the participants were enthusiastic 
about the preservation of memories in a form that can be easily passed on 
to others (mainly in the family) and that would be appealing to wider 
 audiences, especially audiences who were not especially “interested” in his-
tory. For example, one man told us that he saw the  digital story form as a 
good substitute for his “red book” of photos – which he said friends and 
family members tended to “complain about” rather than engage with when 
he brought it out to show them. Another said that he could see digital 
 storytelling being very useful in his family, as his children were “always at 
him” and his wife to document their lives for the benefit of future genera-
tions. A third also focused on the potential for the preservation of family 
memories, lamenting the difficulties of reconstructing history when arti-
facts have been lost and little has been written down. Beyond the focus on 
family history, the participants clearly identified the benefits of encounter-
ing new or diverse perspectives on shared memories of historical events. 
In the focus group, these discussions repeatedly and animatedly became 
sidetracked into more sharing of memories and stories. Whenever the con-
versation was not explicitly being directed elsewhere, it turned to history – 
potential crossovers between family trees, arguments about the exact 
locations of buildings in the area at a particular time, and personal memo-
ries or amusing anecdotes produced in response to the digital stories on 
screen. This enthusiasm around sharing and comparing historical informa-
tion and memories was the most marked dynamic of social interaction 
across all three of the group sessions at the workshop.

The second primary theme that characterized the focus-group discus-
sion clustered around social interaction, community engagement, and 
encounters with difference. For example, following the screening of Teresa 
Mircovich’s story, which narrates her journey with a young family from a 
refugee camp in Italy to her eventual home in Kelvin Grove, the other par-
ticipants remarked that hearing about the “Italian immigration” experience 
was “interesting.” This led to a discussion about how the names of southern 
European immigrants were often Anglicized upon settling in Australia, and 
then to the significance of the connotations of Scottish, Irish, and English 
names in the interwar and postwar period, memories of the cultural clash 
between Protestants and Catholics, and in turn to stories about “past” prej-
udices against “colored people” in Brisbane.

Similarly, when asked to critique the digital stories and evaluate the 
way we had edited them, the participants were overwhelmingly concerned 
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with assessing the historical accuracy of the texts that had been produced. 
In some cases, participants asked us to change or add to their stories to 
reflect this concern with accuracy. In keeping with the idea of authoring 
micro-histories rather than “entertainment,” some participants insisted 
on strictly referential relationships between images and sound. For exam-
ple, at one point in a story about the experience of National Service, the 
photograph on the screen is of a gun tripod that was only used in train-
ing, but the voice-over refers to the period following training. The 
 participant was concerned that fellow members of the unit would think 
he had made a mistake in the story. He asked us to superimpose text over 
the image to acknowledge this fact. The nature of the participants’ com-
ments and concerns about individual stories reinforced our intuition 
that, in local community contexts like KGUV, the imagined audience for 
the participants is composed of equally knowledgeable and culturally 
proximate peers, not an imagined or diverse public. From their point of 
view, if not in reality, the public “out there” was literally an afterthought, 
despite their prior knowledge that the digital stories would eventually be 
viewed by a much wider audience, at the launch and on the KGUV Sharing 
Stories website.

Rethinking Digital Literacy

While some of the rhetoric surrounding new media for cultural participa-
tion uses language like “enabling” and “affording,” in practice this project 
revealed the extent to which new media initiatives like digital storytelling 
work not to enable creativity directly, but to mediate vernacular practices 
that are already in place. Many of our participants were already extremely 
active and engaged in private or community-based history practices. For 
some of them, the digital storytelling workshop offered the opportunity to 
showcase their existing work, or to draw attention to a particularly impor-
tant point they wished to make out of their previous formal or informal 
historical research into the area. It is important to point out the extent to 
which this ability to amplify what the participants were already doing as 
vernacular historians or storytellers did not necessarily require an individ-
ual to possess direct mastery of technology on their part – the process in 
most cases involved a number of people with specific competencies 
 collaborating to share skills and knowledge.
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Graham, who was in his eighties at the time of the workshop, was 
 recognized in 1992 as “Queenslander of the Year” for his dedication to com-
munity work in his local regional district. However, age and his consequent 
relocation prevented him from continuing to engage in community activi-
ties to the extent that he previously had. Graham was invited to participate 
in the KGUV Sharing Stories project and chose to make a digital story 
 featuring personal photographs of a previously undocumented Japanese 
prisoner-of-war holding area. Graham’s story attracted great interest from 
history groups and the wider community after it had featured online. Since 
then, Graham has co-presented walking history tours of the Kelvin Grove 
Urban Village site, given an address in his retirement village, and spoken to 
school groups around Anzac and Remembrance Days. While he did not 
physically use the computer to assemble his story, he had read the digital 
storytelling manual which was given to all participants, written the script 
and storyboard, and selected the images and music. When it was time to 
assemble all the digital elements in the video-editing application, Graham 
sat beside one of the trainers in front of the computer monitor, for the most 
part controlling and directing the process by pointing at the screen and 
giving verbal instructions or discussing editing choices, but without ever 
physically touching the mouse or keyboard.

While the project was relatively small-scale and localized, it is important 
to note the intensive ways in which digital stories can circulate among 
micro-publics, and the unintended consequences that can result. Minna, at 
86 years old, was one of the most senior participants in the KGUV Sharing 
Stories project. She came along to the workshop with several exercise books 
filled with neatly handwritten histories of the Kelvin Grove Infants’ School 
describing in great detail her experiences there as a teacher during World 
War II – histories that only close family members and fellow residents of 
her retirement home had seen before. Her story was produced with a great 
deal of technical assistance from the facilitators, who helped her to rework 
some of the information from these exercise books. The story interweaves 
snippets of these wartime “institutional” memories of the school with anec-
dotes from the nascent romance with the young man who was later to 
become her husband. Minna, who lives in a local retirement home, reported 
that the staff and other residents treated her “differently” following a screen-
ing of her story at the home. She reported receiving comments from staff 
and residents such as, “Make way for the movie star!” as she passed through 
the common areas. Most significantly, Minna remarked to us that after 
seeing her digital story, her children were far more interested than they 
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 previously had been in reading the detailed diaries she had kept since she 
was in her teens and from which the historical material for her digital story 
was drawn.

In a participatory public history project, the local citizens’ stories are not 
only important sources of information; more importantly, the incorpora-
tion of ordinary “voices” can facilitate the affective communication of this 
history to a broader public. The representation of vernacular history 
through the integration of personal voices into a larger project can produce 
“narratives that interweave both the personal and collective” (Giunta 2004), 
allowing citizens’ voices to become “attached to one another” (Villarreal 
2004) within the organizing context of an overall project. The project 
attempted to “capture” vernacular history while preserving the agency of 
the ordinary people who are its practitioners; throughout, the stories 
 balance personal expression with the potential to communicate with an 
interested, if localized, public. While we do not claim that the digital stories 
produced in this project represent an authoritative source of knowledge 
about the history of Kelvin Grove, they did prove to be very effective as a 
means of focusing interest and creating a public profile for the much larger 
range of materials – the book and living archive of oral histories, photo-
graphs, and documentation – that make up the Sharing Stories project 
overall, as a people’s history of the Kelvin Grove area.

Conclusion

The Sharing Stories project integrated current directions in both public 
history and digital storytelling practice. It was, at the time, an exceptional 
project, the like of which had not been previously envisaged as part of an 
urban redevelopment in Australia. It developed several key groundbreaking 
strategies for the use of “participatory public history” by community devel-
opment facilitators who are keen to work from within communities. 
Generally speaking, the current modus operandi for public historians 
involves the historian collecting information, editing and compiling source 
material, and then presenting a finished product to the community. The 
public is given, at best, a limited opportunity to be involved in creating this 
history. This project, however, actively sought to engage participants in the 
process of creating historical documents. Although actively involving 
the community in creating this history was undoubtedly much more 
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labor-intensive and time-consuming than a traditional approach might 
have been, it produced clear benefits.

In Sharing Stories, ordinary citizens became involved in making artistic 
decisions about the way their own accounts were quoted and represented – 
both in the written account of the history of Kelvin Grove, and in the pro-
duction of broadcast-quality digital stories. The use of digital technologies, 
combined with institutional support and expert facilitation, enabled the 
participants to co-create the narratives that would represent their perspec-
tives on the site’s history to the public, amplifying the “ordinary voices” of 
popular memory. This differed from a traditional oral history approach, 
which focuses on archiving and collating stories and artifacts, which may be 
used by a historian to tell a story chosen by that researcher. The responsi-
bilities of the public historian in this new climate can, therefore, be reimag-
ined and extended to include translating the potential of new media into 
community contexts. Digital stories are not a substitute for long-form oral 
history, any more than oral history is a direct substitute for scholarly 
 historical writing. However, our current research among oral history 
 practitioners suggests that although oral histories are sometimes used by 
researchers, much oral history practice is focused on collection and preser-
vation, not on public communication. Integrating a program of digital story-
telling alongside these long-form oral histories might, among other things, 
allow oral historians to attract more public and community engagement in 
their work.

The participatory turn in public history occurs in tandem with the new 
challenges and opportunities that digital technologies and networks repre-
sent for cultural institutions (Russo et al. 2006, Miller 2005). User-led 
 content creation and vernacular creativity are central drivers of an emerg-
ing Web-based popular culture. But despite the “participatory” turn, there 
is also an emerging “participation gap” (Jenkins 2006) which has supplanted 
the technologically focused idea of a “digital divide,” presenting new chal-
lenges to the traditional role of cultural institutions as access providers. 
Making history “accessible” in a participatory age requires not only the pro-
vision of access to content, but also the provision of opportunities for active 
public participation through co-creation, and the promotion of cultural 
diversity and inclusiveness. But the “participatory” ethic does not necessarily 
require every citizen to master the technologies of production – at least, not 
in every case. The question, rather, is how best to articulate specific forms 
of professional expertise (like media production or historical research) to 
existing vernacular expertise (like local knowledge and oral storytelling) 
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and communities of interest, both outside of and in connection with formal 
institutions.

To that end, we argue that digital storytelling is at its most effective when 
embedded in a well-supported context that shapes the practice of self-
mediated representation toward a shared purpose – whether public service 
broadcasting, as in the BBC “Capture Wales” program, or the community 
engagement strategies of cultural institutions – see, for example, the recent 
and ongoing initiatives of the State Library of Queensland, where digital 
storytelling is increasingly integrated with public library and oral history 
programs (Sayer and Stumm 2008, Stumm and Sayer 2007). As the Sharing 
Stories project discussed here demonstrates, participatory public history 
projects are particularly productive “hosts” in which digital storytelling can 
be embedded in order to promote a sense of “shared authority” in the 
 representation of history (Frisch 1990).

9781405180597_4_010.indd   1669781405180597_4_010.indd   166 1/29/2009   11:27:49 AM1/29/2009   11:27:49 AM



Atanu Ray lives near a wide and beautiful stretch of the Ichamati River in 
West Bengal. In his digital story, in poetic Bengali, he tells us about his 
home. Most people here are paddy farmers: “rice is green in the fields but 
golden in the home.” The vibrantly colorful scenes of rice fields and farmers 
give way to Atanu’s black-and-white drawings of the impact of industry and 
the consequent and often devastating annual floods. One year it was so bad 
that Atanu and his neighbors lost all their homes and possessions and lived 
in a school for two months. Brick kilns and their waste are gradually making 
the river bed narrow and shallow, and the annual floods threaten to get 
worse. Atanu fears for the future of this place.

A small child called Maane, about eight or nine years old, is the focus of 
Sanjeela Karki’s digital story. In her town of Tansen, in a hilly region 
of Nepal, Maane is just one of many orphaned children who resort to 
 begging to survive. They have nowhere to live and no adults to take care of 
them. In this self-reflexive story Sanjeela asks herself many questions: what 
about Maane’s future? Will he be begging all his life? Do these children have 
to go to sleep hungry if they do not beg? Do all orphans suffer this fate? 
Who is to blame? Maane’s tiny, outstretched hands, cupped to receive the 
five rupees she gives him, his tattered clothing, and his doleful face haunt 
her digital story. Sanjeela reflects that if there was an orphanage in Tansen, 
Maane would not have to beg. He would have a place to sleep and food to 
eat. “We should build a fund to build an orphanage” – after all, she insists, 
isn’t it our responsibility as social beings to do something?

Sayera Bano is a 25-year old Muslim woman from Seelampur in Delhi. 
Her digital story, “My Steps Forward,” movingly depicts both the restrictive 
nature of her position as a young woman in a large family, and her efforts to 
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develop a career for herself. She is one of nine children in a family that does 
not encourage education, in a society where most women are restricted to the 
local area. Sayera gained a BA degree through a correspondence course, but 
tells us that she “had little information about other things in this world.” Her 
social life was restricted to rituals, weddings, and family gatherings: “I used to 
think that the life of a woman is confined to these things.” Sayera heard about 
a local Information and Communication Technology (ICT) center for 
women and went along and saw other young women learning to use com-
puters. She joined and learned as well. She took up photography with some 
flair. Her first digital story won a prize from a Delhi university and her pic-
ture appeared in Delhi newspapers. This, she tells us, gave her strength. The 
aim of her story is to inspire other young women from Seelampur to train for 
careers in areas such as the media so that they too can gain new insights into 
the “outer” world, and “experience new ways to earn money.”

Introduction

This chapter is about the use of digital storytelling in a research project 
called “Finding a Voice,”1 a multi-sited ethnographic study of – and 
experiment in – local participatory content creation. The project is made 
up of a research network of 15 preexisting local media and ICT  initiatives 
in India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Indonesia. The goal of “Finding a Voice” 

Figure 11.1 Article on Sayera Bano, Mail Today newspaper, Delhi, November 9, 
2006: 8
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is to increase understanding of how ICT can be both effective and 
empowering in each local context and to investigate the most effective 
ways of articulating information and communication networks (both 
social and technological) to empower poor people to communicate their 
“voices” within and beyond marginalized communities. We are research-
ing opportunities and constraints for local content created by and for 
specific local communities, for the development and communication of 
ideas, information, and perspectives appropriate to those  communities.

We began with a broad definition of “voice” – it references inclusion and 
participation in social, political, and economic processes, meaning making, 
autonomy, and expression. With a specific focus on ICT and development 
at the community level we wondered about the significance of voice in 
terms of poverty – “voice poverty” can be understood as the inability of 
people to influence the decisions that affect their lives, and the right to par-
ticipate in that decision making (Lister 2004). Our definition of voice has 
remained broad, as we see its relevance to ICT linked to issues of access to 
modes of expression and more generally to freedom of expression. It can be 
about opportunity and agency to promote self-expression and advocacy, 
about access and the skills to use technologies and platforms for the distri-
bution of a range of different voices.

What better way to combine ICT and the desire to promote voice in a devel-
opment context than digital storytelling? Certainly it has become a regular 
feature in many of the community-based ICT centers with whom we work.

In this chapter I describe and discuss the reasons for the use of digital 
storytelling in “Finding a Voice,” and how it has been used and adapted. 
I discuss some specific issues around participation, and draw some conclu-
sions about the use of digital storytelling with marginalized communities 
in developing countries. But first, in order to locate this project and our 
work, I take a little time to talk about its background and context. This is 
important, as it immediately acknowledges the messiness and problematic 
natures of both “participation” and “development,” and most certainly of 
“participatory development,” and it is in this difficult terrain that this appli-
cation of digital storytelling resides.

Background and Context

Issues of voice are receiving a great deal of attention in development com-
munication, and development more widely – one might even consider the 
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concern with voice to be a “development zeitgeist” (Tacchi 2008). Listening 
to and consulting the “voices of the poor” (Narayan, Chambers, et al. 2000, 
Narayan, Patel, et al. 2000, Narayan and Petesch 2002) marks a now main-
streamed or institutionalized concern for participatory approaches to 
understanding the lives of those experiencing poverty – the targets of devel-
opment efforts. This is an approach supported and promoted, for example, 
by organizations like the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (see 
Viswanathan and Srivastava 2007).2 It is an approach that allows those who 
are living in conditions that might constitute “poverty” to tell those who are 
not what this experience is like, in their own words. Such an approach might 
challenge our “expert” conceptions of poverty itself. Taken-for-granted eco-
nomic models might be seen to fall short.

Recent work on wellbeing and happiness, especially research conducted 
as part of the “Wellbeing in Developing Countries” project,3 demonstrates 
a mismatch between incidences of poverty as measured by material indica-
tors, and locally understood and defined subjective wellbeing and experi-
ences of happiness (Kingdon and Knight 2006). For example, respondents 
in rural areas of Peru – whose poverty as measured by indicators of exter-
nally defined economic wellbeing is higher that their urban counterparts – 
were more satisfied with their lot than urban respondents who were unable 
to fulfill higher material aspirations (Copestake et al. 2007). This is reminis-
cent of Marshall Sahlins’s (1972) depiction of hunter-gatherer societies as 
“the original affluent society,” contrary to the popular view that sees them 
as the least developed form of society, and most in need of development. 
Copestake et al. took a eudaimonic (happiness-based) view of wellbeing. 
Indicators and measurements of wellbeing were determined, based on feel-
ings of happiness and locally defined goals along with the ability to attain or 
aspire to them, rather than on global and standardized views of subjective 
wellbeing and measures of the same.

This strongly echoes the basis of arguments for participatory and bottom-
up approaches to development, rooted in the work of Paolo Freire (1972) and 
actively championed for over twenty years by Robert Chambers. It is through 
participatory approaches that different representations of reality can be pre-
sented, and questions asked about “Whose Reality Counts?” (Chambers 1995). 
Such voicing may be encouraged, but nevertheless not be heard. Participatory 
approaches may themselves turn out to constitute “top-down participation,” 
where participation constitutes “insiders” learning what “outsiders” want to 
hear, or simply an exercise in administrative task-sharing or the necessary 
rhetoric to win funding (Bailur 2007, Michener 1998, White 1996).
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At the same time, in the fields of development communication and ICT 
for development increasing attention is being paid to the local production 
of content. This marks a concern with promoting a diversity of voices 
through media and communications. There is a discrete field called 
Communication for Social Change (Gray-Felder and Deane 1999), which 
might be considered as a point of crossover or convergence between the 
development agenda (here specifically concerned with “social change”) and 
community-based, alternative, or citizens’ media (Rodriguez 2001).4 
Another interesting point of convergence can be found in community mul-
timedia centers (CMCs), largely initiated with donor funding and fitting 
squarely into the development agenda, and yet strongly linked to traditions 
of community media. UNESCO supports a global pilot project with the 
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation.5 CMCs combine tradi-
tional media like the press, TV, and radio with new digital media like the 
Internet, computers, and cameras. The idea is that this convergence will 
provide a two-way link to global information and knowledge available 
through the Internet, through the “intermediary” of local traditional media 
(James 2004).

Most of the 15 sites in the “Finding a Voice” project can be considered 
CMCs.6 The stress here is on community-produced media content and par-
ticipatory approaches to its development. Participation not only in the 
creation of content, but also in the decision making surrounding what con-
tent should be made and what should be done with it. In this context, can 
digital storytelling provide a mechanism for participatory development?

Digital Storytelling in “Finding a Voice”

Digital storytelling was used in “Finding a Voice” because it was seen as an 
interesting way to explore the personal voices of people who otherwise have 
no access to the media, and in the process teach them skills in multimedia 
production and a level of digital literacy. While some digital stories could be 
considered a form of mini- or micro-documentary, what set digital story-
telling apart are the process and the purpose. The process was seen to be 
important, and community workshops which are community building in 
nature were promoted. While we anticipated that the process would be 
adapted to suit different contexts, we were interested in digital storytelling 
as it is essentially about the expression of personal voice. We wanted to 
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explore whether personal voice could be used to effectively express social 
issues and promote positive social change. Another attraction of digital sto-
rytelling is that it can be distributed in a variety of formats such as DVD, 
video, CD, streaming or downloadable formats on the Web, television, radio 
(minus images), and community screenings.

Our approach had three main phases (Watkins and Tacchi 2008). The 
first phase was “training the trainers,” where we trained members of the 
“Finding a Voice” sites through a series of workshops. We were initially 
highly influenced by a train-the-trainers workshop process taught to us by 
Daniel Meadows of BBC Wales, adapted from the format established by the 
Californian Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS), but soon found that we 
needed to adapt the process further to allow it to be more flexible to suit 
local contexts. For example, given the project’s (and participants’) desire to 
explore content that promotes social change or has some advocacy compo-
nent, we combined the digital storytelling approach and its stress on story 
development with a journalistic technique – the five Ws: encouraging story-
makers to think through What is happening in the story, Who is involved, 
When and Where the story takes place, and Why the story is being told (see 
Martin 2008). In addition, we encouraged thinking about the intended 
audience for each story, and targeting that audience.

The second phase was the local development of participatory content-
creation activities in each site. Each site is different, has access to different 
facilities and media, and faces different local circumstances. The range of 
stories emerging, and varied strategies for participatory content creation 
employed by each center demonstrate the need to take context into account. 
In all sites the process of engaging people in participatory content-creation 
activities was challenging, for a range of reasons. Consequently a variety of 
strategies emerged (see Grubb and Tacchi 2008). For example, in an Indian 
ICT center for women located in a Delhi slum a local worker, Aseem Asha 
Usman, developed a vocational media course for young women.7 Digital 
storytelling is one of the main components in the three-month media 
course, which deals with various aspects of design (including web design and 
multimedia production) and is tailored to fill a gap in the local employment 
market. This is interesting because whereas this ICT center had previously 
concentrated on basic computing skills (word processing, spreadsheets) 
and had investigated how these skills might lead to employment, Aseem 
found through local research that far more lucrative job opportunities were 
available for those with creative design skills, and indeed identified a skills 
shortage in this area. Digital storytelling workshops conducted in the center, 
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such as the one Sayera Bano (see above) had attended, had already demon-
strated to Aseem that the women participants had a keen interest in the 
creative and expressive use of technologies. Here, then, digital storytelling 
has become an important component in an employment-focused training 
program.8

The third phase is concerned with strategies for distribution, which 
depends on the message and target audience. For many of the stories pro-
duced across the sites, local screenings to small gatherings in order to gen-
erate discussion about local issues have been an effective mechanism for 
raising awareness, sharing perspectives, and encouraging others to make 
their own content and have a voice. Returning, for example, to the Indian 
ICT center where Aseem coordinated a range of digital storytelling activi-
ties: As well as holding local screenings to generate debate on the issues 
raised in the digital stories, he also used them to encourage other young 
women to get involved. He facilitated a group discussion with nine young 
women about what they might like to make a short digital story about. 
They came up with a whole range of ideas for stories. One young woman 
wanted to make a digital story about her personal feelings, her dreams, and 
the challenges she faces; another woman wanted to tell people about her 
family problems so that someone might offer her some advice. One young 
woman wanted to make a story about the common health problems of 
women in the area and prevention measures they might take. A local entre-
preneur wanted to make a story in which she can show how successful she 
has been in developing her business, and then to show it to the government 
or loan agencies to sanction credits for developing her business further. In 
some cases, digital stories and their messages have been brought to the 
attention of larger audiences, such as in the case of the first digital story 
made by members of a rural community library in Nepal. The local 
researcher Sita, along with a couple of colleagues from the community 
library, attended a “Finding a Voice” content-creation workshop and made 
a story about a local woman who had learned many things from “big letter 
books” once she learned how to read (see Martin et al. 2007). This digital 
story was screened locally and at a meeting in Nepal’s capital city Katmandu. 
The story was picked up by a national newspaper and by a local radio 
 station. Sita realized from this experience that a local story can prove inter-
esting and inspiring to local people as well as wider audiences, and that 
strategies for distribution can aid in this process but need to be tailored to 
each piece of local content. Across the “Finding a Voice” sites stories have 
been screened in local communities to generate discussion about social 
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issues, to raise awareness, share perspectives, and to encourage others to 
make their own content and have a voice.

Conclusions

The World Congress on Communication for Development, held in Rome 
in October 2006, produced a set of recommendations to policy makers 
based on an understanding that communication is a “major pillar” for 
development and social change.9 The Rome Consensus places community 
participation and ownership on the part of the poor and excluded at the 
heart of communication for development. Among the “strategic require-
ments” specified in the consensus are: access to communication tools so 
that people can communicate among themselves and with decision makers; 
recognition of the need for different approaches depending on different 
cultures; and support to those most affected by development issues to have 
a say. We can interpret these requirements as the need for community-based 
media that is context-specific and that promotes a range of voices.

Through the “Finding a Voice” project, a range of story ideas and motiva-
tions has emerged. Some of these stories may be more “valid” than others in 
terms of promoting social change, for instance by advocacy on behalf of a 
marginalized or voiceless group, positive messages about excluded or dis-
criminated groups, or messages that promote health-related behaviors. In 
fact, there is no lack of evidence in our research of people wanting to use 
media to highlight social issues or demonstrate how one might challenge 
adversity, often through the device of providing an inspirational example. 
But we also see other ideas, other forms of self-expression, and other kinds 
of engagement with media, which are as much about self-expression as 
social change or “development.” Notions of what we term “creative engage-
ment” are starting to appear in the practices of our sites. Interesting activi-
ties are beginning to emerge that are starting to allow different voices to be 
heard, demonstrating alternative perspectives and challenging our notions 
of the appropriate relationships between ICTs and poor communities. 
Various appropriations of digital storytelling have emerged across the sites, 
along with other types of locally created content.

