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Summary

Digital storytelling uses technology in order to capture people’s stories digitally, weaving together
images, music and narration to create a vivid, multi-media story in the form of a short movie.
Story creators are taken through a workshop in order to equip them with the technical and other
skills needed to create the stories themselves. In the case studied, a group of gender and HIV
activists participated in intensive four-day workshops sponsored by a South African non-
governmental organisation. Seven interviews were conducted with workshop participants to
capture their experiences of the workshops. Following a grounded theory approach, the interview
transcriptions were analysed using an open coding process, which lead to the emergence of a
clear central story line. The conceptual framework or theory emerging from this qualitative case
study is that in digital stories as tools for social change and activism, technology’s role can be
understood through conceptualising it as a medium and a mediator, with its properties as a

medium enabling it to play a mediating role in a number of different types of relationships.

A potential gap in the literature was identified in the process of writing this dissertation, which is
that most examinations of the use of technology in social change and activism concentrate on the
Internet and email. Hence there is a need for further research into how a range of technologies
are currently and can potentially be used in the services of social change. It is hoped that this

dissertation will contribute to addressing that gap.

Summary 4 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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1 Introduction

Information and communication technologies (ICTs) are increasingly infused into all aspects of
our lives, though their distribution is uneven. They can be seen at work in all areas of life
including business, education, health, the media and interpersonal communications. Much of
what people (especially in urban areas) do in their everyday lives involves ICT use of one form or
another. This dissertation seeks to research a particular instance of ICT use, namely digital
storytelling, in order to better understand the dynamics of technology use in social change and

activism.

This chapter seeks to explain the rationale for the choice of topic, and to outline the nature of the
problem being investigated. Given the problem stated, the research questions are defined. Lastly,

the expected contribution is outlined.

1.1  Choice of topic: rationale

| chose to look at the subject of technology use in digital stories as tools for social change and
activism as | feel passionately about issues of gender-based violence and would like to see
change in our society so that it becomes a safer, more equitable environment for all. | am also
passionate about technology and am an avid user in my daily professional and personal life.
Looking at the digital storytelling workshops examined in this dissertation provided an ideal
opportunity to look at a creative use of technology in dealing with very real and pressing social
issues. This can be seen as the emancipatory intent of this dissertation.

Technology is increasingly pervasive in our society, though this change is happening at very
different rates in different countries (see for instance ITU, n.d.), and in skewed ways within
countries (for instance between urban and rural areas (Gillwald, 2005: 23). While there may be
dissent about the concept of the digital divide, it is not possible to ignore the fact that just as
income inequality is worsening in South Africa (Ardington et al, 2005: 6), so too is access to
technology. Given South Africa’s relatively high telecoms costs (Gillwald, 2005: 150), generally
the rich have access to computers, broadband and the Internet, while the poor struggle to meet
their basic needs. Researching digital storytelling workshops in South Africa thus provided an
opportunity to better understand the dynamics of a situation where people who traditionally would
not have access to information and communications technologies, are helped to use advanced

technologies such as broadband Internet and movie-making software.

| was also motivated by the bravery of the storytellers. Most of my peers worry about privacy with

technologies such as the Internet, yet here were people actively choosing to use technology to

Chapter 1: Introduction 5 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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expose very personal experiences to the world in the hope that they could make a difference. As
a student of informatics and a Web practitioner by profession, | wanted to better understand the

role that technology played in this process.

Digital storytelling affords participants a way of exploring and working with a painful experience.
There are many parts to this, including writing a story, the group processes and the trust that is
built in the workshopping environment. This case is interesting as technology is an integral part of
this process, and technology is not usually associated with healing and very personal processes.
With these (and other) digital stories, there is also the element of activism: people are
participating in this process to explore, heal and develop a way of communicating important
messages to others. That is what made this topic so compelling to me: that technology can be
appropriated in ways far removed from the ‘traditional’ focuses of technology use such as

automating work and increasing efficiency.

1.2 Problem statement

South Africa is a country characterised by high levels of gender-based violence (Sonke Gender
Justice, 2007: 16) and a high HIV prevalence rate (Shisana et al, 2005: 33). In this context,
activists from Sonke Gender Justice, a South African NGO that focuses on those issues, chose to
use digital storytelling as a way of raising awareness and ultimately changing the attitudes and

behaviours that lead to violence and HIV infection.

Digital storytelling involves individuals capturing their very personal and often traumatic
experiences of violence, gender and HIV through workshops that involve intensive group
processes and learning technology to enable participants to create their own short digital stories.
In going through these workshops, participants process these experiences and use technology to
give form to them so that they can be used in activism and social change. This is an interesting
and unusual application of technology; technology can be seen as a mediator in the tension

between capturing traumatic experiences and using them in activism.

Much of the literature on the use of technology in social change and activism looks at networked
technologies such as the Internet, and less frequently email (see for instance Crow & Longford,
2004; Wasserman, 2005; O'Donnell et al, 2004; Myers, 2002). There is a gap in examinations of
the use of other technologies (such as multi-media) in activism. It is important that these uses of
technology are documented and understood so that our understandings of the role that
technology is coming to play in society include the full range of technology uses. Other uses of
technology, such as in business, are very well documented given the money that supports big

business and industry (see for instance www.gartner.com and journals such Internet Research,

Chapter 1: Introduction 6 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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Internet World, e-Business Advisor, Information Systems and e-Business Management, and The
International Journal of E-Business Strategy Management). Where profit is not involved, however,
it would be easy for important uses of technology to go undocumented and thus be forgotten

other than by those directly involved.

1.3 Research questions

This dissertation thus seeks to examine the primary research question: In the digital story
methodology, how does the use of technology impact on digital stories as tools for social change

and activism?

In order to try to answer that question, the following secondary research questions were
identified:

e How do participants experience the use of technology in the digital storytelling process?

o What impacts did using technology to capture traumatic experiences have?

o What constraints related to technology did participants experience?

¢ What potentials does technology use open up?

1.4 Expected contribution

In this dissertation, | am hoping to contribute to the literature on digital storytelling. There is
currently relatively little literature on this topic. In particular, | would like to contribute to the

literature on the use of digital storytelling in social change and activism.

Given the gap in the literature on the use of non-Internet technologies in activism, | am hoping
that this dissertation will go some way to documenting how people are using a range of

technologies in the interests of advancing social change.