Just as with technologies themselves, this project has shown that digital 
storytelling can contribute to development agendas, but needs to be intro-
duced in ways that recognize local social networks and cultural contexts, 
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and to be adapted accordingly. Our research demonstrates that digital story-
telling (along with other approaches to local, participatory content crea-
tion) can form an interesting component in participatory development in 
contexts such as those described here.

Notes

1 “Finding a Voice: Making Technological Change Socially Effective and Culturally 
Empowering” is a research project funded by an Australian Research Council 
Linkage Grant (LP0561848) and UNESCO and UNDP (www.findingavoice.org).

2 See go.worldbank.org/H1N8746X10
3 See www.welldev.org.uk
4 See www.communicationforsocialchange.org
5 See www.unesco.org/webworld/cmc
6 Profiles of the sites can be found at www.findingavoice.org
7 Aseem was also one of the local researchers in the “Finding a Voice” research 

project.
8 See Kiran (2008) for more information on this course, and the way that digital 

stories are used to explore difficult social issues locally, such as domestic 
 violence.

9 See siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTDEVCOMMENG/Resources/
RomeConsensus07.pdf
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The Phenomenon

This chapter adopts the type of digital storytelling that is the main focus of 
the present volume: the short personal story developed in a “story circle,” 
told in people’s own voices, with mostly still pictures, produced with stand-
ard software by nonprofessionals. This is digital storytelling. These stories 
are usually self-representations, about the person (or the group) making 
the story. New forms of self- representational digital storytelling have 
emerged in recent years, for example, in blogs, personal home pages, or on 
social networking sites on the Web. Much of this activity should also be 
regarded and studied as digital storytelling.

The time span covered by digital storytelling is short, and the uneven 
diffusion of digital tools and competences around the globe does not make 
it a full circle; geographically speaking, digital storytelling has not reached 
“around the world”: digital divides persist. The time and space matrix of 
digital storytelling still has many blanks. At my northern European corner 
of the world, in Scandinavia, there are blanks but also fields of intense dig-
ital storytelling activity. While Denmark did not have its first digital story-
telling workshop until the very end of 2007, those in Sweden and Norway 
came into being a few years earlier. However, by mid-2008 Denmark had a 
digital storytelling center in co-operation with the Centre for Digital 
Storytelling (CDS), as part of a European digital storytelling network.1

This chapter explores the global time and space matrix of digital story-
telling, its wider context of institutional and economic settings, and its rela-
tions to patterns of communication, culture, and hegemony. The significance 

12

The Matrices of Digital Storytelling 
Examples from Scandinavia

Knut Lundby
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of these three matrices will be concretized with examples of digital 
 storytelling initiatives in Sweden and Norway. The processes of “mediation” 
appear as the key to understanding the limited spread as well as the wide 
diffusion of digital storytelling.

Time and Space: The “Digital Tsunami”

The spread of digital storytelling has been rapid, though its history covers 
just a short span. The digital equipment for amateur digital storytelling was 
not available until personal computers were reasonably cheap, handy, user-
friendly and capable of multimedia tasking. The Macintosh, the first 
 personal computer with a graphic user interface, was launched in 1984, and 
a year later Microsoft introduced their competing operating system, 
Windows 1.0. However, these machines and programs did not really have 
the capacity to combine text, graphics, sound, and images in ways to make 
digital stories. Such hardware and software were not available on the market 
until the early 1990s, when portable laptops were also introduced.

It is hardly surprising that the specific digital storytelling practice was 
born in California: most of the new digital equipment was developed, and 
much of the digital innovation took place in Silicon Valley, California. Joe 
Lambert, one of the founders of the CDS, saw the “digital tsunami” break-
ing over the California coast in the early 1990s (Lambert 2006: 9). He took 
action to capture the wave and became an initiator of a digital storytelling 
movement.

CDS’s first digital storytelling workshop in 1993 was held in the same 
year that the World Wide Web – which was to offer a new and nearly unlim-
ited network for the dissemination of digital stories – was made available to 
early adopters through the Mosaic browser. The first workshop was held 
some ten years before digital cameras became commonplace: such small-
scale cameras would come to enable digital photographs to be used to 
 visualize digital stories, alongside scanned photos from drawers back home. 
Only with these innovations did the technological presuppositions of  digital 
storytelling become available.

While digital storytelling depended on the technology, machines and 
programs in themselves do not make stories, and so the workshops and 
“story circles” of the digital storytelling movement became crucial. 
Actual stories did not appear until the storytellers had developed the 
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competences to make use of the equipment. The initial event in Los 
Angeles in 1993 could take place due to the availability of early digital 
equipment, combined with a will to move (and share) competences from 
visual and audio technologies to the emerging digital realm (Lambert 
2006: 8–11).

The diffusion of computers and competences for digital storytelling from 
its Californian cradle has been wide. It reaches out to many corners of the 
world. However, overviews – as in this volume – show that digital storytell-
ing has been mainly taken up within the regions, cities, and networks of 
high modernity, where electricity runs smoothly, computers are available, 
and “ordinary people” have the competence to use them. This also applies if 
the phenomenon is taken as not just those examples that follow the CDS’s 
paradigmatic principles, but “the whole range of personal stories now being 
told in potentially public form using digital media resources,” as Couldry 
(2008: 374) does.

There is an emergent space of digital storytelling that occupies a distinct 
stage in the history of mediated communication (Couldry 2008). As a 
“MediaSpace” digital storytelling both creates its own space and, as a media 
form, is influenced by the spatial frames within which it operates (Couldry 
and McCarthy 2004: 2). The Internet dramatically expanded the space of 
digital storytelling in general, although the “story circles” of the specific 
digital storytelling projects may be place-bound and nurtured by the local 
community in which they operate.

The international research project, “Mediatized Stories: Mediation 
Perspectives on Digital Storytelling among Youth” that I direct2 covers 
 digital storytelling in six countries, from California in the USA to Georgia. 
The strongholds of digital storytelling are in the USA, northern Europe, 
and Australia; the same goes for the research on this phenomenon, as 
 witnessed in this book. Digital storytelling takes place in digitally saturated 
areas.

This does not imply that the digital stories necessarily tell narratives of 
the rich; the stories themselves may indeed be alternative or oppositional to 
the affluent ways of life in these societies, not least because digital storytell-
ing is a bottom-up media practice. The DUSTY project, “Digital 
Underground Storytelling for Youth,” in West Oakland, California, for 
example, gave a voice to children and young people in an “under-served 
area” (Hull and James 2007). Still, the space of digital storytelling, para-
doxically, is the space of media-rich societies where the media are “unlim-
ited” and “overwhelm our lives” (Gitlin 2001).
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Tools and Competences

This matrix of tools and competences establishes itself within the time and 
space dimensions of digital storytelling. The extent to which these media 
practices have spread throughout the world within the last two decades 
depends on the broad availability of the digital tools as well as people’s abil-
ity to use them for making digital stories. With digital technologies, “ordi-
nary people” have the tools to make their own digital stories. The 
storytellers act as producers, with a wide range of the digital media’s avail-
able modalities at their disposal. However, to make stories people also need 
the competences to use the tools.

Software for “user-generated” content creation, combined with digital 
cameras and the wide options of the Internet, put a whole kit of tools (Kress 
2003) in the hands of the digital storyteller. A key quality of the tools for the 
purpose of digital storytelling is their capacity to combine text, live and still 
images, sound, and music into one piece of work: this is the power of digital 
multimodal texts in digital storytelling (Hull and Nelson 2005).

In October 2003 Joe Lambert contacted teachers at Huseby secondary 
school in Trondheim, Norway, pioneers in multimedia classroom expres-
sions.3 He invited them to the first European conference on digital story-
telling to be held with BBC Wales the following month. In Wales they met 
the initiator of the Swedish association, “digitalbridge,” which aims to 
expand digital storytelling in Scandinavia. This association was set up fol-
lowing a storytelling project for youth called “My Digital Self-Geography,” 
which was run in cooperation with the CDS within the “Narrative” Studio 
of the Swedish “Interactive Institute,” at Malmö University.4 Digitalbridge 
launched the first Scandinavian workshop in digital storytelling in Sweden 
in February 2004. Flimmer Film, a company based in Bergen, launched the 
first workshop in Norway a month later.5 Their initiators had been accus-
tomed to the principles of digital storytelling through “Capture Wales” 
(Meadows 2003), another project inspired by the CDS. It is striking how 
strictly loyal these offspring have remained to the principles and core meth-
odologies set up by the Californian CDS (Lambert 2006). It is all about the 
merging of storytelling competence and digital tools.

I deliberately use the concept “tools” rather than “technologies” or 
“media.” Certainly the computers and programs put into use for 
 story-making are digital technologies. They may also be regarded as parts 
of digital media. However, here the point is that digital stories are 
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 constructed – with digital tools. When it comes to storytellers’ abilities to 
appropriate digital tools, I prefer the term “competence” to “literacy.” 
“Media literacy” in print and broadcasting culture has referred to the read-
er’s (or rather the viewer’s or listener’s) capacity to interpret the media 
“text.” With user- generated digital media, the concept of literacy includes 
writing as well as reading. However, “literacy” has been incorporated into 
a variety of non-critical governmental uses (Livingstone 2007). The 
research direction on “new literacies” brings a sociocultural definition of 
literacy, making “sense of reading, writing and meaning-making as integral 
elements of social practices” (Lankshear and Knobel 2007: 2). However, for 
the purpose of understanding digital storytelling, I prefer “competence.” 
This concept may enhance literacy and include the ability to handle digital 
tools by focusing on “narrative competence,” as proposed by Stephen 
Dobson (2005). Literacy is “re-positioned to rest upon a competence in 
narratives. This competence is in turn connected with the technology and 
socio- cultural relations mediating the narratives” (Dobson 2005: 12). 
Digital storytelling encourages a specific narrative competence. When 
people are used to the codes and genres of film and television, and have a 
growing proficiency in “the language of new media” (Manovich 2001), it is 
a short step to build the specific competence to make one’s own digital 
stories. Still, digital storytelling requires some specific competences, related 
to small-scale self-representations.

Institutions and Economy

The matrix of tools and competences in the making of digital stories appears 
within a larger matrix of institutions and economy. Digital storytelling 
always has an institutional aspect. Although a small-scale media phenom-
enon, it is dependent on developments and changes in the larger economy 
and has to relate to contemporary cultural industries. The matrix of insti-
tutions and economy, in turn, relates to the time and space dimensions: 
economy and institutions change over time; even within contemporary 
globalization they differ throughout the world.

Digital storytelling occurs within set institutional frames: the CDS in 
Berkeley is an institution set up for the purpose; the “Capture Wales” 
project was set up by the broadcasting institution, the BBC, together with 
Cardiff University. The story or history of digital storytelling is developing 
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in a similar way in Scandinavia. Initiatives are taken by committed people 
who may have been inspired in workshops or conferences by the pioneers 
of digital storytelling from the USA or Britain. In the Scandinavian  welfare 
states, the startups find support in publicly funded research or educational 
institutions. Later, an institutionalization may occur. In Sweden this has 
taken place within a purely public institution like the Swedish educational 
radio corporation with the project “Rum för Berättande” (Space for 
Storytelling), as well as in mixed-economy institutions like “Delta 
Garden.”6 They cooperate closely with the CDS, hoping to become a 
European node of that organization. In this way the original CDS further 
institutionalizes.

Institutionalization of digital storytelling also happens through its 
inclusion in university teaching. Since 2005, Blekinge Institute of 
Technology in Sweden has offered a net-based course in digital storytell-
ing with a pedagogical slant. Malmö University has a course on commu-
nicative and artistic aspects of digital storytelling. In Norway, Oslo 
University College runs a variety of digital storytelling training projects, 
aimed at the dissemination of research and the popularization of knowl-
edge. The “Mediatized Stories” research project, based at the University of 
Oslo, has developed a Master’s course with critical and analytical perspec-
tives on digital storytelling.7

While these examples are easy to identify as projects within specific insti-
tutional frames, such frames can also apply to less structured digital story-
telling: social networking sites like MySpace, Facebook, or YouTube make 
up new institutional settings for the creation and communication of pro-
files and stories. However, huge companies own these sites and despite the 
open access, “user-generated content” is made within specific institutional 
power structures.

Institutions involve patterns of power that structure the activity. 
Institutions that invite digital storytelling have themselves to attend to the 
power relations of high modern knowledge-based economies. Thus, while 
contemporary cultural industries might encourage creativity, they do so on 
tough capitalist premises (Hesmondhalgh 2007). These industries will 
include digital storytelling when it is regarded profitable or otherwise suit-
able; they make stories with their “mediation of things” in order to improve 
sales (Lash and Lury 2007). Even when digital storytelling appears as alter-
native projects, the storytellers may define themselves in relation – in oppo-
sition or appropriation – to the signs and symbols from the big cultural 
industries.

9781405180597_4_012.indd   1819781405180597_4_012.indd   181 1/29/2009   11:28:19 AM1/29/2009   11:28:19 AM



182 Digital Storytelling in Scandinavia

Culture and Hegemony

The same year as the first digital storytelling workshop was held in Los 
Angeles, a path-breaking book by the Latin American scholar Jesús Martín-
Barbero was made available in English (Martín-Barbero 1993). From his 
Latin American experience, Martin-Barbero knew how “the media” could be 
used by power elites as means of oppression. Oppressed people could, 
 however, rise up through a broader understanding of media-related works. 
Martín-Barbero drew up matrices of communication, culture, and hegemony, 
which, I will argue, relate and add to the matrices of time and space, tools 
and competence, institution and economy.

Martín-Barbero advised a cultural perspective that observes not just the 
technologies or media apparatuses but rather the hegemonic stories that 
the institutions in power are telling. He moved the focus from the “media” 
to the processes of “mediations” in which they are involved. “Mediations” 
refer to “the articulation between communication practices and social 
movements and the articulation of different tempos of development with 
the plurality of cultural matrices” (Martín-Barbero 1993: 187). This is rel-
evant to digital storytelling as a practice and as a movement. Couldry points 
out that Martin-Barbero’s approach opens up connections with “the his-
tory of people’s attempts at alternative ‘mediation’ that challenge the 
authority of existing media institutions” (Couldry 2000: 7).

To place the media – large- or small-scale – in the field of mediations is 
to place them in a process of cultural transformations, Martín-Barbero 
(1993: 139) holds. Communication takes place as mediations, but so does 
culture. Culture in itself becomes a mediating factor (Martín-Barbero 1993: 
122). When powerful “media” are turned into “mediations” of hegemonic 
stories, they can be countered by other, counter-hegemonic, stories. This 
may take place in people’s interpretations of the hegemonic stories in their 
reception processes. Martín-Barbero points to “the resistances and varied 
ways people appropriate media content according to manner of use” 
(Martín-Barbero 1993: 2). The countering of hegemonic stories, however, 
could also be exerted through the creation of alternative stories. Digital 
 stories could be such stories. “neveragain.no” is a Scandinavian example, 
applying digital storytelling to reflect on war and human rights.8 Martin-
Barbero made his cultural or counter-cultural argument for what would 
today be termed user-generated content long before that term arose and 
before the digital tools were available.
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Martín-Barbero adds to a simple time/space matrix of digital story-
telling. Within the short history and limited spread of these alternative 
mediations, Martín-Barbero’s ideas invite us to regard digital storytelling 
within matrices of communication, culture, and hegemony. The media-
tions are the key to understanding. Martín-Barbero’s concept of mediation 
“entails looking at how culture is negotiated and becomes an object of 
transactions in a variety of contexts” (Schlesinger 2003: xiii). This also hap-
pens in the shaping and sharing of digital stories.

Mediation as Key

Nancy Thumim takes up Martin-Barbero’s challenge, and in her doctoral 
dissertation on mediating self-representations she points out the tensions 
surrounding “ordinary” people’s participation in public-sector storytelling 
projects (Thumim 2007).9 With the distinctions between textual, institu-
tional, and cultural aspects of mediation, Thumim explains communica-
tion processes within the matrices of digital storytelling that I have laid out: 
institutional mediation takes place within the matrix of institutions and 
economy, with its opportunities and limitations; tensions of cultural medi-
ation are played out within the matrix of culture and hegemony.10 Thumim’s 
category of textual mediation points to the making and display of the dig-
ital story itself. This “text” is heavily dependent upon the digital tools as well 
as the competence of the (prod)user.

Competence as a prerequisite for textual mediation is the ability to 
explore and exploit the form and technologies of digital storytelling. The 
processes of cultural mediation link these performative competences with 
the cultural-symbolic competence that a person brings to the production of 
a digital story. By focusing on the textual/technological as well as the wider 
cultural competences of the storytellers, Thumim addresses the agent or 
person performing the self-representation within a given institutional con-
text. As Glynda Hull and Mira-Lisa Katz have shown, self-representational 
digital storytelling is about “crafting an agentive self” (Hull and Katz 2006). 
Thumim demonstrates how self-representations are shaped in processes of 
mediation.

For the concept of mediation Thumim basically builds on Roger 
Silverstone’s work. He, again, refers to Martín-Barbero and defines “media-
tion” as “the fundamentally, but unevenly, dialectical process in which 
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 institutionalized media of communication are involved in the general 
 circulation of symbols in social life” (Silverstone 2007: 109). That media-
tion is dialectical means it implies an ongoing exchange between the pro-
ducers and the users of the media. It is uneven because “the power to work 
with, or against, the dominant or deeply entrenched meanings that the 
media provide is unevenly distributed across and within societies” 
(Silverstone 2007: 109). This definition of mediation refers to the big media. 
With small-scale media in bottom-up productions of digital stories, the 
power and the dialectics lean toward “ordinary people” and away from pro-
fessional media work (Deuze 2007). User-generated content in general, and 
digital storytelling in particular, increasingly contribute to the “circulation 
of symbols in social life” (Silverstone 2007: 109).

Cultural Tools

The narratives drawn upon in their stories and the digital media applied to 
make the stories are “cultural tools” of the digital storytellers (Erstad and 
Wertsch 2008). These cultural tools make it possible to take part in the gen-
eral circulation of symbols in society. However, in order to grasp how this 
works, a link between different theories of mediation has to be made. The 
concept of mediation that Martín-Barbero, Silverstone, and Thumim use 
comes from sociologically oriented media studies, an approach that could 
be enriched by the sociocultural theory on mediation (Wertsch, del Río, 
and Alvarez 1995) inspired by the Russian social psychologist Lev Vygotsky 
(1896–1934). He showed that human interaction is always mediated. 
Indirect or mediated activity takes place with the use of “signs”: in language 
as a means of social intercourse, and with “tools” as means or object to 
master or accomplish a task (Vygotsky 1978: 53–5). Mediation is a theme 
that runs through Vygotsky’s writings. He talks of an “explicit mediation” 
that is intentionally and overtly introduced into the activity, where it is easy 
to identify the signs and tools that are employed as they appear in material-
ity. “Implicit mediation” may be more difficult to identify as the tools and 
signs typically may be hidden in spoken language (Wertsch 2007).

Digital storytellers apply both signs and tools. These “mediational means” 
(Wertsch 1985: 32) combine and work as “cultural tools” (Wertsch 1998). 
Digital media, with their capacity for multimodal “languages,” make up a 
new kind of cultural tools. Erstad and Wertsch (2008) discuss how digital 

9781405180597_4_012.indd   1849781405180597_4_012.indd   184 1/29/2009   11:28:19 AM1/29/2009   11:28:19 AM



 Knut Lundby 185

media may change the old art of storytelling, as new mediational means 
always transform mediated action (Wertsch 1998: 25). Narratives are them-
selves cultural tools that people relate to in meaning-making activities such 
as storytelling (Bruner 1990, 1996, Wertsch 1998). Narrative is a mode of 
thought and a vehicle of meaning-making. By making stories people create 
a version of the world in which “they can envisage a place for themselves – a 
personal world” (Bruner 1996: 39). There are “specific narratives” related to 
concrete places, characters, and events and there are “schematic narrative 
templates” with the tales and themes of a culture that our smaller stories 
may draw upon (Erstad and Wertsch 2008), where the narrative mediation 
may be implicit.

Erstad and Wertsch remind us that the plots in digital storytelling usually 
are not original and new but collected and amended from the narrative tem-
plates of our culture. However, digital technologies as new cultural tools may 
change the practices of storytelling. Digital storytelling in “classic” or new 
networking forms represents “developments in the way humans relate to 
each other and their surroundings. They represent new performance spaces 
and possibilities for mediated action. Our challenge is then,” Erstad and 
Wertsch (2008: 37) conclude, “to grasp how these new cultural tools change 
the use of narratives and the act of storytelling in fundamental ways.”

Conclusion: The Matrices

Digital storytelling is to be found within sets of contextual dimensions that 
define the probable occurrence of this phenomenon. This applies to the 
now “classic” forms of digital storytelling originally developed in California 
from the first half of the 1990s as well as to the newer forms on social net-
working sites like MySpace, YouTube, or Facebook (now merging in the 
new video-sharing service from CDS).11 Basically, there is the spread or dif-
fusion in time/space. Digital storytelling has a certain location in recent his-
tory throughout the world; the actual spread and shape of digital storytelling 
is to a large extent determined by the three more substantially defined con-
textual dimensions discussed above:

tools/competences

institutions/economy

culture/hegemony
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The positions and practices of digital storytelling along these dimensions 
define the strength of digital storytelling in time and space and represent 
matrices of digital storytelling. There are three meanings of the noun 
“matrix.” There is the mathematical meaning: a rectangular array of quanti-
ties or expressions in rows and columns that is treated as a single entity. 
While the phenomenon of digital storytelling could not be treated in a 
simple statistical manner, tools and competences for digital storytelling 
could be understood as two dimensions in a matrix of (prod)user capaci-
ties. Similarly, institutions and economy make a matrix of operational con-
texts. Culture and patterns of hegemony are dimensions of the symbolic 
contexts of digital storytelling.

In another meaning, a matrix is a mold, a form, in which something, such 
as a phonograph record, is cast or shaped. In a similar way, the three said 
matrices – (prod)user, operational, and cultural – separately and together, as 
a contextual set of dimensions, mould the shaping of digital stories. Finally, 
the word “matrix” means an environment in which something develops: a 
surrounding medium or structure. Certainly, the three matrices offer envi-
ronments for digital storytelling. These environments, located in time and 
space, mediate the shaping and sharing of digital storytelling.

All three contextual matrices of digital storytelling contain aspects of 
power: the matrix of culture/hegemony points to symbolic power (Bourdieu 
1992); the set of dimensions related to institutions and economy may as well 
refer to Weber’s classical forms of power, authority, and legitimacy (Weber 
1978); and the matrix of tools and competences in digital storytelling invite 
specific studies of media power (Couldry 2000a). The “user-generated” activ-
ity of making digital stories invites agency. However, this creative participa-
tion takes place within the structural frameworks laid out by the matrices of 
digital storytelling. This new narrative practice, then, brings us right to the 
core of sociological reasoning about agency vs. structure (Giddens 1984). The 
phenomenon of digital storytelling is also to be located on the basic coordi-
nates of time and space. While digital storytelling appears as a specific media 
practice, it should be approached as a significant phenomenon, to be under-
stood from its location in relation to time and space, agency and structure.

Notes

1 http://digitalstorytellingcenter.dk/ and http://eustorycenter.ning.com (accessed
July 21, 2008).
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 2 “MEDIATIZED STORIES. Mediation perspectives on digital storytelling 
among youth,” funded by the Research Council of Norway for the period 
2006–10 (www.intermedia.uio.no/mediatized).

 3 See www.huseby.gs.st.no/HusebySkole/InEnglish.htm (accessed December 14, 
2007).

 4 See www.digitalbridge.nu, www. w3.tii.se, and www.mah.se (all accessed 
December 14, 2007).

 5 See www.digitalefortellinger.com (accessed December 14, 2007).
 6 See www.ur.se/aboutUR, www.ur.se/rfb, and www.deltagarden.se (all accessed 

December 14, 2007).
 7 See www.bth.se, www.mah.se, www.hio.no, and www.uio.no/studier/emner/

hf/imk/MEVIT4130/index.xml (all accessed December 14, 2007).
 8 See forum.neveragain.no (accessed December 14, 2007).
 9 I want to acknowledge the influences from Nancy Thumim’s work in her yet 

unpublished doctoral dissertation (Thumim 2007) as well as from discussions 
with her within the Mediatized Stories project.

10 Processes of cultural mediation are discussed in Thumim (2008). On textual 
mediation, see her Chapter 14 in this volume.

11 www.storycircles.org (accessed July 21, 2008).
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Introduction

Digital storytelling (DST) is part of a wide variety of formats and technolo-
gies that together construct the Web. As is often the case with (new) media, 
these practices are highly resistant to our “definitory” attempts. Nevertheless, 
a number of authors have produced fragments of definitions: Lambert 
(2002: xix), executive director of the Californian Center for Digital 
Storytelling (CDS), writes in the introduction of his hands-on book on 
DST: “We want to talk back, not on the terms of the governors of media 
empires, but on our own terms.” On the CDS website, their approach is 
described by emphasizing “personal voice and facilitative teaching methods” 
(Center for Digital Storytelling n.d.). Burgess (2006a: 207) adds another 
piece to the puzzle, by referring to “the specific modes of production, tech-
nological apparatus and textual characteristics of the community media 
movement that is known explicitly as ‘digital storytelling.’ Digital story-
telling is a workshop-based process by which ‘ordinary people’ create their 
own short autobiographical films that can be streamed on the Web or 
broadcast on television,” while Wu (2006: 383) defines DST as “an emergent 
multimedia expression format, which empowers ordinary people to explore 
their creativity through producing a 2–5-minute film based on personal 
stories.”