Digital stories are particularly interesting as they use technology in a process that is therapeutic.
While the dissertation topic focuses on technology use in activism, the fact of it being used to
capture personal stories of violence and trauma brings particular dynamics to bear. | am thus
hoping to contribute to an understanding of technology use in an area that is conceptually
interesting: the use of technology in capturing emotion, which is very different from the often

‘hard’ data that technology is used to manipulate.

There is currently much coverage in the mass media about social applications of technology such
as YouTube, MySpace and blogging. These technologies are highly applicable to resource-rich
settings and people who have access to technologies like broadband and digital cameras. For

most people in developing countries, these technologies are not usable; people don’t have the

Chapter 1: Introduction 7 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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skills, bandwidth and gadgets (see for instance the International Telecommunications Union
statistics (ITU, n.d.) and German Development Institute, 2001). Digital storytelling thus presents
an important opportunity to look at the social appropriation of technology in a developing country

context.

In terms of who might benefit from this dissertation, it is hoped that it will be useful to practitioners
of digital storytelling around the world through its documentation of the experiences of the
storytellers themselves. It may also be useful to people who are looking to understand how
technology is impacting on our society and the way we do things, particularly in a non-business

context.

1.5 Outline

This dissertation has the following structure:

e Introduction: The current chapter, which explains the choice of topic, the problem statement,
the research questions and the expected contribution.

e Context: This chapter deals with the societal context of the study, gives information on digital
storytelling as a methodology, describes the sponsoring organisation for the workshops and
its rationale for doing them, and provides background on the workshops being studied. It also
discusses some of the perspectives and lenses that | bring as researcher.

e Literature review: This chapter covers a wide range of literature pertinent to digital
storytelling and the use of information and communication technologies in social change and
development.

e Approach and methodology: This chapter explains the ontological and epistemological
assumptions that underpin the research approach, and the consequent research paradigm
and methodology. The research design is outlined.

e Analysis: This chapter explains how the research was undertaken, presents the analysis of
the interviews and presents the theory developed as a result of the grounded theory process
followed.

e Discussion: This chapter refers back to the research questions, looks at the results in the
light of the literature reviewed, discusses the meanings and implications of the dissertation,
makes recommendations for digital storytelling and discusses the limitations of the study.

e Conclusion: The contribution is discussed, and further research is suggested.

1.6 A note on terminology

The words ‘technology’ and ‘information and communications technology (ICT) are used
interchangeably in this dissertation. ‘Technology’ is mostly used, though in the literature review

‘ICT is used more frequently as it is the term used more commonly in the articles reviewed. Both

Chapter 1: Introduction 8 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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of them are taken to refer to IT and telecommunications hardware, software and services
(Pohjola, 2002: 136).

‘Digital stories’ are short multi-media movies made by the storytellers themselves following an
intensive workshop during which they refine their stories, learn computer skills and assemble their
stories (Digital Storytelling Association, n.d.). More information on digital storytelling is given in

the next chapter.

Chapter 1: Introduction 9 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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2 Context

This chapter seeks to explain the context for the digital storytelling workshops and this

dissertation at three levels:

e Societal context: HIV/AIDS, gender-based violence, traditional masculinities and access to
ICTs in South Africa

¢ Digital storytelling: the origins of the approach and how the workshops are run.

e The researcher: personal perspectives and lenses.

2.1 Societal context: HIV/AIDS, gender-based violence and traditional

masculinities

The digital storytelling workshops studied in this dissertation were motivated by a desire to
address the gendered dimensions of HIV/AIDS through the use of advocacy and activism. In
understanding the context for the workshops, it is thus useful to look briefly at gender-based
violence and HIV/AIDS in South Africa. Kofi Annan, the previous Secretary-General of the United
Nations, summarised the issues in his message for International Women’s Day in 2003: “Women
now account for 50 per cent of those infected with HIV worldwide. In Africa, that figure is now 58
per cent... We must encourage men to replace risk-taking with taking responsibility. Across all
levels of society, we need to see a deep social revolution that transforms relationships between
women and men, so that women will be able to take greater control of their lives...” (Annan,
2003).

In South Africa, the HIV prevalence rate is 10.8% of people aged two years and older; for that
age range, 13.3% of females are HIV positive, and 8.2% of males (Shisana et al, 2005: 33). This
means that HIV prevalence is over 60% higher for females than males. HIV incidence rates (the
rate of new infections in a population in a given time period) add to the picture of stark gender
differences: in 2005 the incidence of HIV among females in the 20 to 29 year age group was
5.6%, over six times the incidence of 0.9% found in males in the same age group. For young
people aged between 15 and 24 years, females account for 90% of recent HIV infections (Rehle
et al, 2007: 194).

Research indicates that sexual violence and abuse contribute directly to women’s vulnerability to
HIV (Dunkle et al, 2004: 1419), and hence to this gender disparity in HIV prevalence and
incidence. Given that South Africa has amongst the highest levels of sexual violence and abuse
in the world (Sonke Gender Justice, 2007: 16), these issues need to be addressed in order to

effectively reduce HIV incidence and prevalence rates.

Chapter 2: Context 10 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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Traditional notions of masculinity not only put women directly at risk through sexual violence and
abuse; they also compromise men’s health (and thus affect women indirectly). Men have more
sexual partners than women, often concurrently. They are also more likely to drink heavily, and
alcohol is a risk factor for gender-based violence and HIV infection (Peacock, 2005: 149). Men
are also less likely than women to make use of voluntary HIV counselling and testing services
(Sonke Gender Justice, 2007: 17).

2.2 Societal context: access to ICTs in South Africa

In a case study on the use of ICTs in activism and social change in South Africa, it is important to
take cognisance of levels of access to ICTs. In 2004, 9% of South Africans had access to
computers (World Bank, 2006: 1) and 54% had access to television (World Bank, 2006: 1). By the
end of 2007, 8% of South Africans will have access to the Internet (World Wide Worx, 2007).
These relatively low levels of access (particularly to computers and the Internet) follow racially-
skewed lines; for instance, less than 2% of African-headed households have a computer,
compared to 46% of white-headed households (StatsSA, 2004: 7).

Low levels of computer and Internet access are not surprising given poverty levels: almost half of
South Africans live beneath the poverty line (2002 figure from UNDP, 2003: 5). This is
corroborated by a broader measurement, the Human Development Index (HDI), that incorporates
life expectancy, school enrolment and GDP per capita. South Africa sits 120" out of the 170
countries for which the HDI is calculated, and it would appear that this position is worsening due
to “the lethal interaction of economic stagnation, slow progress in education and the spread of
HIV/AIDS...” being experienced in Sub-Saharan Africa (UNDP, 2005: 22 & 221).