These descriptions and definitions embed DST in both the emancipatory 
strands of new media applications, and the community media movement. 
The focus on emancipation also immediately foregrounds the notion of 
participation, and DST offers a specific combination of micro- and 
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 macro-participation. In DST, the (macro)participation of “ordinary people” 
in the symbolic realm is facilitated though the publication of personalized 
narrations. At the micro-level of the organization, participants enter a par-
ticipatory training and production process. This situation, where DST par-
ticipants are not actual members of the initiating organization, renders 
DST different from a number of other participatory formats, like alterna-
tive radio (where participants are often members of the actual organiza-
tion) or blogging and vlogging (where non-membership of participants is 
combined with an organizational structure that only provides access).

These two dimensions – organizational membership and participatory 
focus – can be used to generate a first map of the terrain of (semi)- 
participatory organizations. An overview of the four models is shown in 
Figure 13.1.

In this text, new media’s and DST’s acclaimed participatory nature will 
be analyzed by reverting to a less obvious but nevertheless highly relevant 
theoretical tradition, namely, anarchism. The starting point of this argu-
ment is DST’s obvious intrinsic connection to the popularization of the 

Organisation aimed 
at facilitating access, 
interaction and 
participation at the 
micro-level (and that 
produces
participatory 
outcomes at the 
macro-level) Model 1 

Example: Alternative 
Radio or Independent
Media Centre (IMC) 

Model 2 
Example: Community Radio
or Digital Storytelling 

Organisation aimed 
at facilitating access 
and interaction at the 
micro-level (and that 
produces
participatory 
outcomes at the 
macro-level) 

Model 3 
Example: Community Wifi

Model 4 
Example: Blogging / Vlogging
and Social Networking 

Figure 13.1 Models of (semi-)participatory organizations
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Internet, and its many-to-many communicative capacities. Numerous 
authors, spearheaded by techno-utopian authors like Howard Rheingold 
and Nicholas Negroponte, have pointed to the democratic-emancipatory 
potential of the Web. The optimism has hardly decreased with the advent of 
what is considered to be the next generation of Web applications (cleverly 
labeled Web 2.0), that will facilitate social interaction and networking, 
( virtual) community building, file sharing, and co-creation even more.

Arguably this change in the communicative landscape is rather considerable, 
at least if we take into account the number of people using these technolo-
gies. For instance, in mid-September 2007, Technorati.com reported track-
ing 103.7 million blogs and over 250 million pieces of tagged social media. 
In many cases, these new Web applications are geared toward  individual 
media participation and self-expression – some would even say narcissism 
(Carr 2006). At the same time, a multitude of small, decentralized, and 
autonomous (self-)organizations are providing the “backbone” of this cul-
tural phenomenon.

This specific combination between individuality and community is very 
reminiscent of anarchist theory, at least if we follow Alan Ritter’s (1980) 
claim that anarchism exceeds the mere search for individualistic freedom 
and combines a focus on individuality with a search for a “real community.” 
In order to show this connection between the Internet’s democratic- 
emancipatory potential and anarchist theory, and to illustrate (the strength 
of) this connection through the analysis of two DST projects, we need to go 
back to some of the basic principles of anarchist theory. Before doing so, 
two points need to be made: one on anarchism as a cultural force, and one 
on the diversity of anarchist theory.

Anarchist (New Media) Theory

As Jennings (1999: 145) rightly argues, there is little left of anarchism as a 
political force: “if we were asked to assess the constructive achievements of 
anarchism in the twentieth century we would have to acknowledge that 
they have been slight.” Of course there are a number of exceptions, for 
instance in the case of the May 1968 student revolt, the more recent alter-
globalization movement, and the variety of smaller organizations that 
practice direct action, but as a mass movement it has disappeared. 
Nevertheless, a number of authors have argued that anarchism has played a 
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crucial role at the cultural level. David Weir (1997: 5) made this point for 
the role of anarchism in the arts, arguing that “anarchism succeeded cultur-
ally when it failed politically.” A less dichotomizing variation is Graeber’s 
(2004: 76) reference to the role of anarchy in contemporary everyday lived 
culture: “The moment we stop insisting on viewing all forms only by their 
function in reproducing larger, total, forms of inequality of power, we will 
be able to see that anarchist social relations and non-alienated forms of 
action are all around us.”

Anarchist theory is characterized by a diversity of strands. Bookchin 
(1996 [1984]: 19) mentions but a few: anarcho-syndicalism, anarcho- 
individualism, anarcho-collectivism, and anarcho-communism. Many other 
variations, such as platformism, primitivism, and mutualism, can also be 
distinguished.2 These variations bring different epistemologies and ontolo-
gies, but also different practices and utopias. Especially when it comes to 
the revolutionary future, both in strategy and in objectives, the variations in 
anarchist theory tend to diverge tremendously. For instance, the status of 
violence ranges from Tolstoy’s preference for disobedience and pacifist 
resistance to Bakunin’s calls for violent revolution. Despite these differ-
ences, the different strands in anarchist theory share a number of commu-
nalities, which are rendered below in the overview of the basic principles of 
anarchist theory.

Anarchism’s basic principles

Arguably the dominant feature of anarchist theory is the distrust of govern-
ment, which is seen as a threat to the autonomy and freedom of individuals 
and communities. Given the primacy attributed to individual freedom, the 
constraints and coercions generated by the machinery of government are 
rejected. Although often intimately connected, the rejection of government 
(or better, of being governed) does not necessarily imply the total rejection 
of the state. Crowder (1991: 64), for instance, claims that anarchist theory 
accepts the state, as long as it only performs purely administrative func-
tions. May (1994: 47) captures this difference by pointing out that anarchist 
theory consists of the rejection of representation, and that “the state is the 
object of critique because it is the ultimate form of political representation, 
not because it is founding for it.”

The distrust of government and the rejection of (political) representation 
are fed by a discourse of anti-authoritarianism, which resists the 
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 establishment of societal hierarchies and systems of domination and 
 privilege (Bookchin 1996 [1984]: 29). Illustrative for this is Bakunin’s (1970 
[1882]: 31) statement: “It is the characteristic of privilege and of every priv-
ileged position to kill the mind and heart of men.” The problematization of 
privilege not only concerns the political sphere, but also the economic 
realm, where classic anarchist theory was “critical of private property to the 
extent that it was a source of hierarchy and privilege” (Jennings 1999: 136). 
Even Proudhon’s famous dictum – property is theft – only relates to situa-
tions where the power balance is disturbed through so-called windfall earn-
ings as interest on loans and income from rents, which move structurally 
beyond the legitimate ownership of what is needed in everyday life. In con-
trast to domination, privilege, and struggle, anarchist theory legitimizes 
itself by (often implicitly) reverting to what May calls a “humanist natural-
ism” (May 1994: 65), foregrounding harmony, solidarity, and a belief in a 
“benign human essence” (May 1994: 63). A case in point is Kropotkin’s 
(1902) engagement with Darwinism in mutual aid, where he tries to “scien-
tifically establish” an evolutionary model that is built on the survival of the 
altruistic, and not on the survival of the fittest.

These discourses of anti-authoritarianism and solidarity are combined 
with the rejection of (political) representation, which leads to the third 
 feature of anarchist theory: a strong emphasis on participation and decen-
tralization as principles of decision-making. As Jennings (1999: 138) 
formulates it, there is a “generalised preference for decentralisation, auton-
omy and mass participation in the decision-making process.” Through the 
free and equal participation of all, government as such becomes unneces-
sary and an equal power balance in these decision-making processes can be 
achieved, maximizing individual autonomy. Similarly, within the economic 
realm, the principle of capitalist struggle is replaced by a decentralized gift 
economy.

The fourth and last feature of anarchist theory is the voluntary associa-
tion as organizational principle. As mentioned before, anarchist theory 
attempts not to lapse into individualism and atomism but strives for a bal-
ance between the individual and the community. The privileged organiza-
tional structure to achieve this balance has received many names in the 
course of anarchism’s intellectual history: Proudhon’s natural group, 
Kropotkin’s voluntary association, Godwin’s parishes, Bookchin’s affinity 
groups, etc. Despite the differences, these small-scale structures are seen as 
tools to again protect individual freedom and autonomy, as Kropotkin 
(1972 [1892]: 145) formulates it: “And with our eyes shut we pass by 
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 thousands and thousands of human groupings which form themselves 
freely … and attain results infinitely superior to those achieved under gov-
ernment tutelage.” But the scale of these organizational structures is not 
always that small, and approximates civil society; for instance, Kropotkin 
refers to the “countless societies, clubs, and alliances, for the enjoyment of 
life, for study and research, for education” (1902). More contemporary 
authors – like Graeber (2004: 40) – have broadened the scope further when 
describing anarchist forms of organization that “would involve an endless 
variety of communities, associations, networks, projects, on every conceiv-
able scale … Some would be quite local, others global.”

Beyond government critique: anarchist theory and media studies

The focus has not necessarily to be placed on the state as such, however, this 
has been one of the main focal points of anarchist theory. As May (1994: 60) 
remarks, there is ambivalence in anarchist theory whether the state or gov-
ernment should be seen as the only sites of the exercise of power. As men-
tioned above, the economic realm is relatively often incorporated, as the 
critiques on the equality distorting role of capitalism are easily reconciled 
with the critiques on political decision-making structures. A number of 
authors have pleaded to incorporate more societal spheres, claiming that 
there is “no final struggle, only a series of partisan struggles on a variety of 
fronts” (Ward 1973: 26). Poststructuralist anarchist theory has enabled a 
more complex analytics of power of a variety of societal spheres. This allows 
us to focus on

a politics that is more local and diffuse than the large-scale politics that is 
better suited to grand narratives. It struggles not only on the economic or 
state levels, but on the epistemological, psychological, linguistic, sexual, reli-
gious, psychoanalytic, ethical, in formational (etc.) levels as well. It struggles 
on these levels not because multiple struggles will create a society without the 
centralization of power, but because power is not centralized, because across 
the surface of those levels are the sites at which power arises. (May 1994: 
94–5)

Through this broadening of the scope, combined with the necessary 
de-essentialization of anarchist theory, the media system has become one of 
the many possible sites of analysis. Support for this repositioning of 
 anarchist theory can first be found in the importance generally attributed 
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to contemporary (mainstream) media systems, their symbolic power and 
their perceived potential as new governing bodies that (re)produce hege-
monies, which renders them necessary targets for anarchist critique. On a 
more positive note: these media systems’ potential to stimulate a more par-
ticipatory culture and to enhance a semiotic democracy also legitimizes 
attention from an anarchist perspective.

The Chomskian strand of anarchist theory has incorporated the vitriolic 
critique of the mainstream media system, although even alternative media 
sometimes share in these critiques, as Bradford’s (1996 [1980]: 263) analysis 
of pirate radio suggests. Apart from the traditional problems with the 
 remnants of essentialism, these media analyses are often characterized by a 
fundamental distrust of technology, which is seen to reinforce “class and 
hierarchical rule by adding powerful instrumentalities of control and destruc-
tion to institutional forces of domination” (Bookchin 1996 [1984]: 26).

Some authors have managed to incorporate anarchist theory in a more 
balanced way. Downing, in Radical Media (Downing et al. 2001: 67 ff.), 
 distinguishes two models for the classification of radical media  organizations: 
the Leninist model and the self-management model. Downing (2001: 69) 
explicitly relates the latter model – where “neither party, nor labor union, 
nor church, nor state, nor owner is in charge, but where the newspaper or 
radio station runs itself” – to what he calls a “socialist anarchist angle of 
vision.” Although Downing mainly points to the problems caused by this 
“angle of vision” (see below), his theoretical reflections and case-study 
analyses clearly link self-managed media to the anarchist tradition. Further, 
Hakim Bey (1985) – Peter Lamborn Wilson’s pseudonym – reflects on the 
upsurge (and disappearance) of temporary anarchist freespaces. He distin-
guishes between the “Net” and the “Web,” where the Net is seen as the “total-
ity of all information and communication transfer” (Bey 1985: 106), while 
the Web is the counter-Net that is situated within the Net. In the Web, media 
technology plays an important (although not all-determining) role: “The 
present forms of the unofficial Web are, one must suppose, still rather 
primitive: the marginal zine network, the BBS networks, pirated software, 
hacking, phone-phreaking, some influence in print and radio, almost none 
in the other big media” (Bey 1985: 107).

Interestingly, both Downing and Bey use the island metaphor, but in an 
inverse way. Downing (Downing et al. 2001: 72) critiques anarchist theory 
for being satisfied with creating “little islands of prefigurative politics with 
no empirical attention to how these might ever be expanded into the rest of 
society.” Bey, on the contrary, celebrates (the temporality of) the islands in 
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the Net, replacing the permanent revolution by the temporal uprising, 
legitimized by the argument that “our own particular historical situation is 
not propitious for such a vast undertaking” (Bey 1985: 98).

Participation and Power

If anarchist theory can indeed be broadened and de-essentialized in order 
to be applied for media analyses, one important additional step needs to be 
taken. This necessary step is the clarification of the concept of participation 
and its link with power. As Downing argues (Downing et al. 2001: 71), the 
assumption of anarchist theory that “its” voluntary organizations are per 
definition participatory and democratic is highly problematic. Downing 
refers to Freeman (1971–3), who shows the workings of hierarchy in femi-
nist discussion groups that reject hierarchy, to make the point that equal 
participation cannot be taken for granted.

Part of the problem is that participation is an ideologically loaded and 
highly contested notion (e.g., Pateman 1970). Different strategies have 
been developed to cope with this “significatory” diversity, most of which 
 construct categorization systems. Although many exist (see Carpentier 
2007), one of the most important categorizations is Pateman’s (1970) 
introduction of the difference between full and partial participation. Partial 
participation is “a process in which two or more parties influence each 
other in the making of decisions but the final power to decide rests with 
one party only” (Pateman 1970: 70, emphasis added), while full participa-
tion is “a process where each individual member of a decision-making 
body has equal power to determine the outcome of decisions” (Pateman 
1970: 71, emphasis added).

As power plays a crucial role in these definitions, it becomes unavoidable 
to further clarify the notion of power, staying in line with May’s develop-
ment of poststructuralist anarchism. Foucault (1978) stresses that power 
relations are mobile and multidirectional, without excluding the existence 
of domination or non-egalitarian distributions of power within existing 
structures. From a different perspective this implies that the level of par-
ticipation, the degree to which decision-making power is equally distrib-
uted, and access to the resources of a certain system are constantly (re-)
negotiated. Foucault (1978: 95) also states that power relations are inten-
tional and based upon a diversity of strategies, thus granting subjects their 
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agencies. But at the same time he emphasizes that power relations are also 
“non-subjective.” Power becomes anonymous. Foucault argues that “people 
know what they do; they frequently know why they do what they do; but 
what they don’t know is what they do does” (quoted by Dreyfus and 
Rabinow 1983: 187). Through what Giddens (1979: 91) calls the dialectics 
of control, different strategies of different actors produce specific (tempo-
rally) stable outcomes, which can be seen as the end result or overall effect 
of the negation between those strategies and actors. The emphasis on the 
overall effect that supersedes individual strategies (and agencies) allows 
Foucault to foreground the productive aspects of power and to claim that 
power is inherently neither positive nor negative (Hollway 1984: 237). 
As generative/positive and restrictive/negative aspects of power both imply 
the production of knowledge, discourse, and subjects, productivity should 
be considered the third component of power. Finally, resistance to power is 
considered by Foucault to be an integral part of the exercise of power 
(Kendall and Wickham 1999: 50). Thus, as Hunt and Wickham (1994: 83) 
argue: “Power and resistance are together the governance machine of society, 
but only in the sense that together they contribute to the truism that ‘things 
never quite work,’ not in the conspiratorial sense that resistance serves to 
make power work perfectly.”

In the model shown in Figure 13.2, the elements are brought together 
into one visual representation. The dialectics of control is composed from 
generative and restrictive power aspects, which are combined with resist-
ance. The outcome of this power play impacts (through the workings of 
productive power) on both structural and agency-related elements of the 
social, which in turn influence the dialectics of control.

Two Case Studies: Narrating Dordrecht and Brussels

A number of cities have initiated DST projects that allow inhabitants to 
narrate their relationships with urban geographies. Some of these projects 
are already well established: the two selected projects – Verhalen van 
Dordrecht (VvD) and Bruxelles nous appartient/Brussels behoort ons toe 
(BNA–BBOT)3 – had already featured in a 2003 inventory which mapped 
44 different DST projects and was used to select both case studies.4

Both DST projects have long histories and can hardly be considered tem-
porary autonomous zones: VvD started as a 1999 arts project initiated by 
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the Rotterdam artist Wapke Feenstra and subsidized by the Centrum 
Beeldende Kunst Dordrecht (CBK).5 While originally focused on the city 
centre of the Dutch city of Dordrecht, from 2003 onward, when the hun-
dredth story was published, the project also started to include stories from 
the outer districts of Dordrecht, focusing each year on one district. From 
2005 Feenstra and the project team appointed a leading artist, responsible 
for organizing promenades in the selected district and for generating new 
stories. In August 2007 the total number of stories was around 200, all 
mapped on the central interface, about half of them written by people living 
in the centre of Dordrecht, and between 20 to 30 stories originating from 
the Krispijn, Reeland, and Staart districts. Anne Pillen, the leading artist in 
2007, toured the Wielwijk–Crabbehof–Zuidhoven district with what she 
called a “story organ” (see Figure 13.4), which can best be described as a 
recording studio designed to resemble a barrel organ.

VvD’s approach to DST is specific in two ways: they use a freelance edito-
rial team which actively seeks writers (in corporation with the curators), 
interviews potential participants, and/or edits the stories in order to increase 
their narrative quality. This freelance editorial team consists mainly of 
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Figure 13.2 Foucault on power
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“ ordinary” people living in various districts of Dordrecht. Secondly, VvD is 
(at least partially) inspired by an artistic approach, aimed at what Feenstra 
calls the creation of a fragile cultural space (interview and feedback, 2007). 
Talking more generally during the 2003 interview, Feenstra describes the ten-
sion this creates: “I want to capture their experience, the way they experience 
the territory, how they move through that territory. That’s something I really 
want to know. But translating that to a visual representation, [that is a profes-
sion].” She later adds: “I make it, and watch how it blossoms or collapses, and 
then I fix it or leave it as it is and make something else” (feedback, 2007).

BNA-BBOT, the second DST project which started in 1999, uses a slightly 
different approach but has similar objectives: to give a voice to the inhabit-
ants of Brussels. The BNA-BBOT website claims: “The conversations gener-
ate artistic excrescences of all sorts, a new kind of creation that leads to a 
new imaginary Brussels. It’s the intention that everybody speaks, that every-
body comes to listen to the other one’s story, that everybody can collaborate 
to create a new representation of Brussels that is close to the inhabitants.” 
BNA-BBOT’s nerve center – a so-called “story shop” – is located in the 
centre of Brussels, and houses an editing studio. Here, inhabitants are 
invited to enter, borrow the necessary recording equipment, record their 
stories, add metadata to them, and, upon their return, have them uploaded 
into the database. If necessary, inhabitants are assisted by one of the three 
staff members.

Figure 13.3 VvD’s 2007 story organ
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Apart from archiving and webcasting the sound collection, which has 
more than 1,100 stories with an average length of 50 minutes each, BNA-
BBOT is active in organizing workshops, and participates in festivals and 
projects. One of the similarities with VvD is BNA-BBOT’s focus on socio-
artistic projects. In the case of BNA-BBOT, individual artists are invited to 
make use of the database, to use their window display, or to organize work-
shops. BNA-BBOT has also collaborated more structurally with cultural 
organizations. A second similarity with VvD is that BNA-BBOT organizes 
outreach activities, which bring the stories out into the public spaces (e.g., 
by using a fake UFO that can be used to listen to stories on site, or by install-
ing a “Bed d’Amour” on one of Brussels’ city squares), and which allows 
new stories to be recorded (e.g., by using their “story bike” – see Figure 13.4).

BNA-BBOT also has a number of specificities. The first is its bilingual-
ism: the combined and intertwined use of Dutch and French symbolizes 
the mixture of languages spoken in daily life, and the way the inhabitants of 
Brussels have managed to find their own modus vivendi which contradicts 
Belgium’s sometimes antagonistic language politics that often divides the 
country into disconnected language groups. Not surprisingly, BNA-BBOT 

Figure 13.4 The BNA-BBOT story bike
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is subsidized by a variety of different regional and local administrations, 
from both north and south Belgium (however, this situation may increase 
BNA-BBOT’s financial instability). A second particularity is BNA-BBOT’s 
connection to the alternative radio scene. Radio Campus, one of the few 
Belgian university-based alternative radio stations, hosts a weekly show 
based on BNA-BBOT’s sound collection. This further strengthens BNA-
BBOT’s embeddedness in the civil society of Brussels, which is already rea-
sonably strong owing to the project’s material presence in the city. Finally, 
and most importantly, BNA-BBOT uses a model of minimal intervention. 
There is in principle no editing, and a tendency to keep the material as 
intact as possible: “Sometimes they ask us: can you help me to delete this or 
that part? And then we say, oh, but let’s first listen to it. Are you sure you 
want to delete this? We then try to convince not to delete it. But of course if 
they really want to, then we’ll delete it’ (interview with Van Wichelen, 2007). 
Although there are clear format- and content-related preferences, BNA-
BBOT does not often block access to its database.

The Two DST Projects, Anarchist Theory, and Power

Both DST projects have quite a lot in common. As participatory organiza-
tions they approximate the second model described in Figure 13.1. They 
facilitate the participation of storytellers by providing access to a database 
where their work is published, by supporting these participants, and by 
allowing them to publish their stories (in written or in oral form). At the 
same time, the central position of the expert groups (the staff members and 
artists) and of the technology (the database and the interface) allows us to 
question the intensity of the participatory process. For that purpose, we can 
use the main characteristics of anarchist theory as sensitizing concepts – à 
la Blumer (1969) – for analyses. Not surprisingly, we can find some traces 
of all four characteristics.

As both DST projects are embedded in a civil society structure (in the 
Gramscian sense – see Gramsci 1999 [1932]: 306), they can almost auto-
matically be classified as forms of voluntary association which generates the 
much sought-after balance between individuality and communality (Ritter 
1980). They have both created a careful distance with the political system, 
government, and authority, by focusing on the lived experience of inhabitants, 
who are articulated as experience experts (interview with Feenstra, 2007). 
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Although politicians and government/city officials are not excluded from 
participating, if they do so, they are disarticulated from their political activ-
ity. For instance, there is a story by the mayor of Dordrecht on the VvD 
website, but in this story he writes about his new house.6 A second compo-
nent that protects the civil-society identity of these organizations is the 
emphasis on their independence. VvD is part of an independent cultural 
centre and the BNA-BBOT project is supported by two NGOs. Finally, and 
most importantly, their discourses have a strong focus on participation and 
decentralization. VvD and BNA-BBOT are structural tools to allow the 
voices of the inhabitants to be heard. As was asked rhetorically in a VvD 
press communiqué in March 2007: “What is nicer than becoming part of 
the personal stories on your city and district?” BNA-BBOT, especially, with 
its particularly bottom-up strategy, uses a participatory discourse: “Talking 
about daily events has a political dimension, allows questioning the eco-
nomic order, and uncovers inequalities and unequal opportunities. 
Participating in BNA-BBOT shows that that you are an active person and 
no passive consumer of the city” (BNA-BBOT brochure, 2006).

But this application of anarchist theory also shows the weaknesses of 
these DST projects, as they provide us with a toned-down version of each of 
the four characteristics. First, both projects maintain a critical distance 
toward the government, but simultaneously receive direct and/or indirect 
government funding for their activities. In the case of BNA-BBOT espe-
cially, the list of funding agencies is rather impressive, but at the same time 
the fairly large scale of this organization necessitates a permanent search for 
resources, and threatens to turn the organization into a(n involuntary) 
temporary participatory zone. This paradox is quite common in the 
Netherlands and Belgium, where a substantial number of independent civil 
society organizations receive government grants to support their activities. 
In a number of cases even radical organizations benefit from this grant 
system, without becoming (practically or discursively) incorporated by 
these government agencies. Secondly, VvD and BNA-BBOT do not use a 
blatant anti-authoritarian discourse. They implicitly position themselves as 
third-sector (between market and state), but do not take an active antago-
nistic stance. However, they do position themselves as non-state and non-
market, and gently construct barriers between themselves, politics, and the 
market by focusing on the subject position of the inhabitant. Thirdly, as 
civil society they can be defined as voluntary organizations, but the differ-
entiation between staff members and inhabitants, and the organization of 
outreach activities, do raise questions about the status of the voluntary 
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engagement. In the case of non-membership participatory organizations 
(see model 2 of Figure 13.1), the volunteers-participants interact with them 
only for a limited time and with a limited intensity. Moreover, these 
 volunteers-participants can hardly be seen as owners of the process or the 
organization.

Finally, the focus on participation and decentralization: if we revert to 
the poststructuralist strand of anarchist theory and the Foucauldian model 
of power discussed earlier, we can compare the generative aspects of the 
power relationship on the one hand, and the restrictive aspects on the other. 
In both projects, the participants are granted the opportunity to generate 
stories and are supported in this activity by a group of experts and by the 
necessary technological infrastructure that facilitate the process of writing 
or recording. At the same time both the experts and the technology un -
avoidably impose restrictions. But here the differences between VvD and 
BNA-BBOT are substantial, as VvD uses a more top-down model (although 
Feenstra prefers the term “connected model”), while BNA-BBOT applies a 
more bottom-up model. The end result is a difference in the intensity of the 
participatory process. In the case of VvD, restrictions apply at the level of 
participant selection; the genre and format used, which embed narrations 
of the self within a socio-artistic discourse; and the required quality (as 
much literary-narrative as technical). As Feenstra (interview, 2007) remarks, 
their editing team has the final say (and the ownership of the project), 
although the participants still have to approve the final version of a text.

It’s quite ambiguous. The editing team is also dependent on the authors, so 
they need maintain a friendly relationship. And they always need to look for 
new authors, so for them it is like a hunt. Ultimately, they have the final say, 
but it’s more of a negotiation where the editors are the hunters, and the 
authors are the game, which also empowers them.

The above quote also shows that this process – with its uneven power rela-
tions – is still a negotiation between editorial team and participants, and 
that the participants still have a power base and the possibility of resistance, 
given the dependency of the editorial team on the stories produced by the 
participants. Moreover, the project team still has a caring attitude toward 
the participatory process, as Feenstra (feedback, 2007) describes it: “In my 
work there is less [artistic] drive and more care.” In the case of BNA-BBOT, 
the balance between generative and restrictive power relations is more even, 
due to the strong participatory attitude of the staff members. This does not 
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imply that there are no restrictions, as the technology, BNA-BBOT’s 
 procedures, and the specific nature of the projects (through which they 
finance their operation) all impact on the participatory process.

Conclusion

DST remains one of the important forms that allow for the organization of 
participation. One of its main distinguishing characteristics – the difference 
between the expert group of facilitators and the participants – is both its 
strength and its weakness. One of the many witticisms from the world of 
participatory media is that participation and efficiency are each other’s 
opposites. In the case of DST, the long existence of VvD and BNA-BBOT is 
evidence of the importance of an organizational embeddedness and of the 
efficient attribution of resources, which allows for high-quality support 
and outcomes. These choices come with a price, as the strong presence of an 
expert group impacts on the depth of participatory processes, especially 
when the organizational culture is oriented more toward the facilitation of 
micro-participation than macro-participation, as is the case with VvD.

If we use the main characteristics of anarchist theory as sensitizing con-
cepts, it remains somewhat remarkable that the two projects can be ana-
lyzed from this perspective. Not only does this show that anarchist theory, 
and more broadly speaking anarchism as a cultural phenomenon, is leading 
a subterranean existence with considerable impact (see Weir 1997), but also 
that participatory media projects like VvD and BNA-BBOT are still influ-
enced by many of its core principles. Interestingly, the radicalness of these 
anarchist concepts has been lost, and each of the core principles has been 
rearticulated to comply with present-day cultures and conjunctures. This 
also applies for the participatory component of these projects, which has 
been variously affected and translated through the processes of expert guid-
ance and the embeddedness in socio-artistic cultures and organizational 
practices.

Arguably the notion of full participation as an anarchist-democratic 
imaginary (or utopia) still remains important. In social practice we remain 
confronted with persistent power imbalances, but the anarcho-social imag-
inary of full participation can be applied to legitimate (and understand) a 
plea for the maximization of generative and the minimization of restrictive 
power mechanisms, in a diversity of participatory processes. The two  digital 
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storytelling projects, and especially BNA-BBOT, show that it remains 
 feasible to approximate this imaginary. Although these projects can only be 
considered – to use Downing’s (2001) and Bey’s (1985) metaphor – little 
islands of high-intensity participation in a hegemonic context of one-way 
communication, combined with forms of low-intensity participation 
(or interaction) – as materializations of the anarchist-democratic  imaginary 
they are nevertheless treasure islands.

Notes

1 In these four models, the potential processes of participant co-creation (linking 
the individuals) are not visualized.

2 A number of authors, following Murray Rothbard (1989 [1973]), have even 
argued in favor of what they termed anarcho-capitalism, although they were 
more covering a 1970s New Right ultra-liberal agenda than developing a strand 
of anarchist theory.

3 The Dutch name of the DST project, “Verhalen van Dordrecht,” can be trans-
lated as “Stories from Dordrecht” (see wwww.verhalenvandordrecht.nl). The 
Belgian DST project “Bruxelles nous appartient/Brussels behoort ons toe” has a 
bilingual Dutch–French title, which means “Brussels belongs to us” (see www.
bna-bbot.be).

4 This original inventory was made possible by the support of the Cultural Policy 
Research Center “Steunpunt Re-Creatief Vlaanderen” and the Flemish 
Community of Belgium (Program for Policy Research Centers). On January 15, 
2003, as part of this inventory project, Wapke Feenstra of VvD was interviewed. 
She was interviewed again on September 11, 2007. Anne Van Wichelen (BNA-
BBOT) was interviewed on September 18, 2007. Feedback from Wapke Feenstra 
and Anne Van Wichelen on the relevant segments of a draft version of this 
chapter was received by email on September 19, 20, and 21, 2007.

5 “Centrum Beeldende Kunst Dordrecht” means “Center for the Visual Arts 
Dordrecht” (www.cbkdordrecht.nl).

6 See www.verhalenvandordrecht.nl/verhaal.php?nummer=297
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Introduction

Representations must always be mediated by how they are made; what tools 
they are made with; and where, when, and how they are displayed. Of course 
processes of mediation begin before, and continue after, the actual produc-
tion and display of “texts” (Silverstone 1999, Couldry 2006, Martín-Barbero 
1993). In this chapter I limit the field of enquiry to one dimension of the 
mediation process, the “processes of textual mediation,”1 and to one kind of 
representation, self-representation. Self-representation has been explored 
from a range of perspectives.2 Here the term highlights the fact that in the 
projects discussed members of the public are invited to represent themselves 
on the platforms of publicly funded media and cultural institutions, and 
that this invitation to self-representation is presented as an intervention 
into standard practices whereby the public are represented by professionals, 
implying that established power relations are challenged when people rep-
resent themselves.

The term “digital storytelling” is used here to describe an activity that 
takes place in two projects. The first, “Capture Wales” (CW) (also discussed 
by Meadows and Kidd in Chapter 5 of the present volume), follows the 
Berkeley-based Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) model. The second 
project, “London’s Voices” (LV), has no connection to the CDS. LV was a 
three-year oral history project at the Museum of London, funded by the 
UK’s Heritage Lottery Fund. CW and LV are examples of digital storytelling 
in a broad sense: both involve the digitization of the self-representations of 
“ordinary people” through their display on the websites of two publicly 

14

Exploring Self-representations 
in Wales and London

Tension in the Text

Nancy Thumim

9781405180597_4_014.indd   2059781405180597_4_014.indd   205 1/29/2009   11:28:52 AM1/29/2009   11:28:52 AM

Story Circle: Digital Storytelling Around the World   Edited by John Hartley and Kelly McWilliam
© 2009 Blackwell Publishing  ISBN: 978-1-405-18059-7



206 Self-representations in Wales and London

funded cultural institutions. In what follows, textual analysis of selected 
self-representations displayed on the LV and CW websites is used to show 
how processes of textual mediation are constituted through tensions in four 
areas: the construction of “ordinary people,” the construction of “commu-
nity,” the purposes of publicly funded self-representations, and defining 
and achieving “quality.” In the following discussion, “tension” is understood 
to be both challenging and productive, but above all tension is revealing of 
where power lies and how it works in processes of mediation.

Tension Surrounding Purposes of Self-representation

In CW sophisticated, digital technologies are employed. However, Creative 
Director, Daniel Meadows, suggests that digital storytelling delivers a 
“scrapbook aesthetic” (Meadows 2003). The aim is to teach people to use 
professional tools in order to make their voices most effective. Self-
representations are framed as different from other kinds of representations 
produced and displayed by these institutions. The CW stories are marked as 
material produced by non-professionals, thereby alerting the audience that 
they might be read differently. This particular framing undermines the abil-
ity of these self-representations to have the same authority as those pro-
duced by expert media producers. Here, then, there is a tension between, on 
the one hand, the political intention to intervene in how members of the 
public are represented in the media, by facilitating them in representing 
themselves (experts on their own experience) and, on the other hand, the 
fixing of the members of the public in their place, as one where they do not 
(cannot) speak with the same authority as professional media producers.

Mr Transitional is the title of a poem by “Harry,” a participant in a South 
London Library Services Afro-Caribbean Reading Group, who took part in 
the LV project, London 16–19. Here is a teenager representing himself and 
the product displayed by the Museum of London, underlining the supposed 
validity and importance of his voice. At the same time, however, this self-
representation is framed by a title and Web page. That this framing is con-
sidered necessary implies an assumption that self-representation must be 
explained as such to the audience. The explanation that accompanies the 
self-representation functions to identify it as different from more familiar 
representations of members of the public on view in media or in museums. 
The explanation alerts the audience that this is a particular kind of content, 
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implying it is to be read in a particular kind of way. If self-representation is 
a generic form, then the museum’s framing alerts the audience to the kind 
of genre on view – representation of personal experience by non-media 
professional members of the public.

The poem appears as typed text on a white background, as if a typed 
poem has been scanned. It is written in the third person. The first line intro-
duces the characters of the piece: “boy,” “parents,” “lover.” This poem fits the 
stereotype that working-class Afro-Caribbean teenagers become parents at 
a young age. But, at the same time, the stereotype is powerfully dispelled, 
because the situation is shown from the boy’s point of view, with his “Heart 
beating like a boxer pounding a punch bag.” This is not any “Mr Transitional”; 
rather, it is a particular person’s experience. Nevertheless, the title 
“Mr Transitional” encourages an understanding of the poem as yet another 
example (like the other poems titled “Mr” and “Miss” “Transitional”) of a 
universal experience of passing from teenager to adult. Thus, despite the 
detail of Harry’s particular experience, the framing encourages us to con-
sider what teenagers have in common with each other, across their evident 
differences.

The particularity of the detail in “Harry’s” poem is thus in tension with 
the framing. There is the poem: “Harry” uses writing to make his self- 
representation, but this writing is scanned and fitted into a designed website 
that presents the collected self-representations by young people. The open-
ing page of London 16–19 states:

The Museum of London collaborated with six groups of young people to 
represent their lives in London today. The young people involved shared their 
stories and opinions and reflected their lives through photography, poetry, 
fashion, music and oral history. Based on their own experiences and address-
ing issues that are important to young people in the city today, London 16–19 
highlights the talent, diversity and creativity of those who took part. (June 
29, 2005, www.museumoflondon.org.uk)

This frames the self-representations, suggesting that they can be understood 
as a relatively homogenous group. However, it seems equally true that the 
self-representations are distinctive, precisely because they look different 
(and are made differently) to representations of the public, by professionals.

“Harry’s” poem, Mr Transitional, is written in the third person; are we, in 
this distancing from the first person, invited to imagine that this might be 
fiction? Does it matter? The same question is played with on the CW 
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 website, where speaking in the first person is a prerequisite of self- 
representation, the producers state:

Are all the stories true?
We publish these stories in all good faith but, as Alys Lewis hints in her 
History or Mystery? story, it’s sometimes difficult to tell where the border 
between fact and fiction lies. (June 29, 2005, www.bbc.co.uk/wales/ 
capturewales/about)

In CW, self-representation takes place within the strict construct of 
what constitutes digital storytelling for the project’s producers. And yet, 
as the above quotation signals, there is no certainty that what we hear is 
in fact truth, recalling debate about truth in documentary (see, e.g., 
Bruzzi 2000, Dovey 2000, Nichols 1991). In CW and LV, while the notion 
that we are hearing the truth is central, the existence of the texts and 
their content makes clear that whether or not this really is the truth 
cannot in fact be determined. Projects that facilitate self-representation 
draw attention to the necessary shortcomings of any one historical 
account. Yet these self- representations are justified as having a place 
on the platforms provided by these institutions, precisely because they 
are intended to give the audience access to a true(r) representation of 
“ordinary lives.”

Tension Surrounding the Construct “Ordinary People”

The paradox whereby the extraordinary is central to the ordinary (Highmore 
2002) is highlighted by the websites produced by LV and CW, in both cases 
the very thing being constructed, the “ordinary person,” is, at the same time, 
necessarily undermined as a possibility. The digital stories on the CW web-
site are reached by various routes, for example, geographical area or 
theme:

Challenge
Community
Family
Memory
Passion
(July 25, 2005, www.bbc.co.uk/wales/capturewales)
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If the user clicks on the hypertext theme “Family,” she goes to thumbnail 
stills of all digital stories that are categorized as such by the producers. Each 
image is accompanied by the participant’s name and a quote from their 
story. The trailer for Dai Evans’s story, for example, shows a photograph of 
two faces looking at each other; one is a man and the other is the green head 
of a female shop mannequin. The accompanying text reads: “I have two 
families. One in the house and one in the garage” (July 25, 2005, www.bbc.
co.uk/wales/capturewales/tg/family.shtml).

This beginning calls on audience knowledge of family – family is 
“ ordinary.” But the sentence, “One in the house and one in the garage,” 
immediately undercuts the “ordinary” family tale we may have thought we 
were going to hear. Clicking on the thumbnail image of the man and the 
mannequin takes us to information concerning place, date, title, and author. 
Hypertext links offer opportunities to “view the movie” and “read the tran-
script,” and alongside the image a column of text introduces Evans and 
functions to frame the story:

Model artist?
Dai Evans is a photographer and his story reflects his love for his family 
that lives in the house, and his second (rather odd) family.

This text indicates that the story’s domain is family life, though with a twist. 
Thus the story is located within the generic conventions of self-representa-
tion: a story about “ordinary” experience, but, at the same time, with “odd-
ness” at the centre, a combination that destabilizes the “ordinary.”

What’s your background, Dai?
I was a miner when I was 14 years old, and a coal-lorry driver before I retired 
in 1989. I am married with two children. I have a lot of interests, such as 
photography, gardening and enjoying being a grandfather. I am a member of 
“Amman Valley Camera Club” and I’m also an active member of “Swansea 
Camera Club.” (July 25, 2005, www.bbc.co.uk/wales/capturewales/back
ground/dai-evans.shtml)

Evans is located in his daily life; we are shown working background, family 
life, and creative hobbies. This information tells the Web user who takes 
part in CW: “Ordinary person” is not mentioned, but is evoked by this 
 contextual information.
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Below the interview is a place for feedback from Web users, which 
becomes part of the text and also functions to locate the digital story’s 
author as an “ordinary” member of the audience:

I was intrigued by the title, but at first I thought it was going to be another 
(rather boring) family memoir; but Dai was full of surprises and his warm, 
wry, mischievous sense of humour came across very effectively in the voice-
over. Great pictures, too! (Nick Passmore, Llandrindod Wells, Wales, February 
2003, www.bbc.co.uk/wales/capturewales/background/dai-evans.shtml, accessed
July 4, 2005)

This comment suggests that there is a recognizable genre – “ordinary 
people” speaking about family life, at the same time making clear that the 
construction of the “ordinary person” cannot hold and, moreover, is not 
what is interesting about people.

For the first part of Evans’s story we pan across family photographs as we 
are introduced to his personal history. The tone thus far is matter of fact, as if 
to say, “I’m telling you what you would expect to hear, a typical tale of a man 
like me” – the stuff of “ordinary” (everyday) experience. Following this intro-
duction we cut to a more intriguing kind of photograph – a close-up of the 
man looking guiltily, or sneakily, to the left, out of frame, at something we, the 
viewers, can’t see. The voice-over comes in again: “I have an unusual second 
family,” the tone of voice becomes more playful and continues, “that help me 
out,” and we pan out to see that the man in the photograph is looking at a dark 
green female shop mannequin. Suddenly we are in out-of-the-ordinary 
 territory. The voice-over continues, to an accompaniment of increasingly 
bizarre photographs of mannequins in various scenarios, at the end of which 
Evans’s explanatory tone returns: “Time with my models and photography 
I feel creative and refreshed. When people laugh at my pictures it’s a real 
bonus. Go out there and create, anything, get off the couch and live a life.”

These final remarks invoke the passive, TV-viewing “couch potato,” sug-
gesting that this “couch potato” is “ordinary” in the everyday sense. But 
Evans’s self-representation, and the responses to it, highlight the fact that 
no one wants to be that mythical “ordinary person,” and imply that exami-
nation of self-representations reveals that, in fact, no one is. At the same 
time, the story constructs the “ordinary” because the first half dwells on 
common experience, and the ending suggests that everyone – that is, every 
“ordinary person” – can make and produce, rather than only receive media 
representations.
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In CW and LV the grouping together of many stories by “ordinary 
people” and their framing in the institutions’ websites creates tension over 
the idea of the “ordinary person.” The broad framing is contradicted by 
the varied, detailed, unique content of the self-representations. There is 
 tension because of the contradictions, which the very evocation of the 
“ordinary person” must bring to light, and this tension is unavoidably at 
the heart of what these self-representations are. Paradoxically, what takes 
place in LV and CW is simultaneous exposure and containment of these 
 contradictions.

Tension Surrounding the Construct “Community”

The Web page for LV lists the sub-projects that made up the overall pro-
gram. Above the title and synopsis of each of these projects, a short para-
graph summarizing LV as a whole is accompanied by a graphic rectangle 
made up of eight faces of different ages and racial origins. These images 
suggest that London is made up of a diverse range of people, a fact cele-
brated on this website, by this project. The juxtaposition of faces combined 
with text repeatedly referencing “Londoners” invokes a community of 
Londoners: “London’s Voices explores, reflects and celebrates London’s great 
diversity through the voices, memories and opinions of Londoners. It opens 
up the Museum of London’s rich oral history collection” (July 5, 2003, www.
museumoflondon.org.uk/MOLsite/londonsvoices)

At the same time as this diverse London-wide community is invoked, the 
idea that the city consists of a range of separate (overlapping) communities 
is also suggested, both through the juxtaposition of summaries of projects 
working with different groups and sometimes through explicit statements. 
The summary for “Voices Online,” for example, reads: “Access full oral his-
tory interviews and explore the connections that we have within our fami-
lies, our communities, the city and the world (July 5, 2003, www.
museumoflondon.org.uk/MOLsite/londonsvoices)

That communities exist is a given in the texts of the LV website, specifi-
cally in this macro text, framing the individual self-representations. But at 
the same time a project that encourages community awareness and com-
munity building suggests that “community” is considered to be lost and is 
something we want back, recalling Silverstone’s observation that “Ideas of 
community hover between experience and desire” (1999: 97).
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On the LV homepage, community is presented as something that we all 
know. Community in London is plural; in London, it seems to suggest, we 
inhabit a range of communities. At the same time, the existence of the LV 
project seeks to bring Londoners together, through emphasizing their 
shared experience; so that there is a wider and less explicit notion of London 
community hovering here, nearer perhaps to “desire” than to “experience.” 
Building community appears to be an intended outcome of LV, delivering 
another paradox: something is being built, something that, it is assumed, 
we all know already exists.

“Questioning London” was another LV sub-project, which invited  visitors 
to the museum to complete questionnaires described as the “Voices 
Alternative Census.” A total of 2,600 questionnaires were completed and the 
results presented on a website. The “Questioning London” website empha-
sizes individual experience and point of view. However, summaries are pre-
sented as statistics in the form of statements such as: “X number of 
respondents said if they could change something about London it would be 
the transport,” and exemplary quotes such as:

We asked … how would you label yourself?
“A rebellious, ponderous, socialist.”
“They are labeling me: ‘illegal immigrant.’ ”
“Afro-centric and eclectic.”
“East London and common as muck.”

This presentation collectivizes the experiences of the individuals, bringing 
together the separate experiences of London’s inhabitants. Here, those indi-
viduals are shown to each other and this has the effect of creating an impres-
sion that a civic community does exist. Thus, in the website, community is 
built by the LV producers out of individual responses to the questionnaire. 
Concurrently, the showcasing of the responses equally exposes the fact that, 
when we look into the individual texts, the idea of the London community 
seems to come apart. The community presented here is clearly constructed 
from individual experiences that are not necessarily experienced as com-
munal. The producer’s explanation on the top of the London 16–19 website 
reads:

The Museum of London collaborated with six groups of young people to 
represent their lives in London today. The young people involved shared their 
stories and opinions and reflected their lives through photography, poetry, 
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fashion, music and oral history. Based on their own experiences and 
 addressing issues that are important to young people in the city today, London 
16–19 highlights the talent, diversity and creativity of those who took part. 
(July 5, 2005, www.museumoflondon.org.uk/frames.asp?http%3A//www.
museumoflondon.org.uk/MOLsite/londonsvoices/web/mainmenu.asp)

Photographs taken by the participants are displayed in thumbnails that the 
user can click to enlarge. In one photograph, by “Kimberley,” a young 
woman scowls at the camera. Her light brown hair is scraped back in a 
tight ponytail; she wears a red hooded top, studded belt, and black jeans; 
and her long-nailed hands are on her hips. In the background a scaffold-
covered building blocks out most of the sky. Big trees add to the darkness, 
while in the background more houses contribute to a hemmed-in atmos-
phere. This is a striking and yet “ordinary” photograph, combining the 
girl’s defiant glare with the inner-city background. “This is where I live, 
this is who I am,” or, “this is where we live, this is who we are,” the photo-
graph seems to say, in response to the text above which tells us how to 
understand these images – as young people’s own representation of their 
lives in London today.

The photograph invokes the kinds of photographs you might see on hip-
hop record covers, of the “hard” inner-city girl. Her portrait tells us a lot 
about what identity the girl in red, and her photographer friend, want to 
present. The tight ponytail and long American-styled nails locate her in a 
particular style group, that of “street style,” a style signifying “cool” that is 
adopted by young, white working-class people, but drawn from the black 
working class (Diawara, in Skeggs 2004). At the same time, the girl in the 
photograph looks vulnerable; the defiant look might be sad, or maybe she 
is retrained by an overbearing background. Above the thumbnail photo-
graphs the following text is dominant on the page: “Growing up around 

******** estate in ********, this group of young people have captured local 
life through photography to show what it’s like to be a teenager in a tough 
urban community.”

The framing phrase, “what it’s like to be a teenager in a tough urban 
community,” is somehow at odds with the power, humor, and complexity of 
the photographs. The explanatory text tells the Web user what this material 
is: these are self-representations about X. And yet the notion of community 
is strange here, in the context of the phrase “tough urban community,” 
because “community” mostly carries positive connotations (Bauman 2001, 
Silverstone 1999).
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Both knowingness and humor figure in the photographs presented in 
London 16–19: a photograph of a pet dog through bars; a photograph of 
lads posing in front of scooters and graffiti and next to bin bags of garbage; 
a photograph of an old man sitting on his bed, holding a black-and-white 
photo of himself as a young boxer; a photograph of a high-rise (“this is 
where we are”); a photograph of kids play-fighting; a photograph of kids 
against the railings of a concrete sports field. Again, in the tension between 
the micro-texts (the self-representations) and the macro-texts (the LV web-
sites on which they appear), the LV project both builds and destabilizes this 
notion of “community.” What is the community that these very different 
photographs, selected and displayed together, present? Is it really there?

Tensions over How to Define and Achieve Quality

The photograph of the girl in red was selected by the young people to con-
tribute to those displayed on the London 16–19 website, but the curator 
selected it from that selection. These self-representations are framed by the 
clean, white background of the Museum of London website. There is a 
sharp contrast between what we see in the photographs and the look of the 
website on which they are displayed. This background imposes an order on 
the self-representations – they are branded by the museum and by the par-
ticular aesthetic of the museum platform.

In LV and CW quality is signaled in the macro-texts of the websites and 
television programs framing the self-representations. Here, quality is about 
the authority of the institutions and this is indicated by a serious, “tasteful” 
institutional aesthetic. But, at the same time, LV and CW give space to 
images taken by participants who were learning skills – in photography, in 
Photoshop, in computer editing, in writing. There is a strong sense, there-
fore, in which quality is about enabling members of the public to learn, in 
order to make their voices effective. Information about these processes 
through which the self-representations get made is delivered in the macro 
texts of the websites, becoming part of how we understand the self- 
representations themselves and part of the processes of textual mediation.

The CW digital stories are recognizable as digital stories that have been 
produced by that project. They are of a uniform length (between two and 
three minutes), all use first-person voice-over and focus on personal view 
or experience. These self-representations are purposefully and clearly 
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marked as constructed from the family albums of “ordinary people.” But 
they are crafted, as if to give weight and value to those family albums, and 
to the memories that are spoken in voice-overs.

Val Bethell’s story begins with the word “Hiraeth” in green curly letters 
and her name beneath in white. The background is a photograph of a tree 
in silhouette against a stormy sky. We cut from the title page to a black-and-
white photograph of a smiling group in front of a rural house. Bethell’s 
voice-over begins: “I know the meaning of the Welsh word, Hiraeth; it has 
called to me all my life.” An anonymous family photograph now gains 
meaning – we can guess that Bethell is a child in this photograph. As the 
sentence “all my life” finishes, we cut to a landscape with sun setting over a 
valley and the voice-over continues: “I would happily travel west, but north, 
south or east were so difficult.” The voice-over is slow, carefully enunciated, 
and clear; it is a storyteller’s voice.

The digital stories displayed on the CW website are defined as “broadcast 
quality.”3 This might suggest that digital stories look or sound the same as 
other (professionally produced) programs on television, whereas digital 
stories are visually marked as self-representations by members of the public. 
Indeed, quality in LV and CW is located in the proclaiming of an “amateur 
aesthetic” (Atton 2002).

Conclusions

The validity/usefulness of textual analysis to understanding media has long 
been called into question (see, e.g., Couldry 2000a). The process of looking 
at these texts was discomfiting, and I want to conclude by addressing this. 
It seems to me that the very oddness encountered in producing these tex-
tual analyses is actually revealing about the four areas of tensions that, 
I have argued, constitute the processes of textual mediation shaping the self-
 representation in LV and CW: the question of what these self- representations 
are intended to achieve, the construct of the “ordinary person,” the con-
struct of the “community,” and tension over how to define and achieve 
quality.