As in many countries, there is also a gender dimension to access to ICTs: in 1999, women
accounted for only 17% of users of ICTs and ICT-related services in South Africa (Huyer &
Sikoska, 2003: 2)

The picture painted above presents significant challenges for the use of ICTs in social change
and activism in South Africa: many South Africans struggle to survive, let alone use ICTs. Of

those that can access them, there are race and gender issues that need to be addressed.
2.3 Background on digital storytelling

2.3.1 The digital storytelling methodology

Digital storytelling uses technology in order to capture people’s stories digitally, weaving together

images, music and narration in order to create a vivid, multi-media story in the form of a short

Chapter 2: Context 11 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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movie. A range of people and organisations engage in digital storytelling; this dissertation is
looking at workshops run by the Berkley-based Center for Digital Storytelling (CDS). The CDS
uses a particular workshopping process where participants are assisted to develop and refine
their written stories, and are taught to use Adobe Photoshop and Premiere. The emphasis is very
much on the person and the story, but the CDS acknowledges that technology gives artists “a
richer and more flexible palette for creativity at a much lower cost than analog equivalents” (CDS,
n.d.).

The CDS'’s ‘Silence Speaks’ project focuses specifically on survivors of abuse and violence and
emphasises people’s lived experiences and using the methodology to capture those, as opposed
to the technical intricacies of video production (Silence Speaks, n.d.: 2). Group work is an

important part of the workshops, as is one-on-one teaching and support.

A specific focus on the use of digital stories in activism and social change became a more overt
part of the work of the CDS in the late nineties when a Community Programme Director was
appointed. That position is currently occupied by Amy Hil, who was the facilitator of the
workshops studied in this dissertation. An interview conducted with her in April 2007 provides the

information for the rest of this section.

The social change and activism part of digital storytelling can be seen as happening in two ways:
through the workshops themselves and in the life of the stories once they have been produced.
The workshops themselves can be seen as organising tools as small groups of people are
brought together who often don’t know each other, but through the workshop learn that they
share common issues. This can both develop individual consciousness about issues like violence

and gender, and can help link up potential and/or actual activists.

In terms of the life of the digital stories once they have been produced, they can be used as tools

for social change and activism in a number of ways:

e For showing to family and friends.

e As tools in counselling sessions, for instance in support groups.

e As training tools, for instance for social service workers or youth activists.

e In public community screenings, where people can learn about local issues and potentially
then organise around them.

e As policy advocacy tools, for instance through showing the stories to legislators and other
decision-makers.

e Through broader distribution, for instance on television or via the Internet.

Chapter 2: Context 12 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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Amy mentioned various constraints to the use of digital stories as tools for activism and social
change. A specific constraint she had experienced in the South African context was that of
bandwidth. She felt that many of the people who should or would want to watch the stories would
not be able to due to bandwidth constraints, and that that would limit the broader distribution of
the stories via the Internet.

A further constraint was that of resources, firstly to run workshops and secondly to build
campaigns around the stories that can be properly implemented and measured. The question of
privacy can be a problem, particularly where the stories contain events such as violence and
others are implicated. In a society like South Africa there are also issues such as HIV stigma,
which can have implications for storytellers who reveal their HIV-positive status. These can be
overcome through upfront discussions about privacy implications with storytellers, and through

techniques such as not using names and blurring faces.

An interesting issue to be considered in digital storytelling is that of representation and ownership.
Amy referenced old anthropological practices of (usually white, privileged) people coming and
‘taking’ the stories of people who are made into ‘the other’, and raised questions around the
dynamics of people like herself coming into contexts where she was working with people with
much lower levels of technology experience and whether there was the possibility of replicating

some of those practices. She posed the question: “...to what extent are you truly giving
something back and to what extent are you just... replicating this whole process of talking
people's stories?” (This question will be examined further in the Discussion chapter of this

dissertation.)

23.2 Sponsoring organisation and rationale

Sonke Gender Justice, a South African NGO, seeks to reduce the spread of HIV and the impact
of AIDS, achieve gender equality and prevent gender-based violence. To do this, it works with
individuals, groups and other NGOs to change personal and social norms, particularly in the area

of gender. Sonke largely works with men, though this is not their exclusive focus.

Sonke partnered with the CDS to create the digital stories in order to chronicle the lives of men
already working with Sonke in AIDS and gender activism. They wanted to use the stories in
projects in South Africa in a range of locations such as schools, prisons, universities and faith-
based organisations “to inspire men to take action to prevent domestic and sexual violence and to
become more actively involved in addressing the gender inequalities exacerbating the spread and
impact of HIV and AIDS” (Sonke Gender Justice, n.d.: 3).

Chapter 2: Context 13 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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Sonke chose to use the digital storytelling methodology as they saw it as a way to present an
alternative male perspective, counter to usual stereotypes. This is important as many men lead
more gender equitable lives, but most representations of men serve only to emphasise men’s
resistance to change. Digital stories help men to tell another story that can then be shared with
others in a range of settings. They chose to use the “Silence Speaks” approach as it is
particularly geared to facilitate capturing the stories of peoples’ experiences of violence, and they
felt that “[the] methodology is an important strategy for correcting misperceived social norms
about men and for creating a vehicle through which men can share more honest and accurate

accounts of their lives” (ibid).

While their original intention was to capture men’s stories, Sonke subsequently decided to involve
women as it was felt that it was very important for men to hear women’s stories, and that this was
often a powerful way to help men to understand the issues (personal communication with Dean
Peacock, 12 August 2007).

In an interview in May 2007, Dean Peacock mentioned that the digital format of the stories was a
compelling format that can take the awkwardness out situations as the teller is not there, and
there is hence no need for viewers to tailor their reactions to that. It also removed the need for the
person to tell their story again and again. This can introduce a strange dynamic where the person
is paid a stipend to tell their story at various events, thus effectively ‘selling’ their story. He saw
the stories as a way of putting alternative messages into the media, where men are taking a more

public stance in presenting alternative views of masculinity.

2.3.3 Background on the workshops being studied

In order to recruit participants, a general call was put out to NGOs via Sonke Gender Justice’s
website and an email was sent to organisations that might have staff who would be interested in
participating in the workshops. Interested parties then submitted an application, and participants
were selected. Those people then had the workshop process explained to them, along with the
fact that the stories produced were to be used publicly. If they agreed to this, they signed a

release form. There were five participants in the women’s workshop and six in the men’s.