First, my unease highlights the pervasiveness of the division which situ-
ates these self-representations as “amateur” – thus by definition not profes-
sional – content. Further highlighted is the fact that this division is 
hierarchical – professional content being deserving of critical attention, 
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while the purpose of amateur content is something else and, therefore, not 
supposed to be read in the same way. Yet, analysis suggests that tension over 
purpose is part of the processes of mediation shaping what self-representations 
in LV and CW are. Second, the idea of the ordinary is highlighted by the 
discomfort encountered in textual analysis. If these self-representations are 
by, and of, “ordinary people,” then the implication is that they must be 
interchangeable, and it does not matter which are looked at in detail; yet a 
sustained analysis highlights how these self-representations are each unique 
and so troubles the categorization “ordinary.” At the same time, however, 
the framing of the self-representations by the institutions defines them as 
representations of “ordinary people” – of whom there are by definition 
many more.

Third, the idea of community is raised: should these individual self- 
representations be plucked from their framing as part of a community? Do 
they make sense on their own, removed from that context? The discomfort 
encountered in producing these textual analyses suggests that some of the 
sense of what these self-representations are is lost when they are taken out 
of the communal context in which they are always displayed. And yet the 
analysis of the individual self-representations, the websites framing them, 
and the relationship between these two, shows that tensions about the idea 
of community are present in the processes of mediation shaping the self-
representations.

Fourth, how can the fact that these individual self-representations are 
moving, which is why they work, be conveyed and understood, without a 
detailed exploration of what they consist of in terms of form, content, and 
narrative? And here the question is about quality – look at too many of 
these self-representations at once and you could be overwhelmed; they may 
feel sentimental and even repetitive, but viewed individually, they can feel 
powerful. How the self-representations are made, how they seem to work, 
and how the issue of quality is implicated in these questions, suggests that 
tension over quality is a key factor in the processes of textual mediation 
shaping these self-representations.

I have tried to show how tensions over the purposes of self- representations, 
the construction of “ordinary people,” the construction of “community,” 
and defining and achieving “quality” are key to the processes of textual 
mediation shaping the self-representations produced and displayed by two 
publicly funded projects, CW and LV. This co-production between institu-
tions and members of the public does useful work in bringing these ten-
sions to the surface. Finally, it is likely that tensions, such as those discussed 
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here and no doubt others, must shape self-representations across other 
mediated settings where the role (and power) of producers, and producing 
institutions, may be less explicit – for example in the websites described by 
the term Web 2.0.

Notes

1 This chapter draws on research in which three dimensions of mediation process 
are conceptualized: processes of institutional, textual, and cultural mediation. 
How these areas of tension operate in the views of participants is discussed in 
terms of “processes of cultural mediation” in Thumim (in preparation).

2 Namely, talk shows (see, e.g., Livingstone and Lunt 1994), documentary and 
reality TV (see, e.g., Corner 1994, Hill 2000), mass observation (see, e.g., 
Highmore 2002), museum practice (see, e.g., Bennett 1995, Hooper-Greenhill 
1997, Message and Healy 2004), the Internet (see, e.g., Cheung 2000, Dovey 
2000, Pariser 2000, Hermes 2006), and alternative media (see, e.g., Atton 2002, 
Rodriguez 2001).

3 Daniel Meadows, Creative Director, “Capture Wales,” interview with the Nancy 
Thumim.
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I find myself anticipating a new kind of storyteller, one who is half 
hacker, half bard.

Janet Murray (1997: 9)

Introduction

This chapter explores the Tale of Tales multiplayer online game The Endless 
Forest as a digital narrative.1 It approaches this multifaceted piece as a cyber-
drama, a story, and a game, asking questions about the ontology of narrative 
in digital storytelling. The chapter suggests that The Endless Forest and 
 multiplayer online games as a genre provide a model for the development 
of digital narratives that are experiential, multiple, and relational – thus 
making for rich, engaging narrative systems.

Log on to The Endless Forest tale-of-tales.com/TheEndlessForest

Your Life As a Deer

You are a fawn, a baby deer (Figure 15.1), which will grow up to become a 
stag – a beautiful male deer (Figure 15.2). You live deep within an idyllic, 
peaceful forest. You spend your time roaming around the forest with other 
deer. There are a lot of things to do in the forest: everyday things like eating, 
sleeping under the shadow of the trees, drinking fresh water from the pond, 

15

Digital Storytelling as Play
The Tale of Tales

Maria Chatzichristodoulou [aka Maria X]
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222 Digital Storytelling as Play

resting by the ancient ruin, picking up flowers, or rubbing against a tree 
(Figure 15.3). There are also things you cannot do in the forest: you cannot 
speak, for example. Language is replaced by body language, actions, and 
sounds. But this is not just any forest. It is The Endless Forest (TEF), a place 
where magical things can happen: animals can fly, all the flowers can bloom 
at once, stones can fall from the sky, the rain can be made of gold – nobody 
ever knows what the Twin Gods will come up with to entertain themselves.2 
Deer can also perform magic and cast spells on other deer. While in TEF, 
there are no goals to achieve or rules to follow. Being there, together, is what 
the experience is about.

Being together is an important aspect of the TEF experience. TEF is an 
online virtual world, where people meet and interact through their deer-
avatars. As there is no language, you cannot speak with other deer, but there 
are other ways to communicate and express your feelings: you can express 
sadness, confusion, anger, merriment, respect, or amazement. You can also 
express yourself through actions such as hopping, standing on your back 
legs, shaking your head, dancing, or being affectionate to another deer. In 
that sense, TEF is not unlike other social networking sites or virtual worlds 
such as Second Life (SL), where people can meet and socialize (and more) 
through their avatars. Unlike SL, though, TEF is an authored environment: 

Figure 15.1 A fawn in The Endless 
Forest. Screenshot from ToT’s website

Figure 15.2 A stag in The Endless 
Forest, at The Pond. Screenshot from 
ToT’s website

Figure 15.3 Different actions a deer can perform. Screenshot from ToT’s website
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whereas SL duplicates elements of Real Life (RL) within a virtual context, 
TEF is a fairytale world that places its users straight within a specific narra-
tive (Chatzichristodoulou 2007). Although TEF does not have a plot as 
such, it is a narrative environment that transports interactors from their 
everyday lives into a fairytale world of narrative possibilities; a context 
which is open-ended (no outcomes specified), (a)live (interactions with 
other deer take place in real time), and relational (the forest is a public 
space, and while you are there you relate to others).

Tale of Tales

The Endless Forest (2005–)3 is a hybrid work-in-progress created by the 
Belgium-based games development studio Tale of Tales. The studio was 
founded in 2002 by web designers and artists Auriea Harvey and Michaël 
Samyn (see Figure 15.4).4 Tale of Tales’ aim is to design and develop “immer-
sive web sites and multimedia environments with a strong emphasis on 
narration, play, emotion and sensuality” (Tale of Tales 2005a). The target 
audience is “people who are not enchanted by most contemporary compu-
ter games, or who wouldn’t mind more variety in their gameplay experi-
ences” (Tale of Tales 2007). In order to achieve this, they produce works that 

Figure 15.4 Auriea Harvey and Michaël Samyn, founders of Tale of Tales
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“feature innovative forms of interaction, engaging poetic narratives and 
simple controls” (Tale of Tales 2007). TEF is ToT’s second project, but their 
first fully developed title. The first one was a single-player PC game called 
8, which was put on hold owing to lack of funding. TEF is a hybrid, complex 
piece that resists easy categorization: it is a screensaver, an online multi-
player game, a live performance environment, a virtual world, a social space, 
and a collective fairytale. TEF is a work-in-progress, with new features being 
added over time. The artists have their own plans for its evolution, but play-
ers can also discuss these and make suggestions through the Forum.

The Endless Forest as Cyberdrama

Janet H. Murray, in her germinal book Hamlet on the Holodeck, argued that 
early experiments in digital storytelling, such as websites and shooting 
games, have aroused appetites “for participatory stories that offer more 
complete immersion, more satisfying agency, and a more sustained involve-
ment with a kaleidoscopic world” (Murray 1997: 251). She coined the term 
“cyberdrama” to describe such stories: “emphasizing the enactment of the 
story in the particular fictional space of the computer” (Murray 2004: 4). 
I suggest that several important elements stand out in Murray’s discourse:

● first, she talks about participatory stories and agency, which implies that 
the storyteller (if there is one) is no longer the single author of the 
story;

● second, she calls for a more sustained involvement with the story-world, 
which would require that interactors have (the possibility of developing) 
a durational rather than a one-off experience;

● third, she places the story within a kaleidoscopic world, which suggests 
that the story-world is not one but multiple, constantly changing, or 
seen through multiple perspectives;

● fourth, she approaches the story as enacted – and thus dramatic – as 
opposed to narrated, situating the interactors at the very heart of the 
story (immersion), as its protagonists.

Is TEF a cyberdrama? I believe it fulfills the above criteria: It is participa-
tory, as the forest can only come to life through the presence of interactors-
deer; interactors have a certain degree of agency, too, as they can change 
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other deer’s appearance by casting magic spells, decide how to spend their 
time in the forest, and suggest further features. TEF is always accessible 
online, thus allowing for the interactors’ sustained involvement with the 
story-world. Indeed, providing this possibility has been a major concern for 
the artists and one of the reasons that led them to develop TEF 
(Chatzichristodoulou 2007). Furthermore, each deer, even if present in the 
forest with other deer, has a specific view of the world depending on where 
it chooses to be and how it decides to spend its time. The world itself is not 
static but in constant evolution, as new features are being added and unex-
pected events take place whenever the Twin Gods decide to make use of 
their godly powers. Finally, TEF is an enacted story, as the interactors 
become the deer. However, we should raise another issue here: TEF qualifies 
as a cyberdrama, but is it a story to start with?

The Endless Forest As Story

ToT have always considered themselves as storytellers. They insist that, 
through TEF, they are telling a story – it might not be a linear story with plot 
and characters, but it is a fairytale world their audiences can inhabit 
(Chatzichristodoulou 2007). While I am writing this, I am in the forest 
myself. It is evening and it’s snowing. The forest is dark and looks slightly 
sinister, but I am sleeping under the moonlight, next to a bed of purple flow-
ers. Before I went to sleep, while lying in a sunny spot enjoying the warmth, I 
suddenly found myself surrounded by three massive mushrooms. I tried nib-
bling on one of them, but it wasn’t edible; the mushrooms disappeared within 
a few minutes. I also made a new friend; a black deer with red flowers on its 
antlers. I woke up at 6 p.m. UK time on October 6, 2007, to find out that the 
Twin Gods had gone wild: I could hear loud operatic music and, running 
towards the Gods (they appear in the forest as two white statues; see Figure 
15.5), I found myself at a spectacular deer festival. There was bunting on the 
trees, colorful lights, massive light-reflecting bubbles, and disco balls hanging 
from the sky. I saw a deer being turned into a pigeon, and I had spells cast on 
me that turned me white. A bunch of deer were hopping around, dancing, 
casting spells on each other and showing their respect to the Gods.

This is the micro-narrative of my life as a deer on October 6, 2007, which 
I created for myself through my presence within and interaction with the 
virtual world created by ToT. As Murray points out: “In a procedural world, 
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the interactor is scripted by the environment as well as acting upon it” 
(Murray 2004: 6). My micro-narrative is very much defined by the narrative 
context created by ToT (a forest with deer), the degree of agency they have 
allowed their interactors (for example, you can act but cannot speak; only 
named deer can cast spells), and the interventions they made to the virtual 
world on that specific date (deer-festival, which was a live Abiogenesis per-
formance; see Figure 15.6). Nevertheless, my own choices and actions cre-
ated my unique, personal narrative for the day. Can this be approached as 
storytelling despite the fact that no concrete story is being narrated or 
enacted? Life as a deer opens up a number of narrative possibilities – but 
can we call them stories?

The Endless Forest as a Game

TEF is described by ToT as different things (social screensaver, virtual 
world) but, first and foremost, it is described as a multiplayer online game 
(Tale of Tales 2005b). A number of debates have been unfolding regarding 
the definition and function of narrative in games.5 I will concentrate on the 

Figure 15.5 The Twin Gods. Screenshot from ToT’s website
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discourse of Celia Pearce, who has called for a “play-centric” approach to 
gaming narratives, that is, one that concentrates on play and the player 
experience as opposed to telling a story. Pearce argues that “the function of 
narrative in games is to engender compelling, interesting play” (2004: 144). She 
has identified “the emergent narrative that develops out of … the game … as 
experienced by the players themselves,” as the one narrative “operator” that 
is a component of all games (145). According to Pearce, the one fundamen-
tal characteristic of all games, when it comes to the development of their 
narrative, is the fact that this emerges experientially, through the interac-
tor’s active engagement with the game and their specific inter/actions. If we 
accept Pearce’s proposition we also accept the emergent aspect of any 
gaming narrative as one that is constantly in the process of becoming. Since 
each interactor generates their own narrative through their own unique 
personal experience, any gaming narrative is always personalized and sub-
jective. In that sense, we do not talk about one “grand” narrative, but a 
number of micro-narratives which are as many as the interactors of any 
single game.

Murray has used the term “multiform story” to describe “a written or 
dramatic narrative that presents a single situation or plotline in multiple 
versions, versions that would be mutually exclusive in our ordinary experience” 
(1997: 30). I would argue that, in order to discuss narrative contexts such 

Figure 15.6 An Abiogenesis performance. Screenshot from ToT’s website
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as multiplayer online games, we need to revisit the expectation that the 
 narrative itself presents a single situation in multiple versions. What TEF 
and other social games do is to create the (shared) conditions that provide 
interactors with a sufficient degree of agency for them to each enact one 
(or, often, more) of these versions. The important difference is that each 
and all of these versions are – to refer back to Pearce’s discourse – emergent 
and unexpected, rather than predetermined paths of action and, thus, 
 narrative possibilities. In that sense, a game like TEF provides a single 
 narrative platform for the emergence of multiple micro-narratives that 
converge to generate a multi-narrative system: a system where the stories 
narrated are at least as many as the stories enacted at any single time.

I discussed the fact that micro-narratives are subjective, unique, and per-
sonal. How, though, are these generated? What would my day as a deer have 
been like had I been alone in a private endless forest? I would have still been 
able to enact a personal micro-narrative through my interaction with the 
virtual world, but my story would have been very different and, I think, 
considerably less exciting. I could still have had a degree of agency to do 
with my interaction with the world itself, and the world could still be chang-
ing as a result of commands built within the system. Nevertheless, I believe 
that a private forest would not have been able to sustain my long-term 
engagement. I could have gone back a few times to look for new develop-
ments and would have probably interacted differently with the system each 
time, but the narratives generated by these visits would had been more pre-
dictable and less emotionally engaging. What made my micro-narrative 
rich, surprising, enjoyable, and emotionally engaging (to me, at least), were 
the others: deer and gods crossed my path several times, and I never knew 
what to expect. My personal narrative was shaped by these of other interac-
tors, and vice versa. Living in TEF is a private but relational experience.

Digital Storytelling

I asked: “Life as a deer opens up a number of narrative possibilities – but 
can we call these stories?” Now I can answer: “We can, and indeed we must.” 
I suggest that multiplayer online games as a genre, and TEF in particular, 
provide a useful model for the development of future experimentations in 
digital narratives. Specifically, they provide a model for creating narrative 
contexts that can allow for the emergence of multiple micro-narratives 
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which are generated by the interactors themselves (rather than provided by 
a “grand” multiform narrative) through their continuous involvement with 
the story/world and their relations with each other. Thus, audiences become 
not only co-authors but co-actors of the story, through the experience of 
enacting each their personal narrative. TEF goes even further in providing 
a model of digital storytelling that is free of language. As Pearce argues, 
every single gaming narrative is experiential (Pearce 2004: 145). TEF is not 
only experiential, but it is also a story about a live, relational experience. 
What would life be like if you were a deer, in a forest, together with other 
deer? This is TEF’s “grand narrative.” What ToT did is to build the forest, 
provide the avatars of deer, and make this available for you to experience. 
You can now answer for yourself. The question now is: how do you live your 
life as a deer in The Endless Forest?

I suggest that The Endless Forest points toward the future of digital narra-
tive as an open, (a)live, relational, and collective Endeavour. Tell us your 
story.

Notes

1 See www.tale-of-tales.com (accessed August 2006).
2 The Twin Gods are the artists themselves, Auriea and Michaël who, through a 

system called Abiogenesis, are able to “play God” and make changes to the 
 virtual forest-world any time they please, or as a planned online performance.

3 TEF is free for people to download from the Tale of Tales website.
4 They are also known as Entropy8Zuper! See www.entropy8zuper.org (accessed 

August 2006).
5 For more in-depth discussions on these issues refer to the work of Henry 

Jenkins, Janet Murray, and Eric Zimmerman, among other theorists.
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“Digital storytelling” (DST) has a general meaning, referring to new forms 
of digital narrative such as hypertext, interactive stories, and narrative com-
puter games. However, the DST discussed here focuses on the Californian/
Welsh model used throughout this book. That approach consists of a per-
sonally narrated (voice-over) story, personal pictures or videos, and a musi-
cal soundtrack, edited into a 2–5-minute film. The uniqueness of this form 
is that it “presents itself as a tractable, engaging and seemingly popular form 
for the average person to use” (Salpeter 2005). It bridges the gap between 
professional media broadcast and grassroots creativity by empowering 
people to showcase their creativity without trepidation (Burgess 2005b). 
DST “takes the ancient art of oral storytelling and engages a palette of tech-
nical tools to weave personal tales using images, graphics, music, and sound 
mixed together with the author’s own story voice” (Bernajean Porter, in 
Salpeter 2005).

The main features which distinguish DST from other storytelling forms 
are summarized below.

● Story-oriented. The spirit of the DST is the story, and not the technol-
ogy. DST returns the creator’s attention to the personal story, such as 
family tales and community narratives which, owing to their “ordinary” 
and “personal” nature, are different from mainstream tech-focused dig-
ital arts. The priority of DST is the stories first, the digitalization 
second.

● Disciplined. The Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS) in California 
 recognized that giving a map or outlining a framework is an efficient 
approach to help people to understand and adopt the concept (Center 

16
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for Digital Storytelling 2004). DST is a well-disciplined approach: that 
is, it has a practical framework, which illuminates the possibilities and at 
the same time controls the form, quality, and efficiency of the process. 
DST is therefore not only simply implemented, but it is also easy to 
migrate from one environment to another (although interoperability 
and IP problems remain).

● Authentic. DST uses the teller’s original voice to narrate their personal 
stories, using the first person. Most of the pictures show real persons in 
real settings. The emotions brought by the stories come directly from 
people’s hearts. From this perspective, it is even more authentic than the 
documentary format or reality TV shows.

● Multimedia. Compelling stories are revealed through the interweaving 
of narratives, images, video, music, and voices. DST is integrated multi-
media. All existing media forms (such as animation, artwork, and let-
ters) can be merged into DST.

● Simple technology. The basic equipment for DST is a personal compu-
ter with a microphone. A scanner and a digital still/video camera are 
also useful. Nonlinear editing software packages have many options: the 
most popular are Premiere and Apple iMovie. As technological knowl-
edge requirements are simple, and the CDS model provides its own 
complete skills manual, people without computer skills can quickly 
learn DST.

● Found materials. By way of contrast to many professional digital crea-
tions, DST largely exploits preexisting visual archives – such as family 
albums, home videos, and hand-drawn illustrations (Center for Digital 
Storytelling 2004). CDS prefers this approach, since it “puts the partici-
pant in the editing chair, with a minimal amount of preparation” 
(Wikibooks 2005). This feature enables “people participation” and has 
the added advantage of rapid outcomes.

● Collaborative creativity. Currently, most digital stories are produced in 
intensive workshops. Joe Lambert, one of the founders of CDS, believes 
that “storytelling is meant to be a collaborative art” (Wikibooks 2005). 
Jean Burgess (2005a) also points out that beyond communicative crea-
tivity, DST actually privileges “collaborative creativity.” For this reason, 
even though information about DST is available online and people can 
easily grasp it through self-learning, workshops are still the preferred 
choice for production. The notions of sharing and inspiring are ever-
present throughout the whole creation process. This makes the shared 
experience shared fun.
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These features differentiate DST from the various digitized forms of 
 expression otherwise available; and they enable DST to be taken up in a 
wide variety of contexts – across nations and across disciplines. There are 
excellent examples from the professional news media, such as USA Today’s 
“Tale of two holidays” (Thomassie et al. 2004) and The New York Times’ 
“Freeing Sex Slaves” (Kristof 2005);1 most current practices focus on educa-
tion and community building: for instance, the Teacher Institute program 
at the US National Gallery of Art (Springer, Kajder, and Brazas 2004).

There is, however, little commercial practice of digital storytelling. One 
case I found was the Converse Gallery, a promotional program for the 
sports brand Converse.2 It asked consumers to make a 24-second film 
embodying the values and spirit of Converse from their personal stories 
(conversegallery.com, 2005; since taken down). Most of the films were 
shown on the website and a few were aired on television. The Converse 
Gallery clearly stated that what it wanted were not professional commercials 
but the customer’s authenticity, originality, and creativity. On one hand this 
approach helps Converse develop customer relationships; on the other hand 
it exploits consumers’ creativity to co-promote and co-brand Converse.

Apart from the co-branding application, DST has commercial potential 
that is yet to be fully explored in terms of its embedded features. For exam-
ple, it has great potential in cultural tourism. Travel and adventure stories 
are often the subject of digital stories, but the form is yet to be used in any 
significant way by cultural tourism operators. Personal perspective and 
grassroots creativity can assist tourists to find the sense of authenticity they 
pursue; a multimedia form enables better cross-cultural understanding; 
and personal archives of travel pictures and videos are a great resource for 
DST. Furthermore, in terms of allowing intercommunication within tour-
ism activities, stories about a city, a restaurant, or cultural events and places 
not only enhance locals’ community belonging, but also give outsiders 
insights about the values and connections within the local community 
(Lambert 2003). A good example is the DST program at the Australian 
Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI 2005), which is highlighted as a con-
temporary arts site in most Australian tourism manuals and maps.3

Traveling is about mobility and the desire to share stories. Experiences 
often occur spontaneously. This also provides a big opportunity for the 
commercial application of digital storytelling – mobile digital storytelling. 
HP Labs are experimenting with a multimedia storytelling service called 
StoryCast, which allows people to easily capture, create, and instantly share 
stories using their camera phones or other mobile devices (HP 2005). After 
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trying this service, Lee Bruno, a senior editor with RedHerring magazine, 
described it as “photoblog on the fly” (Beckett 2005). Services like StoryCast 
can be used by media professionals as a medium for reporting, and also can 
be used by nonprofessionals (that is, “ordinary” people) to keep an audio-
visual journal, to create a virtual tour of a museum or event (Beckett 
2005).

Business Opportunities in the Chinese Context

The advantages and opportunities for DST are now beginning to appear in 
international practice. Can China provide the same opportunities? How is 
it possible to introduce the DST concept into China? Trendwatching.com 
(2005b), an independent and opinionated trend agency, has identified a 
global “Generation C” phenomenon. In their view, the “C” stands for “con-
tent.” It captures the huge amount of user-created content on the Web, from 
weblogs, reviews, and comments to photography, drawing, design, music, 
and video clips. From these outputs, the meaning of the “C” has extended 
the “content” to a “creative” level, since most of those participations and 
contributions are the outcome of Generation C’s creativity.

This concept can be related to the notions of the “netizen” and the “pro-
sumer.” Netizen is a term coined by Michael Hauben in 1992 (Wikipedia 
2005), a combination of “Internet” and “citizen.” Netizens are those who 
actively engage in online communities through participation, contribution, 
or creation. According to Wikipedia, this “term has been used most fre-
quently recently in Korea and China where there are vigorous netizen 
movements.” The word “prosumer,” coined by the futurologist Alvin Toffler 
(1981), refers to new consumers who also are producers (see Bruns 2005, 
Bruns and Jacobs 2006). The idea of the prosumer recognizes that consum-
ers are not – or are no longer – passive, but active, interactive, and even 
productive. It reveals the blurred lines between producer and consumer, 
amateur (hobbyists) and professional, and also redefines the relation of 
producer/provider and consumer/receiver as a conversational, co-produc-
tive partnership.

The relations between Generation C, netizens, and the prosumers can be 
understood in an intimate way (see Figure 16.1). Some prosumers create 
off-line (e.g., home improvement), and a section of netizens do not create 
at all. Generation C is found at the intersection of netizens and prosumers. 
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As the arrows show, the population of Generation C is increasing, with 
more prosumers going online and more netizens engaging in creative con-
tribution. The global Generation C phenomenon has been quickly taken up 
by the commercial world, for instance, where customers’ homemade short 
films are used in commercial advertising, or personal photographs appear 
on the labels of soft drinks (Trendwatching.com 2005a).