The workshops took place in March of 2007. Participants brought their written stories with them,
and the workshops started with people talking about their stories. For some, it was the first time
they had ever told anyone about what had happened to them. The initial part of the workshop
focuses on building trust in the group, helping people to feel comfortable talking about their story,
and refining the written stories so that they are suitable for a short (three to five minute) video.
Technology is introduced only on day two of the workshop. From there participants learn to find

and manipulate images and music, record voice-overs, and synthesise them using Adobe

Chapter 2: Context 14 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)
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Premiere. At the end of the workshops each participant had produced a short digital story, which
was screened to fellow participants at a celebration on the last day. After this Amy Hill, the
workshop facilitator, took all of the digital stories for post-production and compilation into a DVD.
To see the stories please see the DVD included with the paper version of this dissertation or go to

www.genderjustice.org.za.

2.4  Further context: personal perspectives and lenses

The final part of the context to this study is the lenses brought by the researcher. My relativist and
subjectivist ontological and epistemological assumptions about the world (discussed in more
detail in the Approach and Methodology chapter), mean that the researcher forms part of the
context of the research. Explaining what characteristics of myself are important for the research
does not make it more objective, given the view that objectivity does not exist. These
characteristics are explained so that the reader may better understand why this topic was chosen,

and to give background on some of the factors that are likely to shape my interpretations.

I am South African, middle class and white. | grew up during a time of legislated white privilege,
and was actively involved in anti-apartheid movements at school and university. | have not been
abused, nor experienced serious personal violence and so am aware that while | can relate
intellectually to the issues expressed by some of the storytellers, | am limited by not having first-
hand experience of them.

As a woman and a feminist | see the world as being structured along patriarchal lines, meaning
that society is structured in a way that favours men and male domination of many spheres, such
as the economy, government and so on.

| work in the areas of Web design, information management, communications, and HIV/AIDS
research and policy. | believe in the power of communications to help create a more open society
and to involve people in the things that affect their daily lives.
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3 Literature Review

Literature examining the dynamics of technology use in digital storytelling, especially with a focus
on its use in social change and activism, was almost non-existent. This necessitated looking at a
broad range of literature in order to discover what existing bodies of knowledge might be
applicable to the topic of this dissertation. Digital storytelling sits at the confluence of a number of
areas of work and theory such as media, communications, and ICTs and development. The main
areas explored in this literature review are thus: digital stories in the literature; ICT for
development; the digital divide; ICTs in activism; digital stories as alternative media; theories of
development communication; and the use of video in social change. While this makes for a broad
domain to cover, an attempt has been made to tease out what each of these bodies of knowledge
can contribute to an exploration of the use of technology in social change and activism. The

literature will be related to the specific findings of this dissertation in the Discussion chapter.

3.1 Digital stories in the literature

Digital storytelling is used in a number of contexts, such as in classrooms, in leadership
development, in promoting multi-culturalism, with young children (Digital Stories Conference,
2005) and with individuals seeking to capture their stories, to name but a few. This section of the
literature review seeks to describe the dynamics around the use of digital storytelling in a range of
contexts, and the issues that arose in those examples. The process of creating and using digital
stories has a number of effects on individuals, such as increasing literacy, writing and technology
skills (Marcuss, 2003: 10), and empowerment through creating their own media (ibid: 11). In order
to contribute to the dissertation topic, however, literature has been examined that has more of an
emphasis on digital stories used for activism and social change, and less of an emphasis on the
impacts of digital stories at the individual level. The areas covered in this section will thus be the
use of digital stories as tools for community building and mobilisation, reflections on the use of

technology in digital storytelling, and the use of digital stories in teaching and learning.

3.11 Digital stories as tools for community building and maobilisation

Most authors exploring digital storytelling in the community context concluded that it is useful for
mobilisation and community building, although one article questioned its effectiveness in this
area. Beeson and Miskelly (2005) describe a project where a digital story was made in
cooperation with a community group that organised a yearly carnival. The emphasis in that
project was on making a community digital story as opposed to individual ones, which is the
emphasis in most digital storytelling. They asked whether digital stories would move a community
towards action given that the stories can reflect and unite a community and found that the loose

associations between the project participants and "the tension between the social and the
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individual which is present in hypertext’ (ibid: 5), meant that mobilising effects were not
significant. They considered this tension to be between the competing goals of capturing lives
and creating community: digital storytelling is suitable for capturing ‘cameos’ of individual lives,
but creating community requires linking the stories together, building a longer-lasting network,
and finding ways of continuing the stories (ibid: 3). Through trivialising individual stories as
‘cameos’ the Beeson and Miskelly article ignores the potential power of individual stories for
creating empathy and a feeling of solidarity. Their highlighting of the need for the stories to be
linked together and for networks to be built in order to create community is borne out by other

readings in this area.

The power of individual stories results from their ability to reduce people’s sense of isolation,
especially when it comes to the problems they are facing. In a case studied by Freidus &
Hlubinka (2002: 25), community health workers created digital stories about issues they
confronted in their personal lives and in their work such as gangsterism and domestic violence. A
sense of community was built amongst digital storytelling workshop participants, and more
broadly through screenings of the stories at drop-in centres and health clinics. Health workers
were brought closer to their clients and they became more effective advocates for quality health
care in their community. In looking at the same project, Marcuss (2003: 12) concurs with Freidus
and Hlubinka when she argues that highly personal stories help people to see that there are
others with similar problems or issues, and that given other actions (e.g. workshops or support

groups), digital stories can be used to mobilise people around issues.

In an example of community mobilisation through the creation of a community (as opposed to
individual) digital story, Marcuss (2003: 11) cites the example of a poor neighbourhood in the
USA that used a digital story to capture their experience of urban redevelopment to show future
generations. New residents were asked to watch the story in order to try to encourage them to
invest in their community and promote the ideal of “safe, decent, affordable housing for all”. It
would appear that this use of digital storytelling was successful in community building, as
following the training of trainers, community members became involved in a digital storytelling
projects that involved technologically adept youth assisting older members of the community. The
stories were also shown outside the community, presenting an alternative face to the usual one of

violent and crime-ridden poor neighbourhoods.

Digital storytelling is a format for ‘vernacular creativity’, that is local creation of works outside of
high and commercial art, and these works can be used for advocacy, according to Tacchi (2006:
3 & 4). These are stories about and by real people and the issues that are important to them.

Tacchi poses the question “When people are given a voice through new ICTs, who will listen?”
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(ibid: 7). This again highlights the need for processes beyond the creation of digital stories, such
as workshops (and community screenings, as mentioned above). While putting digital stories on
the Internet can be useful, it does not guarantee that they will be watched. Digital stories make
ideal ‘offline’ tools for building empathy (as people identify with the problems and issues of

others) and subsequent mobilisation of people to work for social change.

Another way in which digital stories can contribute to activism and social change is as archives of
‘affective’ (emotional) evidence, as they are often stories of experiences of violence and trauma.
They can counter historical neglect as they capture personal experiences that are usually untold,
and thus contribute to political critique through raising the status of affect to “its own kind of
knowledge” (Springate, 2006: 4). Digital stories as affective archives are important as the history
of trauma needs to be kept in formats that facilitate withness and retelling (ibid: 2 & 3). This view of
digital stories as archives of people’s personal experiences and trauma is an interesting take on
how digital stories can be used in social change and activism, and adds an additional dimension
in that the stories are seen as long-term historical records that can be used to contribute to social
change. These thoughts are echoed by Worcman (2006: 1) who links digital storytelling to social
justice as digital stories can change and diversify our historical narrative and thus “democratise

social memory”.

The literature on digital stories as tools for community building and mobilisation shows that digital
stories have been used in a range of settings as tools for community building and mobilisation,
and can be particularly effective when used to reduce people’s sense of isolation. Their use in
mobilisation points to the need for processes beyond the stories themselves such as workshops.
Digital stories can also be used as stores of ‘affective evidence’ and can be a way of
democratising social memory, although again there need to be supporting processes around

those stories in order to make them tools in processes of social change.

3.1.2 Reflections on technology

The skills learnt in digital story workshops were reflected in the literature as a benefit of digital
storytelling. During the workshops, people learn to use computers and software, to manipulate
images and sound, and to create the digital story itself. In learning to make their stories using
multiple elements such as images, music and narration, storytellers have to distil what they want
to convey into abstract media models (Freidus & Hlubinka, 2002: 24). This builds skills in terms of
learning to talk about feelings and issues and using various ways of representing these in digital
format. Banaszewski (2002) alludes to the sense of agency this can impart to the storyteller when
he characterises them as being in the ‘director’s chair’. Worcman (2006: 2) describes this sense

of agency as arising from the fact that technology opens up possibilities for people to “be an
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author and a reader in his/her own way” and from the fact that people create their own content

that is not mediated (for instance by institutions).

The experience in the digital storytelling case described by Beeson and Miskelly was that users’
engagement with technology remained tactical as opposed to strategic (2005: 4), implying that
participants learnt as much as they needed to know in order to get the job done, but did not use
the technology in particularly innovative ways. They comment, however, that participation in their
project was not blocked by differentials in power and expertise, as is often the case in information
systems development (ibid: 5). Rather, blockages were created by the open-ended nature of the

project and the lack of resources.

Technology’s role in digital storytelling can be seen to be as a way of linking various elements
together in order to create meaning. In a paper on the role of digital stories as archives, Springate
(2006: 2) talks about objects in an archive (e.g. a memory box) and how they may or may not
have meaning in and of themselves; it is when they are seen in relation to each other, however,
that they are given meaning. This idea can be powerful when related to digital stories in that
objects (images, sounds, music and narration) are related to each other using technology. In this
way, technology in digital storytelling becomes more than a simply a capturing and distribution
medium. When the objects are related to each other using software (such as Adobe Premiere),
meaning is created. This meaning is made richer by the fact that the objects are personal (e.g.
images and the first-person narrator’s voice) and those objects are thus kept in their “living
contexts” (Springate, 2006: 3).

Another role of technology in digital storytelling can be to allow people to share content and build
empathy without the constraints faced by historical archives and books such as time and space.
(Worcman, 2006: 2). Worcman notes that less than 20% of people in Brazil (where she works)
have Internet access and that their project, the Museu da Pessoa, has had to use a range of
methods and technologies to collect stories from around the country (ibid: 2 & 3). Another
technology-related constraint is bandwidth and Burgess (2006: 3) comments that digital stories
cannot yet grow to the extent of phenomena like blogs as they are relatively bandwidth-intensive,

making mass distribution via the Web difficult.

3.13 Digital stories as tools for teaching and learning

Digital stories have been used extensively as tools for both teaching (professional development),

and to facilitate learning in formal schooling and out of school.

Latham (2005) cites a range of projects in which digital stories are used for the professional

development of teachers, especially in the area of incorporating technology in teaching. She
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focuses on an important issue, that of identity formation: digital stories are used to help shape
teachers’ identities, particularly as teachers who use technology. She feels that “meaning and
identity relate to one’s participation in a community of practice” (ibid: 3) and that technology can
be used to help build socio-cultural links that help to give people a sense of intellectual identity.
Sharing teachers’ personal experiences can contribute to this, a purpose for which digital stories
are well-suited. A feature in one of the projects she describes was the importance of online digital
stories as bridges across geographical isolation, particularly of teachers in rural areas. Latham’s
article echoes one of the themes raised in papers on digital stories as tools for community
building and activism: her highlighting of the importance of sharing experiences ties in to the

fostering of empathy, which can then be used to mobilise people around a common aim.

Questions of identity and agency arise in a paper that deals with the DUSTY programme in
California, which provides after-school access to digital technologies to children in areas where
they are unlikely to have access to such technologies otherwise (Hull et al, 2006: 2). The authors
also raise the issue of identity: “stories can serve in helping children and adults fashion a self,
especially a self that is agentive” (ibid: 3). They go on to locate digital stories in our increasingly
‘mediatised’ world, a world in which sounds, images and spectacles increasingly shape everyday
life and constitute the materials out of which people shape their identities (ibid: 5). They
emphasise that in this context it is important that young people become producers as well as
consumers of media as it is empowering to give form to ideas and put them ‘out there’. Echoing
views expressed in other articles (e.g. Friedus & Hlubinka, 2002 and Springate, 2006), they see
digital stories as vehicles for ‘multi-modal texts’ as they involve writing, narration, music, images

and video, which allows for sense-making that is greater than the sum of the parts (ibid: 2 & 28).

Another author has written about a digital storytelling after-school programme in a low-income
neighbourhood in California, and found that it helped students to gain media literacy (such as
writing, technical skills and Internet searches), and enabled participants to create a story about
life “featuring the culture of the learner” (Hathorn, 2005: 32 & 38).