In China, the prosumer transformation can be seen largely in the “do-it-
yourself” (DIY) phenomenon (Hartley 1999). DIY enthusiasm has become 
a new consumption philosophy, covering areas such as home furnishing, 
computer, craft, and independent tourism (eastday.com 2003). In the vir-
tual world, Chinese netizens form a vast pool of grassroots creativity. 
Flourishing online communities and the boom in online original content 
show that Chinese Generation C desire to build their self-esteem and derive 
fulfillment through contributing and creating. Beyond online surfing, 
e-commercials, online-learning, and online entertainment, Chinese 
Generation C engage in all kinds of creative activities, such as virtual com-
munity building, online literature creation, multimedia blogging, online 
game design, Flash animation, digital video creation, and writing and per-
forming original music. If we take Generation C as the main target market 
of digital storytelling, the market demand is quite clear, and is based on 
their desire to stretch and showcase personal creativity, to develop self-talent, 
and to have fun.

Cultural tourism is “the movement of persons to cultural attractions 
away from their normal place of residence with the intention to gather new 
information and experiences to satisfy their cultural needs” (Bonet 

Offline Online

Create

Do not create

Generation C 

Prosumer

Netizen

Figure 16.1 Relations of netizen, prosumer, and Generation C
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1998:187). With the rapid development of transportation and communica-
tion, tourism no longer simply focuses on the transportation, accommoda-
tion, and destinations, but places increased emphasis on the understanding 
of local cultures and the experiences of authentic local lifestyles. There is 
evidence that more marketing efforts are designed to promote the cultural 
amenities specific to certain place-related destinations (Carpenter 2004).

China has huge advantages in its cultural tourism. It has a long history, 
ancient cultural heritage, various ethnicities, and rich traditions. However, 
tourism development has until now focused mostly on the improvement of 
facilities, the promotion of destinations, and the protection and exploita-
tion of historical heritage, elements that lack people-focus. The challenges 
as well as opportunities for China’s cultural tourism are to add experiential 
dimensions to place-related destinations, to offer the experience of local art 
and culture, to bring about communication between visitors and local com-
munities (Carpenter 2004). In 2004 the China National Tourism 
Administration created an international promotion motto, “Catch the 
Lifestyle-China 2004,” to introduce the unique lifestyle of Chinese people to 
overseas tourists (He 2001, CUHK 2004). Questions arise: How to transmit 
an intangible lifestyle and culture effectively and efficiently? What other 
approaches might work, apart from the existing ones?

From another perspective, one of the problems with tourism informa-
tion systems is that experiences gained during a trip are not efficiently 
shared (Watson et al. 2004). Industries have not paid enough attention to 
reminiscing, the third tourist experience after planning and touring. 
Nevertheless, the evolving Chinese online tourism service is to some extent 
endeavoring to fill this gap through an emergent bottom-up business 
model. They draw on consumers’ creativity and intelligence, utilizing post-
travel experiences (e.g., destination reviews, photographs, and digital-video 
sharing) and tourists’ feedback and reflections to guide or reshape tourism 
industry development. The natural follow-up question is how to offer a 
more comprehensive reminiscing service through new technology and new 
models.

The opportunities for DST here are obvious. DST enhances the connec-
tions between places and people, bridges the past and the present, and 
transmits cultural experiences through local memories and daily life sto-
ries. DST can also offer a multimedia form of expression for the post-travel 
experience and can evoke communication among multiple cultures by 
encouraging tourists from different origins to share their experience of a 
given destination.
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The international exploration of the nomadic access to tourist services has 
been conducted for some time. The European IST project, “Creation of User-
friendly Mobile Services Personalized for Tourism” (CRUMPET), has sug-
gested some recommendations on future services, such as personalized and 
location-sensed tourist attractions, interactive maps, and multimedia infor-
mation about tourist attractions (Schmidt-Belz and Poslad 2003). Beyond 
theoretical explorations, industry practitioners are creating new ways to gen-
erate revenue through wireless value-added services. For instance, the Zagat 
Survey allows customers to download restaurant reviews for up to 67 cities to 
their handhelds (Stellin 2005). Vindigo, a New York City company, introduced 
a mobile city guide, including local listings for restaurants, museums, stores, 
bars, movie theaters, and even nearby ATMs and bathrooms (Stellin 2005).

In China, which has the world’s largest mobile telecom market, the top 
early growth engines of wireless content were colorful ring-tones, interactive 
voice response, multimedia message (MMS), wireless application protocol 
(WAP), and Java downloads (China Business Weekly 2005). But as technolo-
gies like 3 G improve and expand, there is a demand for more media-rich 
content. In addition to licensing traditional media content such as TV pro-
grams, the grassroots creations in MMS, digital pictures, and videos would 
appear to have a big role to play. The challenges are what will be the next 
popular wireless content format and how to further the engagement of the 
mobile users through wireless value-added services.

The Digital Storytelling Solution

For DST, the opportunities are to offer a user-friendly and disciplined 
mobile content creation format, to employ mobile users’ creativity, and to 
fulfill the demand of multimedia content in a 3 G environment. The digital 
storytelling solution proposed here is to provide a DST commercialization 
framework (see Figure 16.2).

In this framework, a platform is established to promote and diffuse the 
concept and skills of DST, and to showcase and cultivate Generation C’s 
digital storytelling creativity. This operation is conducted with a commer-
cial approach, using a new business model. Outcomes will not only be eco-
nomic but also socially beneficial, such as community building, citizen 
participation, digital arts education, and so on. The following discussion 
will focus on the commercial operation and new business model evaluation.
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A new business model in China’s Internet industry is emerging 
(see Figure 16.3), where netizens’ grassroots creativity is commercialized 
via mainstream content industries. Websites (online communities) provide 
a multifunctional interactive platform, where netizens are helped to develop, 
showcase, and add value to their creativity, and the mainstream content 
industries are assisted to find “market-guaranteed” resources through the 
reputation system. For instance, in the online music sector, netizens’ 

Platform 

Chinese Generation C’s creativity

Digital storytelling idea and toolkit

Commercial operation

Social benefits 

Economic benefits 

Figure 16.2 The framework of the digital storytelling solution

Figure 16.3 The new business model of commercializing netizens’ creativity
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 outstanding original music creations and performances are filtered out 
through the online reputation system, adopted by the traditional record 
company, and eventually distributed to mass consumers. One essential fact 
of this model is that netizens create as well as consume, which to some 
extent guarantees the core profitability of this model. The application of 
this model to digital storytelling case is illustrated in Figure 16.4.

The platform focuses on DST e-education and assistance, DST works 
showcasing online community building, and reputation system building. 
Generation C can access this platform via the Internet or a mobile phone. 
They learn DST skills through the DST e-education system and thus create 
and showcase their own stories following the guidelines. The works are 
viewed and reviewed in the online community. High-quality and appealing 
works are automatically sorted out through the online reputation system 
(such as rating system and hit parade). Then the websites will modify and 
repackage these popular digital stories and distribute to other media such 
as an Internet portal, wireless value-added services, TV programs, and 

Local
community

Digital storytelling

Platform (Internet/Wireless Application Protocol) 
Online communities, reputations system, rating and searching system,
DST showcase market, DST e-education, open source collaboration …

Workshops

Internet Wireless TV programs Exhibition

Cultural
export

Generation
C

Mass consumersDigital stories

Figure 16.4 The business model for a digital storytelling solution
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 exhibitions at tourist attractions. Meanwhile, another off-line approach can 
adopt the international mature workshop model to reach out to non- 
netizens in the local community. Digital stories created in the workshop are 
also showcased and reviewed on the platform.

This proposed business model adopts a hybrid revenue model, which 
combines subscription (e.g., membership fee); fee-for-service (e.g., down-
load or MMS); production (e.g., film package, CD, and DVD); copyright 
management (e.g., licensing the digital stories to other entities); and online 
advertising. The commercial strategy is a combination of the B2C model 
(e.g., online shops for digital stories), C2B model (e.g., netizens sell their 
copyright to publishers), and C2C/P2P model (e.g., sharing content through 
email, instant messaging, and mobile phones).

Key Issues in Product and Services Development

Possibilities

The potential of this model can be demonstrated from several angles. From 
the perspective of Generation C, their active participation and digital crea-
tion capability are largely shown in the online photo gallery, Flash anima-
tion, and multimedia weblogs. From the perspective of technology 
environments, broadband use in China, sales of digital cameras, and digital 
cable television are all growing fast. Millions of Chinese are empowered by 
digital instruments and are inspired by the rich information environment 
to express, share, and interact in new ways. From the perspective of the DST 
model, there is already a mature model with experience from international 
practice. The only thing which needs to be considered here is how to tailor 
it for the local context in China. From the perspective of the revenue model, 
it is based on the existing practice of China’s Internet industry, such as 
online literature and music. From the perspective of cost, R&D investment 
is not prohibitive. The main investment areas are human resources, Internet 
servers, and computer hardware and software.

Quality control strategies

One big concern about the commercialization of DST is whether the qual-
ity of the grassroots creation is good enough to be commercially valued and 
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marketed. However, there is no doubt that outstanding creativity is coming 
from the grassroots; moreover, Generation C’s creativity and capability in 
the practice itself can be built upon and improved. One main goal of this 
solution is to control and improve the quality of the grassroots creation. To 
achieve this goal, the following strategies can be adopted:

● set up quality-oriented social norms in the online community, where 
certain rules of quality control are built into community participation;

● use the reputation system to filter the creations through their quality, 
such as ratings, reviews, and a Top 10 chart;

● set different levels for the participants to submit their works, such as 
professionals, students, enthusiasts, and amateurs, which can maintain 
quality between levels and encourage the growth of individuals;

● set up expert review systems, inviting industry experts to evaluate the 
works and give suggestions.

Multiple distribution channels

This solution targets three different markets:

1 Generation C (offering DST toolkits, showcasing space, and other 
 services);

2 mass DST consumers (offering them value-added DST works); and
3 mainstream digital content industries (offering them broadcast-quality 

DST products).

Apart from the platform itself, other distribution channels are as follows:

● Television: Since DST works can be outputted into a film format, they 
can be easily broadcast on television. Suitable programs include a large 
range of genres, especially those about cultural tourism, people and cities, 
and people’s daily lives. This has been successfully demonstrated by the 
BBC’s exploitation of DST on a television platform (e.g., “Capture Wales”).

● The Internet: DST can be repackaged around certain topics and distrib-
uted through other websites. For instance, a series of digital stories about 
the sporting activities of the people of Beijing can be linked to Beijing 
Olympic websites as part of a citizen participation movement. Stories 
about unique tourist attractions could enrich local tourism websites.
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● Exhibitions: Another distribution channel is exhibitions at museums, 
arts galleries, and tourism sites. For instance, nostalgic stories of old 
Beijing city can be shown at heritage exhibition sites.

● Wireless value-added services: As the HP Labs’ StoryCast example 
 demonstrates, the technology of mobile digital storytelling is already 
possible. It will not be too long before DST is created directly onto 
mobile phones, even in China. Both China Unicom and China Mobile 
have launched services to provide TV programs for mobile phone sub-
scribers (Xinhua 2005). DST has the advantage over larger formats, 
because of its feasible size (2–5 minutes) and complete content (a whole 
story). Future DST wireless distribution might largely lie in P2P sharing, 
where users share their own or their favorite digital stories with family 
and friends. Another potential development is place-sensed services. 
DST offers content enrichment linked with the e-map: when people are 
searching certain tourist attractions, they can view relevant digital sto-
ries to extend the experience and understanding.

Multilingual and cultural export

Cultural export is another challenge for DST in the cultural tourism sector, 
promoting Chinese culture all over the world. In this solution, online 
 collaborative creativity is fully utilized to provide multilingual versions of 
DST. Multilingual DST can be achieved by adding alternative language sub-
titles or translation voice-overs. Multilingual digital stories are encouraged 
through online guideline and community norms. Cooperation among 
 participants is supported through dedicated online social markets, where 
people can ask for translation help or even bid for the best translation. 
Furthermore, the platform can be built bilingually in the first instance, in 
Chinese and English, and be open to international participants as well. 
International participation is encouraged so that visitors can express 
their impressions and experiences of Beijing or other places in China 
through DST.

Competitive position

This DST solution fully utilizes DST’s easy-uptake feature to explore 
 ordinary people’s creativity, therefore enhancing cultural expression and 
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community communication. Its unique position is based on the benefits it 
offers to all stakeholders and the advantages over its competitors. The 
 benefits raised by DST services are shown in Table 16.1.

Copyright

China has a poor track record in the protection and preservation of intel-
lectual property rights (IPR). However, IPR enforcement is just one side of 
the story. The free availability of knowledge, information, and creativity is 

Table 16.1 The benefits raised by DST services in China

Key stakeholders Benefits

Generation C New ways to explore and showcase creativity
 New ways to express and communicate
 Empowered to be creator and director
 Self-fulfillment through digital arts education
 Entertainment and enjoyment
 Economic benefits
Local community Develop local community wellbeing
 Improve the fulfillment of regional objectives
 Strengthen communication and cultural exchange
 Strengthen belongingness and local identity
 Narrow the digital divide
 Improve cross-generational understanding
Tourism industry Enrich tourist destinations and attractions
 Preserve and explore local culture
 Extend the authentic experience of cultural tourism
 Develop cross-cultural understanding
Digital content industries New form of digital content
(e.g., Internet-related SPs,  Low cost of content product development
TV, digital content Market-guaranteed product
publishers) Constant and rich suppliers
 A large contribution by prosumers
Electronics information Encourage the adoption of personal electronic 
industry information products, such as digital still/video 
 camera, scanner, camera mobile
 Promote the creative consumption of electronic 
 products
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still vital for future creation and innovation. It is crucial to keep the right 
balance in a copyright system between total control and total freedom in 
order to sustain creativity. Creative Commons is an experiment that offers 
a layer of reasonable, flexible copyright, to protect creative works while 
encouraging certain uses of them.4 For instance, the BBC’s Creative Archive 
allows people to download, keep, manipulate, and share BBC factual pro-
grams for noncommercial use (BBC 2004). This DST solution will build a 
digital materials library through cooperation with content resources organ-
izations and adopt a flexible copyright system for such resources.

At the same time, the next concern is how to protect the works generated 
by this DST solution from infringement. First, a comprehensive contract 
should be signed and implemented between the website and the partici-
pants. Second, technological protection can be built into the platform. 
Third, distribution through mobile phones will be a relative easy area in 
which to provide protection, since mobile phone content distribution is 
within the control of the mobile operator: “the contracts between mobile 
operators and service providers usually state that mobile operators can ter-
minate the relationship without warning if the service provider is caught 
infringing other parties’ intellectual property rights” (Boltz and Comey 
2005).

Conclusion

DST has proved its commercial value through authentic and multimedia 
creativity, productive outcomes, ease of adoption, and a feasible operation 
framework. Its commercial value is further confirmed by the great market 
demand expressed by Generation C and the opportunities arising from cul-
tural tourism, one-off events such as the Olympic Games, and value-added 
services for mobile and other subscriber devices. These three areas can be 
integrated through a DST solution, in which an interactive platform is built 
to promote the DST concept, generate DST content, and filter out high-
quality and popular digital stories for further distribution. In terms of ben-
efits across all three perspectives, DST utilizes local communities’ memories 
and daily life stories to breathe life into historical heritage and tourism 
attractions. It brings a bottom-up perspective to the promotion of, for 
example, the Beijing Olympics and generates creative communication and 
cultural sharing in the use of mobile phones.
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This proposed DST solution is advanced from a strategic perspective and 
is based on theoretical research. In its application, it will require more mod-
ifications based on market research. With DST becoming more widespread 
internationally, China’s Generation C will mature and their creativity will 
begin to have commercial value. So, the moment for introducing DST into 
China’s market is approaching. The Beijing Olympics and its associated 
promotion, encouragement of citizen participation, and increasing tourism 
market all indicate a bright future for DST in China. The future vision of 
the DST solution is now encapsulated into one statement: “Experience 
authentic Chinese culture through the locals’ storytelling at any time and 
any place.”

Notes

1 Tale of Two Holidays: www.usatoday.com/news/graphics/snsflyover/flash.htm; 
Freeing Sex Slaves: www.nytimes.com/packages/khtml/2005/01/19/ opinion/
20040119_CAMBODIA_FEATURE.html

2 See www.conversegallery.com
3 See www.acmi.net.au/digitalstorytelling.jsp
4 See http://creativecommons.org (accessed November 18, 2008).
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An important locus of activity within the digital storytelling movement is 
the widespread focus on engaging marginalized youth as producers of the 
stories that matter to them most. In this chapter, I take stock of some of the 
moral and psychological tensions (Coles 1997) that are likely to confront 
those of us who organize digital storytelling programs for community 
youth. Since 2001, as a faculty member in a department of media and com-
munication at a small liberal arts college in Allentown, Pennsylvania, USA, 
I have collaborated with other faculty and community partners to provide 
meaningful technology-based afterschool activities for local youth. Like 
other digital storytelling initiatives with marginalized youth, I believe our 
efforts help local youth raise their public voices and contribute to the devel-
opment of their “agentive selves” (Hull 2003). Digital storytelling, and other 
forms of community media practices, do provide powerful opportunities 
for youth to experience themselves as producers (rather than consumers) of 
mediated messages. Equally compelling is the fact that when their stories 
are brought to public view, community members have the opportunity to 
see young people as allies in addressing problems within the community, 
rather than as “problems” themselves, as they are so commonly positioned 
across a range of institutions and discourses.

At the same time, doing digital storytelling with youth in my community 
has also immersed me (and students in my courses who assist in the work-
shops) in some profoundly contradictory and conflicted situations that 
have forced me to do business with my own social identity and to take stock of 
my location within the very structures of power that youth often name – 
and critique – in their digital stories. In this chapter I pose several questions 
that come directly from my digital storytelling experiences with local youth, 
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questions about objectivity and subjectivity, questions about  methods: how 
do we organize digital storytelling for marginalized youth? How do we 
engage youth in the digital storytelling process? What and whose interests 
shape our programs and practices? The questions posed here are intended 
to provoke reflection on our role as organizers of digital storytelling activi-
ties, how we position ourselves in relation to the stories that emerge in our 
workshops and programs, and how who we are informs which stories get 
told, by whom, and for whom.

For many compelling reasons, most reflections on young people’s digital 
stories are celebratory. Sometimes their stories speak compellingly from a 
youth perspective on social issues; sometimes their stories make us feel 
good about the potential of youth as advocates for community change; 
sometimes they make us cry, and have the power to evoke our moral out-
rage over the suffering and injustice that youth in our communities too 
often bear. At the same time, explicit stories about class, race, power, and 
culture frame our digital storytelling collaborations with marginalized 
youth. For those coming to this work from locations within institutions of 
higher education, ours is a position of privilege, while our youth partici-
pants are most often positioned, as Warschauer (2003) has aptly noted, on 
the “wrong side of the digital divide.” And while we aim to mobilize the 
various resources of our institutions (in terms of space and technology, as 
well as the human resources of students who often serve as mentors and 
assistants in digital storytelling programs) in the service of community 
youth so that they might tell their stories, there is also the matter of our 
stories, stories about where we stand in relation to the community where 
we do this work, in relation to its young people, its institutions, its histories, 
and inequities.

My focus here is on the social interactions between adults and young 
people that structure and inform digital storytelling production. What are 
our responsibilities to youth as we become witness to the experiences, 
hopes, and hardships that they document in their stories? What are our 
moral obligations to them as they put their stories – their identities – on the 
line for others to see and hear? To be sure, we do more than witness stories 
produced by community youth. To varying degrees we become co-producers 
of their stories. In what ways do we intervene in young people’s digital story-
telling production? How do we conceptualize our role in the production 
process? How do we reconcile our hopes and goals with those of our young 
collaborators? How do we navigate between multiple agendas which 
may be at odds with each other and which almost inevitably at moments 
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collide: the agendas of the institutions that support and fund our work, the 
agendas of community partners, young people, not to mention our own 
agendas? And when the workshops end and the stories are told, how do 
those stories continue to live with us, and how are we to live with the knowl-
edge they have taught us? What are we to do about the oppressions, strug-
gles, and hopes that are given voice and vision in these stories?

A common flashpoint for tension and contradiction between young 
people and the adults who organize their digital storytelling activities is 
consumer popular culture. As others have documented (Hull 2003, Seiter 
2004, Dyson 1997), young people regularly invoke the images and symbols 
of popular culture in their original media productions, and they do so to 
complex and mixed responses by participating adults. I should not have 
been surprised when these tensions surfaced early on in an afterschool dig-
ital authoring program, “In Our Eyes,” that I co-organized with the director 
of a local church-based community action organization for young people 
from an Allentown neighborhood known as the “weed and seed” district. 
The name comes from the federal grant strategy designed to “weed out” 
drugs, violence, and other criminal activity and to “seed” the designated 
area with programs designed to meet the community’s social and economic 
needs. As one effort in the broader initiative to engage youth as active 
 participants in this revitalization, we sought to leverage documentary and 
digital storytelling tools to foster young people’s evolving identity as agents 
of neighborhood change. Youth spent the first weeks of the program learn-
ing fundamental and more advanced techniques of photography, walking 
their neighborhood streets with the task of documenting things they wanted 
to change and other aspects of their social world they looked upon with 
pride. Their images documented some of the community’s most pernicious 
problems: poverty and urban blight (pictures of dilapidated buildings); 
safety (pictures of signs indicating “children at play”); gangs (pictures of 
graffiti the children recognized as gang-related); drugs (pictures of shoes 
hanging over a telephone wire that the children understood to mark the 
location of a crack house); and alcohol abuse (pictures of corner liquor-
store windows plastered with alcohol advertising). Pictures of police cars 
doubled as symbols of crime and representations of racism as youth spoke 
about police unfairly treating them as would-be criminals. Their photos 
also documented signs of community strength and revitalization: stoops 
lined with pots of blooming chrysanthemums, prospering local storefronts, 
a mural illustrating diversity and unity, families gathered on porches, an 
inviting, freshly painted playground.
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On a weekday afternoon, center-city children sat in pairs around 16 
 computers in the classroom where my students are usually 18–20-year-old 
undergraduates. Ready to get their hands on the digital photo-editing soft-
ware, they were asked to select one of their “problem” photos and digitally 
“fix” the issue represented. Many turned to popular culture for quick fixes. 
A scene of downtown’s once thriving commercial street, now marked by 
empty storefronts with “FOR LEASE” signs, was revitalized by locating 
SpongeBob SquarePants on a central corner. Two teenage girls enlivened a 
street devoid of any people by copying and pasting a traffic-stopping image 
of J. Lo. To be sure, these photos in part represent the children’s efforts to 
negotiate space in the adult-designed program for their own interests in 
surfing the Web for their favorite pop stars. But more than this, their photos 
also suggest their awareness of how much consumer media culture has co-
opted public life. My community partner was excited by their agility with 
the digital-imaging software (how facile they were with the tedious outlin-
ing tool), but unimpressed with their focus on pop stars. She worried aloud 
that her peers and the community decision-makers, who were an impor-
tant audience for these works, would see an image of a cartoon character 
and too easily dismiss the program designed to empower youth as agents of 
community change. While this “play” was fine for learning the software, the 
following week she began our session by reminding the youth that they 
were involved in the “serious” work of digitally illustrating “realistic” solu-
tions to the real-world problems they photographed. While a few students 
protested that their favorite celebrities could help the community, the pos-
sibilities of this conversation were left hanging. I wanted to hear more of 
this perspective, but I also wanted to be respectful of the goals as they were 
defined by my community partner. While it seemed we had not done justice 
to the young participants’ ideas about the role of popular culture in com-
munity life, I had responsibilities to uphold – and limited time in which to 
do it. But I wondered about my ethical responsibilities to the young story-
tellers throughout this process, and worried too that we might not be fully 
hearing their voices or fully seeing their visions of community life. As Anne 
Haas Dyson asserts: “Children have agency – not unlimited unstructured 
agency but agency nonetheless … they appropriate popular culture to par-
ticipate in and explore their worlds … they find in the media powerful and 
compelling images” (1997: 181). If we are trying to help young people 
render their stories, in their own voices, in their own terms, then we will 
have to reconcile our own complicated relationships with and our assump-
tions about young people’s investments in popular culture, and the terms 
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we establish regarding the inclusion (or more likely, the exclusion) of 
 popular culture in their digital storytelling work. Prohibiting popular 
 culture references may seem arbitrary and even unjust to the young 
 collaborators who so generously share their stories with us.

Building upon this afterschool work, we proposed and secured funding 
for a two-week summer workshop called the Kids Access Media Project, or 
KAMP. Similar to the first project, KAMP was designed to serve the com-
munity organization’s interest in developing young people’s skills as advo-
cates for community change. Most days a cadre of church volunteers 
transported 12 young people 16 city blocks west from their church to the 
college campus, where we spent half-days working with digital media tech-
nology in the otherwise quiet summer space of my department’s classroom 
and labs. Early in the first week, we spent two days conducting “field work” 
for their projects in their neighborhood, equipped with disposable and dig-
ital cameras ready to record sites and scenes they considered beautiful and 
sources of pride in the neighborhood as well as the things that were not 
working and that they wanted to change. The young documentarians found 
pride in a neighborhood mural, a downtown fountain (inviting on that 
particularly hot summer morning), a well-equipped and clean park. At the 
same time, there was no shortage of evidence calling out for neighborhood 
improvement, documented in photos of heaps of trash on the sidewalk, 
litter, a park slide tagged with graffiti, cars driving dangerously fast down 
alleys where children play, and other scenes marking the presence of crime 
recognized and documented by these discerning eyes.