The issue of culture is raised in a paper about a case where digital stories were used to help
make student teachers more sensitive to issues of culture and diversity, through getting them to
make digital stories exploring their own culture, and sharing those stories with their fellow-
students (Carroll & Carney, 2005: 465). The lecturers running the course found that a sense of
community was built in the class, and that technology had a role to play in that. One student
commented, ‘I just think that using the technology really allowed me to see more and become
more engaged in each person than if they had gotten up there and given a report on themselves”

(ibid: 474). This comment seems to raise an interesting issue, which is whether in some contexts
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the digital format itself allows for more effective communication of personal issues than in-person

communication.

3.14 Summary of issues raised in the literature on digital storytelling

While digital storytelling has been used to create community stories, it is most often applied to
individuals creating stories about themselves and their experiences. Through this, they are able
to express their identity and culture, and interact with others. This interaction can help to build a
sense of community as stories are shared and empathy fostered, which in turn can help people to
be mobilised around common aims. Digital stories can also be used in social change through
acting as stores of affective evidence. In order for stories to be used in social change, however,

the stories need to be linked and processes around them created.

Technology helps to give storytellers a sense of agency and to build their skills, and helps people
to work across time and space. The issue of access to technology and bandwidth can constrain

this, however.

3.2 ICT for development

Literature in this area was reviewed as ICT for development is an application of technology used
for social change, often in contexts of poverty and limited access to ICTs, as is the case with the
workshops studied in this dissertation. This literature is particularly relevant when development is
conceptualised as being broader than simple economic growth and encapsulating efforts to
improve people’s lives both materially and spiritually (Todaro, 1991: 88). Issues, potential benefits
and problems associated with the use of ICTs in development have been highlighted in order to
assess their applicability to digital storytelling. The areas covered are thus the potential for ICTs
to increase inequality, the dynamics of ICTs and globalisation, the question of ICTs versus basis

needs, and the issue of local content.

3.2.1 Increasing inequality through ICT use

Because ICTs are embedded in existing social relations, there is the danger that their introduction
will serve to reinforce existing inequalities (Berman, 1992: 227), thereby increasing inequalities
between countries and within developing countries (Akpan, 2000: 5). Morales-Gomes and
Melesse (1998: 6) warn that if the broader social forces that create inequality are not taken into
account when ICTs are used, ICTs can serve to worsen those inequalities. This is particularly true
given that effective implementation and use of ICTs is dependent on access, infrastructure, skills,
affordability, local content and relevance, an appropriate legal and regulatory framework, and
trust in technology (bridges.org, n.d.). ICT for development projects run the risk of worsening
inequalities if they do not seek to address as many of these factors as possible. This caution

thrown up by the literature has bearing on digital storytelling in that it warns that thought needs to
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be given to who is involved in the workshops (for instance not favouring already technologically
literate people because it is easier to involve them), and to dynamics during the workshopping
process (such as novices feeling excluded and lagging in skills development due to a lack of
confidence). Ignoring these cautions could lead to digital storytelling processes serving to

unwittingly reinforcing existing patterns of inequality.

3.2.2 ICTs and globalisation

Globalisation refers to the “destruction of distance” (for instance through ICTs) and the increasing
interconnectedness of all places no matter how geographically distant they are (Fulcher, 2000:
524). It is often referred to in the economic sense, though it incorporates other phenomena such
as “the cultural flows of signs, meanings and identities which result from global communications
and international migration” (Avgerou, 1998: 21). ICTs are seen as a key enabling factor in
globalisation (Kaye & Little, 1996: 30) as they facilitate processes of globalisation, for instance
through enabling information flows across borders. Critiques of globalisation and ICT’s role in it
include that it can weaken communities and lead to a loss of indigenous cultures and languages
(Tonn & Ogle, 2002: 717 & 718), that it leads to homogenisation (for instance of work practices;
see Avgerou, 1998: 22), that it presents an imperative for developing countries to adopt
inappropriate economic forms (ibid, 24), and that it can increase dependencies of developing

countries on industrialised ones (e.g. for skills and equipment) (Madon, 2000: 86).

The effect of globalisation leading to homogenisation has been questioned by some authors, for
instance Lievrouw (2001). She argues that rather than leading to social and cultural integration,
ICTs may increase social differentiation (ibid: 8) because ICTs promote multiple, fragmented
sources of information and allow people to choose and form communities across time and space.
Her argument makes sense in ICT-rich environments, where far more people have access to
‘always on’ connectivity and pervasive ICTs. In developing countries, access to ICTs has not

reached a level where ICT use can foster significant social differentiation.

These concerns around the potential pitfalls of ICT use in development can be mitigated through
‘delinking’, a process in which developing countries adopt and adapt technology to suit the local
context (Madon, 2000: 96). This involves the capturing and use of local knowledge and

indigenous knowledge systems, and capacity building (ibid).

It should also be noted that some see potential in globalisation and ICTs, in that it can lead to “the
erosion of traditional boundaries and loyalties” (Wasserman, 2005: 191), which can be positive
(for instance if there are traditional practices such as information hoarding by elites). ICTs can

serve to provide positive alternative ways of doing things and accessing information.
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The literature on ICTs and globalisation highlights an interesting issue for digital storytelling,
which is that of the preservation versus the loss of local languages and culture. Digital stories can
contribute to preservation as they can serve to capture local stories, ideas and issues and can be
prepared in any language. There is a tension, however, between local relevance and global
reach; for the latter, it is necessary that stories be captured in English. Local relevance is
complicated in a country like South Africa with its 11 official languages, and the choice of
language for digital stories can be a difficult one. The literature also raises the issue of
dependencies that can be created on foreign (and therefore often expensive) technologies and
skills. Digital storytelling may present an opportunity to adopt and adapt technologies to suit local

needs and conditions.

3.2.3 ICTs versus basic needs

In ICT for development literature, the appropriateness of implementing ICTs for development in
poor countries is sometimes questioned given competing priorities of meeting people’s basic
needs such as food and shelter (see for instance Morales-Gomez & Melesse, 1998: 7). The
concern is that expenditure on ICTs will draw spending away from meeting basic needs, and
create new dependencies through local elites becoming dependent on new technologies for

which there is no support from local industry and skills (ibid).

Such concerns can be mitigated through using ICTs as communication tools to involve people in
the development process, and through emphasising the use of appropriate ICTs to meet basic
needs (Akpan, 2000: 11). There should also be an emphasis on the use of ICTs in education,

particularly in teaching life and technology skills (ibid: 12).

Given the pervasiveness of technology globally and the fact that it is increasingly used in all
spheres of life, the question of ICTs versus basic needs may need to be rephrased to focus on
how technology can be used in the service of meeting basic needs. Particularly if basic needs are
taken to incorporate human rights such as the right to security and to be free of violence, digital
stories can be seen to play a role in meeting those needs when they are used to mobilise people

to work for social change.

3.24 Question of local content

Issues around the nature and source of content have been highlighted by a number of authors in
ICT for development literature. This makes sense given that ICTs are a tool for communicating,
managing and disseminating information. ICTs are often used to ‘push’ content that is not locally
relevant towards people (UNESCO, 2005), and this relegates people in developing countries to
consumers of the knowledge of others (Ballantyne in Vosloo, 2005: 7 and Morales-Gomez &

Melesse, 1998: 8). Information and knowledge are often assumed to be a neutral ‘public good’,
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which masks the power relations inherent in the production and control of that information and
knowledge (Wilson, 2003: 9). These factors make the question of locally produced and relevant
content a priority if ICTs are to be used effectively in development (Roman & Colle, 2003: 85).

The issue boils down to content from where, for whom.

The question of language is also relevant, in that much of the content disseminated using ICTs
(e.g. the Internet) is in English (Morales-Gomez & Melesse, 1998: 8), which makes the content
less accessible to people in developing countries, and raises the spectre of cultural
homogenisation (through the degradation of local languages). The latter is especially problematic
given that language is not just a means of communication; it also embodies ways of seeing the

world and constituting meaning (ibid).

Digital stories can be seen as a way to address the lack of local content in developing countries,
particularly as the workshops lead to skills transfer that can be applied to other instances of
content creation. Digital stories, given that they are created by people who write their stories and
choose the images and music, can be seen as a powerful way of creating local content that

embodies the modes of expression of local people.

3.25 ICT for development literature: implications for digital stories

The literature on ICT for development throws up a number of cautions. We need to be mindful of
not using ICTs in development in such a way that they reinforce existing inequalities and
developing country dependencies on others. In a globalising world, ICTs are seen by some to
increase homogenisation, and by others to increase social differentiation. Locally relevant content
is seen as important to the effective use of ICTs in development, as is the use of local languages.
This is an area in which digital stories can be seen to be highly effective, as they are all about
capturing local stories while giving people the skills to create those stories themselves. The
question of language is troublesome, however, especially given the competing needs of local
relevance and global reach. The issue of dependencies is important, particularly as digital stories

are largely produced using technologies and software created in developed countries.

3.3 Thedigital divide and access to ICTs

Digital storytelling makes extensive use of ICTs both in production, where computers are used to
create the stories, and in dissemination, which is done via the Internet, email and DVD. While any
examination of the use of ICTs in social change and activism needs to take cognisance of issues
of access to technology and the digital divide, this is especially true in a developing country like
South Africa that is characterised by very unequal access to resources. This section thus seeks

to highlight issues in the literature on the digital divide that may be relevant to digital storytelling.
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The digital divide is usually seen as the divide between those who have access to the latest
technologies, and those who do not (Selwyn, 2002: 5). Some ‘techno utopianists’ see ICTs as an
unprecedented opportunity to overcome social divisions and inequalities, as long as people are
given access to ICTs (ibid: 3). Taachi (2006: 2) suggests that our focus should be on the concept
of a gap between technology and development, rather than the digital divide between developed
and developing countries. This gap has been caused by the rapid advances in technology and
technologically determinist viewpoints and actions of development agencies. This viewpoint is
echoed and extended by Roode et al (2004), who use the term the ‘socio-technico divide’ to
characterise the divide between different views of development, which are technocentric
approaches versus sociocentric ones. The former see ICTs as deterministically leading to
development, while the latter focus more on people and their developmental needs. The authors
posit that the socio-technical divide needs to be addressed in order for ICTs to be used
constructively in development. Whatever you choose to call it, however, it is clear that there are
vastly different levels of access to and adoption of technology in different countries, and between

different groups within countries.

Addressing the digital divide (or gap) needs to involve more than providing access to ICTs, as
access does not necessarily lead to ICT use. For access to be effective, a number of economic,
cultural and social barriers need to be overcome (Selwyn, 2002: 10). This is illustrated by
Thenmozhi Soundararajan, an activist who uses digital stories in her work, when she refers to the
barriers to computer use thrown up by the (largely Western, male) cultural values embodied in the
design of computers (interview in Lambert, 2006: 135). Soundararajan’s comments are in keeping
with the view of technology as embedded in society and its existing power and other structures.
Explorations relevant to this issue include the theory of amplification, in which the Internet is seen
as amplifying existing structures and forces, as opposed to being a social force with entirely new

political and social effects (Wasserman, 2005: 186).

Two useful concepts in a more holistic look at the digital divide are inclusion and a multi-
dimensional conceptualisation of ‘capital’. Selwyn argues that ICTs should be evaluated
according to the extent to which they promote inclusion, that is people’s ability to participate in
society, for instance by using technology to produce or engage in social activity (2002: 11).
Similarly, Tacchi argues that ‘digital inclusion’ should be seen a way to describe the relationship
between ICTs, cultural agency and social context (2006: 2). Digital storytelling can be seen as
encouraging digital inclusion as people are helped to appropriate ICTs to create mini-movies in

their own voice that deal with very relevant local issues.
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Capital, a concept introduced by Selwyn (2002: 13 & 14), can be broken down into economic
capital, cultural capital and social capital. Economic capital determines whether people can afford
to use ICTs in the first place, and the pattern of their use thereafter. Cultural capital encapsulates
skills and people’s socialisation into the ‘technoculture’. Social capital encompasses an
individual’s membership of a broader group, which in the case of the use of ICTs must facilitate

and support their use of those ICTs

In order to address cultural and social capital, content is critical. Tacchi (2006: 3) asks the
question: “Can they [ICTs] be integrated in ways that prioritise local content creation (at the
community level)? Can they be used to enable people to find their voice and, importantly, to be
heard?”. When the focus shifts from looking at ICTs as simply technology for the distribution of
information to ICTs encompassing both technology and the content that is created and
disseminated using them, issues of increasing cultural and social capital can more easily be
addressed. Processes around local content creation (such as skills building and capturing of oral
histories), which essentially involve technology use by local communities, can serve to build these
forms of capital. In the case of digital storytelling, cultural and social capital are directly addressed
as digital stories are a way of capturing local content and giving people voice. Economic capital is
an issue, however, as most of those participating in the workshops do not have independent

access to the software and the bandwidth needed to create the stories.