Printing their photos back on campus late in the evening, my colleague, 
inspired by their attention to detail, to human actuality, created an exhibit 
of prints to greet the KAMPers when they returned to the air-conditioned 
classroom the following morning. Between the time we left in the evening 
and 8 a.m. the next day, those photos themselves became the targets of dis-
turbing racist and denigrating graffiti. Because the building was locked 
overnight, we were at a loss to figure out who might have been responsible 
for this injustice, and we wrestled with our own responsibilities to the young 
people, our worry that unwittingly we had made them available for such 
attack. Five girls, of diverse racial and ethnic locations, were photographed 
together, posed in front of a prominent downtown building. Scrawled above 
the head of the black girl was the phrase, “Whatchew talkin bout Willis?” 
Other photos, shot inside the classroom during media literacy sessions 
taught by a faculty colleague, were tagged with remarks that imposed upon 
the children pictured a lack of intelligence and inability to speak (“my wist 
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hurt” is graffitied over the head of a girl raising her hand in response to the 
professor’s question). These photos, the very products of youth engagement 
and critical awareness, are transformed by graffiti that attributes to them 
stereotypes of urban youth as lazy, disengaged, and disrespectful (in a photo 
where the white female professor is gesturing with her arm up, words 
scrawled above a Latino boy’s head read “put yo arm down wench”).

The original images shot by the children for their digital stories are a 
direct challenge to those who would dismiss urban youth. While documenting 
their community, they are also documenting themselves in the process of 
becoming agents of community change. Their photos and digital stories 
give powerful voice and vision to their aspirations to remake their social 
world. That morning, the graffiti across their beautiful photos stopped my 
colleague and me in our tracks. We held in our hands yet further evidence 
of the very issue of racism that underpinned several of the community sto-
ries that were emerging in the workshop. We agreed that the vandalism to 
their creative work itself demanded documenting. There was our own 
dismay (but not surprise) that the representations of urban youth as 
thoughtful, active community members would be so threatening (and the 
nagging question of who was responsible). But we wondered especially 
about our moral obligations in this instance to our young workshop par-
ticipants. There was surely a “teachable moment” to be had with those 
photos. But at what cost? Such a conversation, we worried, might risk rein-
forcing the real boundaries that separate their neighborhood (the place 
they were documenting) and the college (the place where they were pro-
ducing their documentary stories). In stark contrast to the “Welcome!” 
signs we had posted around the building, the vandalized photos sent the 
message: “You are not really welcome here.” With no more than minutes to 
decide prior to the children’s arrival, we chose to take down the vandalized 
photos and keep them from their view. The children encountered the 
remaining photos with delight and obvious pride in seeing their original 
work displayed and valued. Our instincts had been to shield them from 
those who had devalued and defaced their work, but we had to live with the 
fact that their ongoing work was taking place within a context not entirely 
within our control, a space that was proving to be not entirely friendly to 
urban minority youth. We reported the incident to the campus police later 
that day, but there was no follow-up until a week later when the workshop 
was completed and the children were no longer on campus. Again we ques-
tioned whether we had been responsible enough. We were prepared to be 
supportive allies to these youth as they took stock of injustices in their local 
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environments. But we had been stopped in our tracks when confronted 
with injustice within our own environment.

I have not said much here about the courageous stories by young pro-
ducers that I have been privileged to know here in Allentown. I doubt that 
I could do justice to their particularity in the short space of this chapter. But 
I can call attention to the conditions we make possible (and impossible) for 
the production of young people’s digital stories. On his website, Daniel 
Meadows has written that a digital storytelling workshop “gives its partici-
pants courage, for making a digital story isn’t easy.” A critical method for 
facilitating digital storytelling, I argue, calls upon the facilitators to be 
 courageous as well, to ask difficult questions about the roles we play in this 
process, and about the theories and methods that we bring to these encoun-
ters. What are our responsibilities to the community youth we engage in 
digital storytelling, to their stories, and to the calls for action their stories 
invoke? Anyone who does digital storytelling with youth has surely  witnessed 
the struggles of young storytellers as they work with voice and image, and 
confront their own stories of oppressions, suffering, injustice, and resist-
ance. As the custodians of this process, how can we be more mindful of our 
role in the construction of new cultural practices and the meaning-making 
that emerges through these practices? Digital stories by community youth 
often have the power to awaken a community’s awareness of social injus-
tices – so many of which are born on the backs of poor and minority young 
people. While much of what we do focuses on helping these youth tell their 
stories, we must also begin to consider what happens to us as we listen to 
our young collaborators’ stories. Listen deeply, the Center for Digital 
Storytelling website commands. And then, once we have listened deeply, 
what are we to do? What actions do young people’s stories of injustice 
demand of us? What is required is a critical engagement with youth as they 
struggle to render their stories, but that engagement should not end with 
the stories. We need a critical engagement that requires us to do business 
with our responsibilities to these young people now that their voices have 
been raised.
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Education is susceptible to fads (Maddux and Cummings 2003). 
Technological innovations have brought about a number of fads in 
 education that have failed to meet expectations (Oppenheimer 1997). 
Despite storytelling’s recent renaissance, storytelling is not a fad; it has 
been used throughout history for teaching and learning (Abrahamson 
1998). Stories help make meaning out of experience (Bruner 1996, 
Schank 1990). Experience, and the stories created to make sense of that 
experience, is key to learning (Schank 1990, Zull 2002). Stories also 
help build connections with prior knowledge and improve memory 
(Schank 1990). As a result, good stories “are remembered longer by 
 students than lessons that lack them” (Rex et al. 2002: 787). Given 
 storytelling’s  central role in living and learning and the technological 
explosion since the late 1980s, it is not  surprising to find digital story-
telling entering the academic mainstream (Ohler 2005/6). However, 
despite the growing popularity of digital storytelling, its place in the 
classroom is still unclear.

Digital Storytelling and Education

Digital storytelling is used to describe a variety of different things. However, 
when educators talk about it, they are typically talking about the Center for 
Digital Storytelling (CDS) tradition of digital storytelling. Thus, related 
trends using digital moviemaking (e.g., Sweeder 2007), video case studies 
(e.g., Harris, Pinnegar, and Teemant 2005), and telling stories online 
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(e.g., Mellon 1999) are beyond the scope of this chapter. Instead, I focus on 
how the CDS tradition of digital storytelling is being used (and trans-
formed) for educational purposes.

A digital story, in the CDS tradition, is a 2–3-minute personal story told 
with the use of graphics, audio, and video. It includes many, if not all, of the 
following seven elements:

1. Point (of View)
2. Dramatic Question
3. Emotional Content
4. The Gift of Your Voice
5. The Power of the Soundtrack
6. Economy
7. Pacing (Lambert 2002)

These elements, coupled with the short duration, are what differentiate a 
CDS digital story from other types of digital stories or other media (e.g., 
film/TV/YouTube/blog). Digital storytelling is quickly capturing the hearts 
and imaginations of educators because it combines traditional storytelling 
with modern-day pop culture and technology. Educators have identified a 
list of educational benefits of digital storytelling; I list the most cited ones 
below.

Increase student engagement

Students are motivated, engaged, and interested in digital storytelling 
(Davis 2004, Hofer and Swan 2006). This is because digital storytelling, 
unlike traditional instructional strategies, engages students in the “language 
of their generation” (Hofer and Swan 2006: 679). Whether it is the Internet, 
television, film, or video games, students are interested in multimedia 
(Kajder 2004). As a result, digital storytelling offers educators a new and 
exciting way to captivate students’ interests like never before.

Give access to a global audience

Another benefit is the fact that digital stories can be shown online. Students 
are motivated by the possibility of showing their story to a global audience 
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(Roland 2006, Salpeter 2005). In fact, Standley (2003) has claimed that this 
alone makes digital storytelling more powerful than other forms of story-
telling. Putting digital stories online serves other educational purposes. The 
value of storytelling lies both in the telling and the retelling (Brown and 
Duguid 2002). Digital storytelling enables a student a chance to tell their 
story time and time again.

Amplify students’ voice

Perhaps one of the greatest benefits is digital storytelling’s ability to reach 
the many “unheard and unseen students” in our classrooms (Bull and 
Kajder 2004). Storytelling gives students voice (Burk 2000). However,  digital 
storytelling can give students voice “in ways that are not possible without 
the technology” (Hofer and Swan 2006: 680) because it can amplify a stu-
dent’s voice (Kajder, Bull, and Albaugh 2005). Further, it can help give voice 
to struggling readers and writers (Bull and Kajder 2004) and students with 
special needs (Salpeter 2005), as well as students who do not fit the typical 
academic model (Ohler 2005/6).

Leverage multiple literacies

Literacy is no longer viewed simply as reading and writing. To be effective 
communicators in the twenty-first century, students need to be able to 
employ a number of different literacies (Porter 2006). Digital storytelling 
helps reach students’ existing multiliteracies (Kajder, Bull, and Albaugh 
2005). Further, multimodal texts, like digital stories, “increase the mean-
ing-making potential of a text” (Hull and Nelson 2005: 225), thereby 
giving students a different kind of meaning-making and a different way of 
knowing.

Student emotion

Emotion has been shown to be central to teaching and learning. One of the 
benefits of digital storytelling is its unique way of giving voice to, space for, 
and validation of student emotion. Digital storytelling has been shown “to 
provide closure to deeply emotional issues in … [students] lives” (Robin 
and Pierson 2005: 713).
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Agency

Perhaps the most complicated and least understood benefit is digital story-
telling’s ability to create agentive senses of self (Hull and Katz 2006). The 
stories we tell about ourselves influence our sense of self (i.e., who we see 
ourselves as and who others see us as) (Bruner 2002, Schank and Abelson 
1995). Hull and Katz (2006) and Davis (2004) have shown how digital sto-
rytelling can serve as a tool for self authoring and agency (and hopefully 
change).

Some other commonly identified benefits range from increasing student 
reflection (Barrett 2004), engendering student creativity (Hofer and Swan 
2006), increasing students’ technology skills (Robin 2006), developing com-
munication skills (Porter 2006), appealing to diverse learning styles 
(University of Houston n.d.), creating critical thinkers (Ohler 2005/6) and 
critical viewers of media (Howell and Howell 2003), improving research 
skills (University of Houston n.d.), and, finally, building learning commu-
nities (Standley and Ormiston 2003).

Trends

Digital storytelling is being used for educational purposes in elementary 
and secondary classrooms, computer courses, after-school programs, and 
college classes, as well as in professional development settings. Below, I 
address some of the ways it is being used.

Digital storytelling contests

One method of integrating digital storytelling into schools, districts, and 
communities has been through the use of digital storytelling contests. 
Notable here are the iDidaMovie and Island Movie. Contests like these have 
been successful with uniting people and building learning communities 
(Standley 2003). In these contests students and teachers develop and share 
digital stories (Standley and Ormiston 2003).1
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After-school clubs

Another commonly used method is to integrate digital storytelling into 
after-school clubs. DUSTY in Oakland, California (Hull and Nelson 2005) 
and the Cyber Cougar Club in Denver, Colorado (Davis 2004) are two exam-
ples from the USA. These types of programs often develop partnerships 
with colleges and universities to serve socially and economically  marginalized 
children; some are also part of the fifth-dimension network of after-school 
programs. Some of the best empirical studies on digital storytelling have 
been done in these types of programs (e.g., Davis 2004, Hull and Katz 2006, 
Hull and Nelson 2005). However, it is important to highlight that these pro-
grams often involve faculty, graduate students, and volunteers who work 
individually with students to help co-construct their digital story.

Classroom integration

Perhaps the fastest growing method involves integrating digital storytelling 
projects into elementary, secondary, and post-secondary classrooms. Educators 
have had students create their own digital stories in language art classrooms 
(Banaszewski 2002, Kajder 2004), undergraduate and graduate IT courses 
(Hofer and Swan 2006, Robin and Pierson 2005), and in teacher preparation 
courses (Lathem, Reyes, and Qi 2006) to name a few (see Rudnicki et al. 2006 
for other cross-discipline examples). Educators have also created their own 
digital stories to enhance lessons (Robin 2006) as well as to introduce them-
selves to students when teaching online (Lowenthal and Dunlap 2007).

Issues

Despite its growing popularity, there are a number of technological and 
pedagogical challenges with using digital storytelling for educational 
 purposes (Hofer and Swan 2006). The following are just a few issues that 
educators need to consider.

Time

Creating digital stories takes time (Hofer and Swan 2006, Kajder 2004). The 
CDS takes 3–4 full days in their workshops to create a digital story; others 
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have spent 4–6 months on digital storytelling projects (Banaszewski 2002, 
Davis 2004). In addition, today’s standardized curricula leave little time to 
spend days or weeks creating digital stories (Kajder, Bull, and Albaugh 
2005). Therefore, educators need to be prepared for the time commitment 
a student-centered digital storytelling project may require.

Training

Creating digital stories is not easy (Meadows 2003). In fact, the average edu-
cator does not have the technical skills to facilitate a digital storytelling 
project. While Ohler (2005/6) encourages educators not to be intimidated, 
I suggest that proper training in both technology and pedagogy is a vital 
component of a successful digital storytelling project. The CDS offers work-
shops on how to create a digital story. While students often possess the skills 
needed for a digital storytelling project, they often still need guidance.

Curriculum

Digital storytelling is not a panacea; it is the pedagogy and not the technol-
ogy that makes the difference. Educators need to identify what their stu-
dents need to know and be able to do and then decide how digital 
storytelling can accomplish this; Ohler claims that “if digital stories are 
going to survive in education, they need to be tied to the curriculum” 
(2005/6: 46). In other words, student-centered digital storytelling projects 
must be aligned with appropriate standards and support student learning 
(Hofer and Swan 2006).

Structure

The success of a digital storytelling project depends on its structure. Without 
adequate structure, students begin adding images and music rather than focus-
ing on their story (Standley 2003). The story should always be in the fore-
ground (Banaszewski 2002, Bull and Kajder 2004). By emphasizing a 
story-centric approach, educators can help prevent students from creating a 
techno-centric, special effects-driven product. Educators also need to be clear 
about their expectations; their expectations can often “help determine the 
quality, focus and direction of student products” (Hofer and Swan 2006: 681).
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Emotion and trust

Some students are not comfortable with the depth of emotion that is some-
times involved in creating a digital story. Educators need to create a safe and 
trusting environment if they hope to tap into student emotion. In fact, 
Banaszewski (2002) recommends that educators create their own digital 
story to demonstrate their willingness to take the risk of sharing.

Access

Perhaps the most important issue is access. While some are optimistic that 
all educators need “is a digital video or still camera; a scanner; a networked, 
multimedia computer; video-editing software” (Roland 2006: 26), others 
point out that educators rarely have easy access to what they need (Kajder, 
Bull, and Albaugh 2005). Educators should not assume that students have 
access either; thus, educators should think twice before expecting students 
to complete digital storytelling projects at home. However, this is also one 
of the reasons to provide students – especially marginalized students who 
are being digitally excluded – an opportunity to become media producers 
rather than consumers (Tucker 2006).

Assessment

One last issue that educators must consider is assessment. Assessment of 
student learning is an important component of any digital storytelling 
project and must be carefully planned for (Hofer and Swan 2006). Barrett 
(2006) provides some rubrics that can be used as a starting point; Ohler 
(2007) also has written an entire chapter on assessing digital stories. 
However, educators need to be aware of the complexities of assessing 
 student work that might be very emotional and that they themselves might 
have helped coauthor. After-school programs and digital story contests 
often avoid this dilemma by not formally assessing or separating develop-
ment and assessment.

There are, of course, other challenges and issues (e.g., copyright) that 
educators need to consider, but with proper planning and forethought, 
these issues can be addressed.
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Conclusion

Despite the lack of research, educators appear to be having great success 
using digital storytelling for educational purposes. As digital storytelling 
grows in popularity, it continues to change and take on a local flavor 
(Salpeter 2005). However, many questions arise as educators continue to 
experiment with this emerging instructional technology. For instance, are 
certain elements of a digital story more important than others? What hap-
pens if a digital story is lacking a first-person “point of view?” Does a digital 
story have to have “emotional content” to be effective or to even be consid-
ered a digital story in the CDS tradition? While Bernard Robin (2006) 
argues that there are different types of digital stories, I often find that the 
further educators get from the CDS model, the weaker the digital stories 
become. Perhaps the power of digital storytelling is not in the CDS method 
but rather in providing students with an opportunity to have a voice and to 
create something that is meaningful to them and relevant to their life.

Note

1 For more information on the rules of a contest like this, visit www.aste.org
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Organizations are highly coordinated, structured, and stable. They have a 
job – to educate children, to manufacture lug nuts, to elect political candi-
dates – and their structures, processes, and people are all arranged so that 
this job gets done. Because organizations are so focused, most of their busi-
ness happens within predictable structures. We might say every organiza-
tion has its syntax, a fairly rigid set of norms and practices that coordinates 
its daily business. The people within organizations, on the other hand, are 
not so orderly. They get bored, disillusioned, antsy, ambitious. They want 
more money, more glory, more fun. They see the behemoth they work for 
slowly churning along and think: we could do better. They go to training 
workshops, they start initiatives, they occasionally try to break the syntax 
and feel that their work is fresh again.

Digital storytelling, for many people within organizations, promises a 
break from syntax. Representatives of schools, nonprofits, and community 
organizations imagine uses for digital storytelling and they seek out train-
ing, most often in the form of three- or four-day “train-the-trainer” work-
shops. My research has been focused on what happens after these workshops. 
Train-the-trainer workshops are predicated on two assumptions: first, that 
digital storytelling has positive value to organizations, and second, that 
novices can be taught to help others produce digital stories. To investigate 
these assumptions, I followed up a number of organizations whose repre-
sentatives attended workshops run by a digital storytelling training busi-
ness on the east coast of the USA called Stories for Change (hereafter SFC – 
a pseudonym), and I spent 15 months doing a detailed study of digital 
storytelling implementation at one newly trained organization, a college 
and career bridge program called Tech Year (also a pseudonym).

19
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This chapter explores some of the difficulties that organizations face 
when they try to start or sustain digital storytelling projects. Digital 
 storytelling is deceptively complicated. Although it involves user-friendly 
tools and draws on “vernacular” literacies (Burgess 2006a), the attention 
and orchestration required to produce and use digital stories is intense. 
As one participant at an SFC workshop said, “I’ve done a lot of training 
over the years, with all different kinds of ages, but this is a lot. It’s differ-
ent than doing a technical training[; it’s not] like ‘this is how you use 
Photoshop’.” Complicating matters for these new trainees is that nothing 
is ever done in isolation in organizations, and multifaceted new projects 
like digital storytelling can rub against many aspects of organizational 
practice, often in ways that cause discomfort or discord. Even those 
trainees who have or develop the technical and pedagogical skills neces-
sary to deploy digital storytelling in their organization may find that the 
organization’s syntax – its established structures and norms – gets in 
their way.

As Kevin Tharp and Liz Hills (2004) note, the potential of any new media 
is not intrinsic to that media, but rather realized in context. In other words, 
digital storytelling will not change the world because it is a media form that 
revives storytelling or repositions media consumers as producers. It will, 
rather, change the world because social groups and organizations figure out 
meaningful ways to use the practice and the stories. To have real effect, then, 
digital storytelling requires implementation: this chapter offers some 
 guidance on how to accomplish that.

The Digital Storytelling Skill Set

Although digital storytelling is often aligned with forms of participatory 
media such as blogs and fan fiction, these online genres are much leaner 
and more fully supported by existing technologies, primarily the Internet. 
Trained facilitators make digital storytelling workshops work; as Jean 
Burgess (2006a: 209) says, digital storytelling is an “institutionally sup-
ported” form of composition as of now. That institutional support can be 
formidable. Daniel Meadows (2003: 190), for example, described his team 
for the “Capture Wales” project as having the following members: a project 
manager, a script expert, a video editor, IT support, and a creative director. 
Meadows’s team also included Welsh-speaking experts to negotiate  language 
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and cultural differences. This large and professional team was surely key to 
the success of the “Capture Wales” project.

Organizational members who have just finished a digital storytelling 
train-the-trainer workshop will not have at their disposal a team like 
Meadows’s. If they are lucky, they will have an enthusiastic and supportive 
supervisor, a small budget, and a little staffing support or release time. If the 
new trainee seeks out published information to help her plan a workshop, 
she will likely find “how-to” articles, which tend to distil digital storytelling 
practice into a set of composition-based steps. Kajder, Bull, and Albaugh’s 
(2005) list of steps is representative, and includes the following: write an 
initial script; plan an accompanying storyboard; discuss and revise the 
script; sequence the images in the video editor; add the narrative track; add 
special effects and transitions; and add a musical soundtrack. Table 19.1, 
which distils observations I made in my research study at Tech Year as well 
as comments from follow-up interviews with other SFC workshop attend-
ees, suggests how these steps parse out into component skills. For the sake 
of comparison, column C shows how an expert team, like Meadows’s sup-
port team for “Capture Wales,” likely divides and manages the many skills 
required to produce digital stories in a group workshop.

My interviews with participants who had learned digital storytelling at 
SFC workshops and returned to their home organizations, eager to imple-
ment digital storytelling, raise several points about the process illustrated in 
Table 19.1. First, many organizations who trained with SFC were stymied 
very early in the digital storytelling process, in the “Planning and setup” 
stage at the top of column A. I’ve noted that stage, along with the eighth 
stage, “Post-production and distribution,” in italics, as these are not on 
Kadjer et al.’s (2005) list of steps and are seldom mentioned in how-to arti-
cles. Few trainees have much experience with the logistical and technical 
setup required to organize their own digital storytelling workshop. Laura, a 
professor at a school of public health who had sent two graduate students 
to the SFC workshop, along with a representative from a community health 
organization with which the school had a partnership, described the early-
stage difficulties she encountered:

It’s been frustrating for me, just the logistics. Every single logistic. From the 
getting people trained – and that’s a frustration, you know you train people 
but they leave. [… and] you can’t expect that the person who got trained is 
going to be so proficient that they can pass on the skills easily. So the training/
retraining, the technical issues of do we have the right computer, do we have 
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the right software – I’m not that interested in learning that, I just need to 
know what we need. And then just also the community aspect, which I’m 
obviously much more familiar with, because this is no different than any 
other community work we do. But it’s difficult. It’s time-consuming.

Table 19.1 The steps, skills, and support team involved in the DST workshop process

A: Kajder et al.’s steps B: Component skills C: Meadows’s CW team

0. Planning and setup Buy equipment
Install software
Recruit storytellers
Find lab space with adequate
computers
Reconfigure 3-day workshop schedule
in a way that fits
organization’s/storytellers’schedules

pro project manager

1. Write an initial
script

Teach story generation
Teach story structure
Find model stories to show
Teach personal writing
Help low-literacy writers write
Negotiate cultural and language
differences

script expert

cultural liaison

creative director

video editor,IT support

3. Discuss and revise
script

Create a comfortable writing
workshop
Give group and individual
writing feedback
Negotiate difficult personal issues

script editor, creative
director

4. Sequence the images
in video-editing software
5. Add the narrative track
6. Add special effects
7. Add music

Teach video-editing software
Troubleshoot video-editing
software
Record audio
Edit audio
Enforce deadlines

video editor, IT support

8. Post-production
and distribution

Post-produce video
Compress files
Prepare CDs and DVDs 
Distribute stories via the Web

Secure permissions and
consent
Determine how to use
stories in concert with
existing organizational
materials

2. Plan an
accompanying storyboard

Understand and teach multimodal
composition
Understand copyright law and find
copyright-free resources
Understand file formats
Teach image editing software
Understand file transfer and storage
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Laura isolates a number of common difficulties faced by SFC trainees. 
First, many new trainees simply did not know the story-making process 
well enough to teach it to others. Second, the technical and logistical steps 
necessary to plan a workshop are both complicated and for many people, 
uninteresting. Third – and this is a problem I saw often, which occurred 
primarily in either the planning and setup or scriptwriting stages – is 
what Laura calls the “community aspect.” Many organizations that are 
drawn to digital storytelling are so drawn because they work with little-
heard, disenfranchised communities. This was the case with Laura and 
her team, who wanted to help members of the Cambodian community 
make digital stories about depression. While representatives of under-
represented communities have compelling and valuable stories to tell, 
they also often have difficult and hectic lives, which do not pair well with 
the time-intensive nature of digital storytelling. As one of the graduate 
students working on Laura’s project said of the Cambodian women she 
was working with, “their lives are complicated.” Issues like low literacy, 
cultural and language differences, and even lives of exile, in which per-
sonal photos have been lost or left behind, were common difficulties that 
the SFC trainees faced as they worked on community-based digital story-
telling initiatives.

When new trainees successfully navigated the digital storytelling plan-
ning process, still other hitches arose. Some trainees were uncomfortable 
with being a teacher, a stance required of a digital storytelling facilitator. 
Carmen, who had led other technical training in the past, said that the 
intricacy of digital storytelling made it particularly key to do one of her 
least favorite things, “be the bad guy,” and keep people on task during 
steps 1–7 in Table 19.1. Others were challenged by the particular tact and 
grace required by step 3, discussing and revising the script. Ray, an after-
school educator, said: “I think [the SFC train-the-trainer workshop] 
worked because of the [story] circles. That was something I couldn’t 
duplicate.”

The last step of the digital storytelling workshop which, as I said, is 
given scant attention in articles about digital storytelling, is post-production 
and distribution. To have an impact, digital stories need to get off of 
 computers and into distribution channels – either the Web or media like 
CDs or DVDs – and this is perhaps the most technically complicated part 
of the digital  storytelling process. SFC trainees had a host of problems 
with post- production and distribution, ranging from minor problems, like 
an inaudible showing because no one thought to bring external speakers, 
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to major ones, like being unable to turn video software files into any dis-
tributable format.

An elaborated list of skills, like those in Table 19.1, can be helpful for new 
digital storytellers as they plan the organizational deployment of the prac-
tice. If an organization is unaware of all of these steps or unwilling or unable 
to delegate people to do them – either from their own staff or outside con-
sultants – then it is unlikely they will be able to run on-site digital storytell-
ing workshops.

The Syntax of Organizations: A Genre Model 
for Digital Storytelling Implementation

Organizational use of digital storytelling, however, can be even more com-
plicated than this extensive list of skills suggests. Deeper difficulties arise, 
particularly when organizations wish to sustain the practice rather than run 
a one-shot production workshop. One or many of digital storytelling’s 
component parts may also require that organizational members step out-
side of the familiar syntax within which they do their daily work. Stepping 
outside of these norms can cause stress, discord, or breakdowns in work 
processes.

Getting a grasp on the nature of an organization’s syntax, the complex 
and interdependent structures that coordinate organizational work, is dif-
ficult. Much of the analysis of my case-study site, Tech Year, involved testing 
what I saw happening during their implementation efforts against various 
theories of how order is maintained and processes are changed in organiza-
tions. Tech Year is a multi-site, one-year intensive education and technical 
skills training program, with its headquarters in Boston, Massachusetts. Its 
aim is to get recent high-school graduates on a successful life track through 
classes and a paid corporate apprenticeship. After attending SFC’s train-
the-trainer workshop, Tech Year’s head writing teacher, Madeline Davis, 
returned to Tech Year hoping to integrate digital storytelling into the pro-
gram’s Business Writing curriculum.

Ultimately, it was North American genre theory that I found most help-
ful in illuminating those implementation difficulties at Tech Year that could 
not be explained from a skills perspective. For over twenty years, genre 
 theorists have been investigating how standardized text forms, known as 
organizational genres, mediate and reinforce social practice in organizations. 
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Genre theory is based on the idea that recurrent patterns of text use both 
reflect and constitute social action within organizations (Miller 1984). In 
other words, the way that organizations do their work is in large degree 
reflected in and determined by the texts they use. For example, the work 
order in an engineering firm, a document engineering firms use to trace the 
progress of projects, affects how power is distributed between engineers 
and technicians, and establishes the rhythm of their work (Winsor 2003). 
The intake form that a social worker fills out to process a new client  regulates 
how the client is positioned and limits the range of possible dynamics 
between client and social worker (Paré 2002). Both of these examples 
 suggest how generic texts constitute organizational practice. But the 
 structure of generic texts also reflects organizational practice. The engineer-
ing work order, for example, developed and persists because it regulates 
action important to engineering firms, project-based engineer-technician 
 cooperation.

An organization’s texts and textual practices – its genres – are then in a 
tight, interdependent relationship with local context. This context can be 
broken down into six dimensions, as shown in Figure 19.1. Digital story-
telling, as a new textual practice learned outside of the organization, may 
not be closely aligned with all of these dimensions. It may, in fact, contra-
dict or conflict with some aspects of an organization’s context. It is these 
misalignments and “dis-coordinations” that cause many of the problems 
new digital storytellers face as they try to deploy the practice in their 
organizations.

Moving around Figure 19.1, the genre–context graphic, we can clarify 
how genres work by looking at one genre that Tech Year hoped to supple-
ment or replace with digital storytelling – the five-paragraph essay that was 
used as an assignment in the business writing classroom. The five- paragraph 
essay, with its standard structure (the first paragraph introduces the thesis, 
the next three paragraphs each address a single point pertaining to that 
thesis, and the fifth and final paragraph summarizes the discussion and 
restates the thesis), is ubiquitous in writing classrooms. But at Tech Year, the 
five-paragraph essay genre also fit fairly well with the organization’s syntax. 
First, the assignment was aligned with the core functions of the writing 
course, the organizational actions that the writing class was designed to 
achieve: to prepare students for corporate apprenticeships and to prepare 
them for college. Second, the assignment allowed for a typical range of 
 personal action from both students and teachers. Students, for example, 
could write the essay for a grade; teachers could give grades and feedback. 
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6. rhetorical frames

5. material environment and
work patterns

4. texts and textual
practices

3. relationships and social order

Genre
Standardized text type. Texts

of a genre respond to a
similar situation,

and accomplish social action
in their production and use

2. personal action

1. organizational action

Figure 19.1 The genre–context graphic. This shows the relationship between a 
genre and six dimensions of organizational context. Genres and their context are in 
a reciprocal, or dialogic relationship, as indicated by the double arrows: genres 
reflect their context and help constitute that context

Third, the five-paragraph essay encouraged students and teachers to relate 
in familiar relationships and social orders, positioning the teachers as expert 
coaches and evaluators, knowledgeable about the essay’s form. Fourth, the 
five-paragraph essay assignment was deployed with a familiar set of texts 
and textual processes, including already-written handouts and familiar ways 
of drafting and revising. Fifth, the genre fit with the typical material envi-
ronment and work patterns at Tech Year, where students in writing classes sat 
at desks, as opposed to in a computer lab or a story circle. Sixth, and finally, 
the existing genre of the five-paragraph essay made sense within natural-
ized rhetorical frames, the familiar mental frameworks that individuals 
at Tech Year applied when they envisioned the purpose of the business 
 writing class.

Madeline Davis, the writing director at Tech Year, was excited about dig-
ital storytelling because she recognized its potential – were it to replace 
assignments like the five-paragraph essay – to shake up many of Tech Year’s 
familiar ways of being. And in fact, during Tech Year’s pilot efforts with 
digital storytelling, many of the dimensions of organizational context at 
Tech Year did change, at least temporarily. Students had access to a new 
range of personal action through their classroom work: they posted their 
stories on YouTube and forwarded them to professional mentors, the later a 
proactive move not typically motivated by classroom work. Teachers, 
plunged into the new world of multimedia composition, were positioned as 
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learners alongside their students. Student voices took on new importance 
and played a part in carving out a space for new organizational action, like 
the staff-wide discussions of individual students that were occurring after 
the staff viewed students’ digital stories. New texts arose, such as a Web 
portal where class assignments were posted. But alongside these new poten-
tials were new difficulties. Some students were resistant to the new social 
roles they were being asked to inhabit in the classroom, such as that of con-
fessional storyteller or Tech Year spokesperson. A number of Tech Year 
staffers objected to digital storytelling because it did not fit within the rhe-
torical frames they used to account for the business of the business-writing 
classroom, which they understood to be rehearsing forms of professional 
communication and improving grammar and mechanical correctness.

For those organizations like Tech Year that strive for a sustainable, long-
term implementation of digital storytelling, the concepts of genre theory 
clarify the challenge they face: how to make digital storytelling – a foreign 
practice learned outside of the organization – into a genre that fits with 
these six dimensions of their organizational context.

Last Words

A break in syntax can help people see their world afresh. But without a map 
or an expert to guide us though these changes, times of syntactic variation 
can feel disorienting and unproductive. Genre theory and the genre– context 
graphic can provide such a map. Organizations can use the graphic as a 
heuristic at the beginning of an implementation, to ensure careful plan-
ning. When problems arise during implementation, a close look at a range 
of contextual factors may clarify their source. For new digital storytellers, it 
takes both skills training and a clear sense of the challenges ahead to get 
digital storytelling out of expert-led trainings and into their organizations, 
where its real potential lies.
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Introduction

The digital storytelling genre originated by the Center for Digital Storytelling 
(CDS) trains citizens to create their own story, in their own voice, without 
interference from media professionals. We suggest that the genre is a  reactive – 
rather than interactive – medium whose strength lies in its prescriptive 
format. This format provides a method and tools to support the individual 
creative process. However, this emphasis on individual expression may limit 
the sustainability of the genre. Using examples of community co-creation 
and distribution projects, we argue that a strategic team-based approach to 
participatory content creation may provide a more sustainable approach 
for communities and organizations engaged in this kind of collaboration.

Interactive or Reactive?

The application of communication technology to provide an interactive 
media space created and populated by citizens is an ongoing process. 
Amateur radio, citizens’ band, community media, citizen journalism, and 
social media are just some of many examples of participatory communica-
tion and content creation. Should digital stories sit within this genealogy?

The term “digital storytelling” can be applied to many narrative forms 
including hypertext, interactive stories, and computer games (Wu 2006). 
This chapter uses the term to describe the format popularized by the CDS. 
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Using the CDS definition, a digital story might fit the description of a 
homemade video more closely than that of an interactive medium. It is a 
three-minute mini-movie made by non-professionals which uses images 
and a narrated voice-over. It is a personal story, conceived, written, edited, 
and narrated by the storyteller – apparently free from any interference from 
media professionals. It is a work of individual creativity; a one-way com-
munication destined for viewing by a limited audience of the storyteller’s 
family and friends. At least, this seems to be the case for the substantial 
digital storytelling programs at the CDS and the Australian Centre for the 
Moving Image (ACMI). To date, very few of the stories made by workshop 
participants at these centers are available on the respective organizations’ 
websites. A wider audience can usually only watch these stories if the crea-
tor chooses to upload them to YouTube or similar. So far, the distinguishing 
features of a digital story could be applied to a wedding video. But there’s at 
least one big difference in terms of production: we don’t need a video 
camera to make a digital story. Our family photo albums provide more than 
enough memories and materials to create this unique form of “scrapbook 
TV.” That is, as long as we have access to a scanner, personal computer, and 
photo manipulation and video-editing applications – and someone to teach 
us how to use them.

Fortunately there exist some online digital story collections, which may 
lead us toward a definition of digital storytelling as an interactive medium. 
The BBC’s “Capture Wales” project features a substantial collection of dig-
ital stories created in workshops by community participants and accessible 
by an online audience via the project website. Perhaps this portal consti-
tutes an interactive medium? The visitor to the site can browse, point, and 
click; and also has the facility to “have a say” by typing a comment into a 
text box, on condition that “The BBC reserves the right to select and edit 
comments.”1 Yet this level of interaction with the digital collection is rela-
tively poor in comparison with the complex many-to-many interactivity 
afforded by social utility and networking sites such as Facebook and Flickr. 
If an interaction system is one “in which both actor and reactor are engaged 
in a mutually affecting experience” (Shedroff 2001), then we can echo 
Kidd’s view (2005) to suggest that the “Capture Wales” portal is another 
example of “reactive” rather than “interactive” technology (Williams 1974).

If the stories themselves are one-way communications – and if examples 
of online collections do seem to behave rather more reactively than interac-
tively – then perhaps digital storytelling is interactive at the interface 
between the storyteller and the cultural sphere during the creative process? 
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Is the very act of creating one’s own digital story, free from censorship or 
interference, an interaction with the cultural or even political sphere? 
Arguably not. Workshops guide participants to originate a personal story 
from personal memories, rather than respond to an ongoing debate. They 
are not meant as a direct contribution to a conversation; neither do they 
invite an immediate response or dialogue: “In this sense the workshops rep-
resent one-off interactions that can have no real lasting impact upon the 
‘media’ as we know it. They do not leave a more democratic media system 
in their wake” (Kidd 2005).

Interactivity is an evolving concept. In the days when the World Wide 
Web was little more than a twinkle in the eye of Tim Berners-Lee, some 
first-time PC users were very unfamiliar with the idea of a PC application 
“interacting” with a user in the form of simple instructions or requests via 
monologue and dialogue boxes. Some decades later, an online PC is not 
considered interactive unless it simultaneously offers user-generated con-
tent, bitstreamed video, live social networking, and automated external 
defibrillation (for the more extreme immersive games). If we widen our 
consideration of interactivity beyond the interface to include participatory 
content creation, even a brief visit to YouTube demonstrates the diversity of 
user-generated content – when it is produced outside of a prescriptive sto-
rytelling format. YouTube also shows that an amateur wedding video fea-
turing Michael Jackson’s Thriller soundtrack has amassed over three million 
hits at time of writing.2 In comparison to this level of interactivity, digital 
storytelling may perhaps fall short. We propose that one of its great strengths 
comes from the very fact that it is a prescriptive, even a restrictive co- creative 
format.

Creative Tools and Systems

Digital stories are individual expressions which largely rest in post-production 
isolation. By perusing the impressive collection on the “Capture Wales” site, 
we may detect that these stories are not made free from interference. There 
is little to no profanity, nudity, violence; these stories have been made within 
creative restrictions and preset themes, with varying degrees of input from 
workshop trainers. Perhaps the effectiveness of digital storytelling – and 
those genres evolving from it – derives from the restrictions it places on the 
co-creative process. A short script and an emphasis on using still images 

9781405180597_4_020.indd   2719781405180597_4_020.indd   271 1/29/2009   11:30:28 AM1/29/2009   11:30:28 AM



272 Working with Cultural Institutions

rather than video makes both the writing and editing processes more 
achievable. Copyright restrictions inhibit the addition of commercial music 
as a soundtrack, simplifying the audio mix. Limited workshop duration 
applies the time pressure that provides momentum to complete a creative 
product: “What can be considered a hindrance, for example time pressure, 
can be considered by others to be a facilitator (the ironically positive effects 
of an impending deadline)” (Nakakoji, Tanaka, and Fallman 2006).

The consideration of creativity is increasingly important in interaction 
design circles, within which it has been acknowledged for some years that 
“one of the most important skills for almost everyone to have in the next 
decade and beyond will be those that allow us to create valuable, compel-
ling, and empowering information and experiences for others. To do this, 
we must learn existing ways of organizing and presenting data and infor-
mation and develop new ones” (Shedroff 1999). Traditional approaches to 
the study of interaction design emphasize the role of the individual user in 
overall system design and performance. However, the ongoing move to Web 
2.0 products and systems challenges interaction designers and content crea-
tors to consider the needs and behaviors of communities of users. If we agree 
that “the new computing is about supporting human relationships” and 
“participating in knowledge communities” (Shneiderman 2002), then it is 
not difficult to imagine how digital storytelling can play a role in the new 
paradigm by providing a creative process for cultural participation by com-
munities. As Julie Springer, Sara Kajder, and Julia Borst Brazas (2004) argue: 
“Stories put us in touch with ourselves, others, and our surroundings. Using 
innovations in multimedia technology, students and adult audiences can 
make personal connections … through new ways of storytelling.”

The digital storytelling workshop provides a toolkit with which partici-
pants can use digital media to achieve creative outcomes. This kit provides:

● tools to train people to develop creativity, or skills of creative thinking;
● tools to support people’s creative process while engaging in a creation 

task;
● tools to enable people to have new kinds of experiences that they would 

not be able to have without using these tools … [to] allow people to 
engage in completely new experiences of producing expressions. 
(Nakakoji 2005)

During this consideration of the importance of user communities, we may 
also wish to reflect upon the limitations of a workshop structure that 
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emphasizes individual creativity. If we are trying to achieve sustainable 
community creative processes, then we can observe that ongoing creative 
practice is achieved by teams rather than individuals: composer and lyricist; 
director and cinematographer; art director and copywriter. Digital story-
telling initiatives have also been criticized for emphasizing the tools of indi-
vidual creativity at the expense of systematic considerations, particularly 
content distribution: “issues such as the distribution of content in a par-
ticipatory environment, as well as media skills dissemination and narrative 
structure, are yet to be fully thought-out” (Rennie 2004). This discussion 
now turns to other initiatives which incorporate systematic considerations 
such as distribution and program sustainability as part of wider content-
based community co-creation initiatives. These initiatives have moved 
beyond the traditional individual expression of digital storytelling to focus 
instead on the team-based co-creation of microdocumentaries.

Digital Clubhouse

The Digital Clubhouse network was founded in 1996 as a place where people 
of all ages and backgrounds could share life experiences and/or technological 
expertise. An intergenerational storytelling program uses microdocumen-
tary production to encourage community members to capture and share 
dreams, memories, thoughts, and histories in a collaborative environment. 
Since 1998 the program has focused on “Stories of Service,” an initiative in 
which young people work with seniors to tell veterans’ stories of serving their 
country. The storytelling aspect of the program is based on the CDS model, 
whereby participants attend creative workshops to train in writing and mul-
timedia production. But the workshop’s emphasis is on creative teamwork 
rather than individual expression. Veterans and young people working 
together to produce a microdocumentary based on a veteran’s personal expe-
rience, rather than an individual artistic expression. Through “Stories of 
Service” and its other community storytelling programs, Digital Clubhouse 
has achieved a comprehensive and sustainable strategy that encompasses:

● a sustained digital literacy and networking program for underrepre-
sented youth;

● project management, writing, interviewing, and research skills for young 
people;
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● an avenue for veteran communities to share personal stories;
● a platform for sustained intergenerational storytelling.

Participants are sought from public schools within the borough of New 
York, with emphasis on Spanish, African American, and Asian commu-
nities. Through workshops, these participants have access to high-end 
computers (rarely seen within their own communities) and are trained 
to create microdocumentaries while receiving skills, credit, recognition, 
and mentoring while focusing on preserving community stories. The 
training curriculum is mapped to national US school standards. 
The creative outputs of the program are shared with the community, 
and/or become part of participants’ college applications. This ability to 
 distribute creative output is of great importance to program partici-
pants. To that end, Digital Clubhouse works with a number of distribu-
tion outlets:

● local communities, through screenings and dedicated events, i.e., Veterans’ 
Day;

● online (both within Digital Clubhouse’s bespoke online theater and on 
other sites);

● cable television: History Channel and a website;
● local terrestrial television and affiliates;
● various museum organizations.

Through the “Stories of Service” program, veterans share their memories 
and histories with other members of the community in a very personal way. 
By working with them creatively, young people are encouraged to develop a 
sense of civic engagement and responsibility, alongside digital literacy skills. 
Program leaders are proactive in providing opportunities through which 
 various components of the community come together, either in the pro-
duction of the stories or the presentation of the stories at community 
events. These events have attracted civic leaders, businesses, civic groups, 
veterans’ groups, schools, and museums; thereby providing valuable social 
networking opportunities for participants and community alike. This 
coherent strategy demonstrates the potential for microdocumentary pro-
duction to operate as a key element within a wider system for community 
engagement and interaction via content co-creation and distribution. This 
essential strategic consideration is also evident in Wu’s (2005) proposal for 
a commercial digital storytelling derivative for use in cultural tourism, 
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which emphasizes the importance of content distribution (see also Wu’s 
chapter 16 in the present volume).

Community Co-creation

Such innovative creative engagement between an organization and the 
community has been described using the term “co-creativity.” Co-creative 
technologies are described as those that offer assistance in the creation 
process: “People are naturally creative and are almost always more inter-
ested in experiences that allow them to create instead of merely participate” 
(Shedroff 1999). Although there may be some question as to just how many 
people are “naturally creative,” this basic position is key to the concept of 
everyday creative participation.

Much of our own work has focused on the design of co-creative systems 
for enhanced interaction between cultural institutions and communities of 
interest. Digital media are becoming more prevalent in major libraries, 
 galleries, and museums. It has even been suggested by humanities commen-
tators that information and communication technology (ICT) is now so 
deeply embedded in our daily lives – at home, work, and school – that in 
many places it is shaping a “new landscape of communication” and “new 
learning environments” (Nixon 2003). Putting aside the observation that 
the latest communication technologies have been shaping such a landscape 
and environment since the invention of the printing press, questions remain 
as to whether cultural institutions are using this technology to better repre-
sent the needs of the community they serve; or to simply solidify existing 
top-down curatorial practice. The digital storytelling experiments by both 
ACMI and the BBC are good examples of a community-focused co-creation 
program. In Australia, the State Library of Queensland’s Mobile Multimedia 
Laboratory (MML) project is designed to widen and deepen the sharing of 
cultural knowledge by creating a platform for content creation by commu-
nities of interest. The MML is a fully portable digital toolkit which allows 
Library trainers to travel within the enormous state of Queensland in order 
to train communities in digital literacy skills. These regional sessions include 
community training in the use of the Internet, and skills-upgrade work-
shops for regional library staff. The Library provides the MML and support 
staff to communities who have particular events or histories to record, as 
part of its “Queensland Stories” project. Community participants learn to 

9781405180597_4_020.indd   2759781405180597_4_020.indd   275 1/29/2009   11:30:28 AM1/29/2009   11:30:28 AM



276 Working with Cultural Institutions

prepare a short multimedia narrative based on the three-minute digital 
 storytelling format (although not necessarily recounting a personal revela-
tion). The finished stories are published on the Library’s website for viewing 
by an online audience (Watkins and Russo 2005a).

The Australian Museum is one of a number of cultural institutions 
exploring innovative forms of community co-creation as part of the “New 
Literacy, New Audiences” research project.3 The Museum is involved in 
informal learning programs. Its own studies suggest that communication 
with communities of interest requires more than just efficient information-
transfer mechanisms (Groundwater-Smith 2006), and that learning 
 messages can be enhanced through the use of narrative, storytelling, and 
the human face, as opposed to the anonymous graphics panel so prevalent 
in museum exhibitions. Therefore the Museum decided to experiment with 
narrative-based co-creative production. It was recognized at the start of the 
pilot that a successful and sustainable implementation of co-creative social 
media could not be purchased and plugged in, but rather would require 
organizational buy-in and change, both top-down and bottom-up. Thus a 
strategic decision was made to train staff teams from across the Museum in 
microdocumentary production, derived from the digital storytelling format. 
This decision was based partly upon the significant adoption of new com-
munication technologies by museums in recent years. It is believed that 
such technologies will enable audiences and communities of interest to 
interact more directly with the museum, its knowledge bases and collec-
tions, and the information and issues which surround them (Watkins and 
Russo 2007). Experiments with media tools such as blogs, podcasts, and 
microdocumentaries within the cultural sector demonstrate that such tools 
can allow individualized meaning-making, leading to nuanced interpreta-
tion of cultural content – enhanced and/or encouraged by networked 
 conversations (Fisher and Twiss-Garrity 2007). A rising number of muse-
ums, galleries, and libraries worldwide are experimenting with digital 
 content-creation activities not only as a route to increased visitation rates, 
but also as a means by which to strengthen community relationships on the 
basis that “cultural products or activities create audiences as people engage 
with them” (Gillard 2002). The content-creation program developed for 
the Australian Museum trains a three-person team of writer, producer, and 
editor to produce an original microdocumentary. A close creative collabo-
ration is essential to devise and deliver the finished item within an  accelerated 
two-day schedule. Although off-the-shelf creative applications are a feature 
of the workshop, its focus is firmly on team-based digital content-creation 
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techniques, rather than individual expression. Partly due to this focus, the 
Museum has established a core team of content creators after only two 
training workshops. This team has already successfully completed a number 
of microdocumentary co-creation projects with external  communities. The 
Museum will expand its participatory content-creation strategy in line with 
the implementation of a redesigned website with Web 2.0 functionality.

It should be noted that community content creation is not a new field 
of study. Since the 1960s, cultural institutions in the USA and the UK have 
broadened their public programs to include community interaction with 
content through education (Vergo 1993). In 1994, Schuler argued that 
 communities were distinguished by lively interaction and engagement on 
issues of mutual concern and that their well-being contributes to the well-
being of the state as a whole (1994). He proposed that ICT could play a 
role in community life by improving communication, economic opportu-
nity, civic participation, and education. His position extended to commu-
nity-oriented electronic communication where community networks 
have a local focus. However, while communities are beginning to interact 
with  cultural institutions, the artifacts they create are not usually col-
lected,  registered, and archived within an institution’s collection. Therefore 
community interaction has been restricted to entertaining ways of “making 
meaning” from existing content, without providing an avenue for the 
 collection and distribution of artifacts created through this interaction. 
This limits the long-term value of community interaction with content. 
But the relationship between institution and community has a far greater 
potential than the one-way provision of access and facilities. The digitally 
literate community not only has the tools to consume digital culture; it 
can also work with the institution to create its own digital artifacts. This 
relationship underpins the process of community co-creation. When 
community co-creation programs – like those run by the State Library of 
Queensland or the Australian Museum – include preservation and distri-
bution strategies for traditional forms such as community narratives, they 
present an opportunity for communities of interest to preserve their sto-
ries and  distribute cultural knowledge to a wider audience. In framing the 
development of projects and strategies, it will be important to consider 
the changes which digital media bring to modes of content production, 
consumption, and interaction. This holds implications for the different 
types of cultural artifacts for display and preservation as well as the new 
skills required by professionals to enable community interaction (Watkins 
and Russo 2005b).
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Conclusion

Digital storytelling is a prescriptive method that privileges individual 
expression. The genre “has its roots in community arts and oral history; it 
stretches from pre-literacy cultural traditions” (Meadows 2003). Perhaps 
this community arts heritage prevents digital storytelling practitioners 
from realizing the potential for distribution and genuine interaction offered 
by Web 2.0 platforms and co-creative philosophies. Those organizations 
which integrate key elements of the digital storytelling format within a 
wider participatory content-creation system may well achieve a more sus-
tainable and widespread interaction with their target communities.

Initiatives by Digital Clubhouse, the State Library of Queensland, and 
the Australian Museum have replaced the personal stories of traditional 
digital storytelling with a team-based microdocumentary approach. These 
initiatives mark an important new phase in online interaction between cul-
tural institutions and communities of interest (Russo and Watkins 2007). It 
may be argued by adherents of the traditional form that a “real” digital 
story is a revelatory narrative about the storyteller. However, this prescrip-
tive view may contradict the ambition of digital storytelling to equip the 
creator to tell a story of their own choosing. We look forward to the ongo-
ing and sustainable evolution of the microdocumentary form at the hands 
of communities of interest worldwide.

Notes

1 See www.bbc.co.uk/wales/audiovideo/sites/galleries/pages/capturewales.shtml 
(accessed September 6, 2007).

2 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=OPmYbP0F4Zw
3 See nlablog.wordpress.com/; and the Acknowledgments in the present volume.
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