Returning to the idea of ICTs encompassing technology and content, Lessig (cited in Notley &
Tacchi, 2005: 76) provides a useful way of looking at the architecture of the Internet that can be
applied to all ICTs. He sees the Internet as consisting of three layers, which have a direct effect
on creativity and innovation. The physical layer consists of access to the physical components
that are needed to produce content, such as computers and networks. The code layer is the
software, including websites. The content layer is the information housed in the other two layers,
and the abilities and skills that surround the creation of that content. This more holistic view of
ICTs is useful to bear in mind when trying to avoid technologically deterministic approaches to the
application of ICTs in addressing the digital divide. It is also an interesting way to conceptualise
the role of technology in digital storytelling: the physical layer consists of the PCs that are used to
create the stories and the Internet, which is used to find images and music. The code layer is the
software that is used, primarily Adobe Premiere and Photoshop. The content layer consists of the
narrated stories and the images and the music that are incorporated into the stories, and the skills

that people learn in the workshopping process.

3.3.1 Literature on the digital divide: implications for digital stories

The first implication of the theories and concepts introduced above for digital stories as tools for

social change and activism is to acknowledge that conditions in society (economic, cultural and
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social) may act to hamper the applicability of digital stories for activism. For instance, lack of
access to technology may constrain how many people are able to produce stories or to access or
view the stories, or (cultural) attitudes to technology may mean that their message is diluted by
the very use of technology. Another implication is that activists may need to be aware of not
replicating existing inequalities such as gender in who is trained (and how) in the technical

aspects of digital storytelling, and in their dissemination.

3.4 Potential of ICTs for activism

A number of different ICTs are used by activists and social movements, such as cell phones,
email, software and the Internet (Garrett, 2006: 202). The Internet and email enable
communications across time and space, and lower the costs of communication. Other
technologies such as digital video and cell phones enable people to organise themselves across
those same barriers, as well as barriers of identity and ideology, allowing for activities and action
that might not have been possible otherwise (Bennett, 2003: 6). Some go so far as to say that a
new media “commons” exists that goes some way to solving problems of space and distribution
(Wasserman, 2005: 178). Aside from the convenience and opportunities opened up by the use of
ICTs, a benefit can be that social movements’ use of ICTs can counter the increased
monopolisation and corporatisation of the media (Crow & Longford, 2004: 354). Literature in this
area is highly relevant to digital storytelling, particularly the way in which it is used in the
workshops being studied, as the participants are mostly activists and the intent behind the stories
is that they be used in advocacy and social change activities such as workshops and meetings.
This section thus reviews literature in the area of ICT use in activism by looking at theories of

ICTs and social movements, the question of content and the constraint of access to ICTs.

34.1 Theories of ICTs and social movements

ICTs and activism have been looked at by theorists in a number of disciplines, including
sociology, political science and communications (Garrett, 2006: 202). In an effort to provide a
more coherent and integrated theoretical framework, Garrett suggests that theories of social
movements can be used to theorise about their use of ICTs. He identifies three factors at play in
social movements (mobilising structures, opportunity structures and framing processes), and
notes that the role and effects of ICTs can be looked at in these areas. Mobilising structures are
the formal and informal mechanisms that enable people to organise and engage in collective
action, and ICTs can be used as communication tools to facilitate this (e.g. through recruitment,
the formation of alternative (online) social groupings, and information dissemination). Opportunity
structures are the environmental conditions that shape social movement action, and ICTs can
influence the accessibility of the political system and censorship. Lastly, framing processes are

the actions of social movements to determine the language and representations of themselves.
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While Garrett’'s use of those three factors is useful to break down areas of use and influence of
ICTs in activism, his emphasis remains on the networking and relational aspects of ICTs, that is
their use in transmitting information and thus facilitating relationships through networks. It seems
that content (ie what is being communicated using ICTs) is rarely discussed, and the role of ICTs
in shaping the nature of that content is not examined. Digital stories make use of the networking
aspects of ICTs when they are disseminated, but more relevant to this dissertation is their role as
a medium for capturing and shaping content. In Garrett’'s framework, digital stories can be seen
as a framing process for social movements as they are a way for activists to represent issues and
messages about those issues.

3.4.2 The question of content

ICTs can facilitate the creation of an ‘alternative public sphere’ through the dis-embedding of local
struggles and their re-embedding on a global level (Wasserman, 2005: 184). Wasserman sees
the Internet and email as the most important of the ICTs in this regard, which makes sense given
their abilities to distribute a large amount of content at little cost. This raises the question of what
content is distributed, as ultimately that content will be an important factor shaping the alternative
public sphere. Bennett (2003: 16) mentions that ICTs facilitate “the production of high quality
content by ordinary people”, and goes on to say that this might be the most revolutionary aspect
of new media technologies (ibid: 34). Literature on ICTs for activism does not delve deeper into
the issue of content, other than to say that ICTs can be useful in its creation and dissemination. It
is hoped that this dissertation will provide insights into some of the dynamics around the use of

ICTs in this context.

343 Constraint —access to ICTs

A major constraint in the use of ICTs in activism is access, particularly in developing countries.
This has implications for which organisations and people can use ICTs in activism, and how they
can use them. In South Africa, for instance, low levels of access to technology will shape which
ICTs can be used effectively, as will issues such as skills and cost (Wasserman, 2005: 189).
Other barriers to ICT use in activism include “socio-cultural, economic and infrastructural
hindrances” (ibid: 190). For these barriers to be overcome, either structural changes are needed
(e.g. a decrease in socio-economic inequality), or outside groups dedicated to transferring
technology need to become involved (Bennett 2003: 6). Bennett's suggestion raises questions of
sustainability, as funding priorities change. Also, there is the danger that with outside involvement

comes outside agendas, which can run counter to notions of people-led development.

3.4.4 Literature on ICTs in activism — summary of implications for digital storytelling

The literature on ICTs in activism largely focuses on the use of ICTs in communication and
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information dissemination, that is on the networking aspects of ICTs. These important uses of
ICTs are applicable to digital stories (in that ICTs make it possible to disseminate the stories), but
there does not appear to be much of a focus on the use of ICTs to create social change/activist
content. Garett’s (2006) use of theories of social movements is a useful way of understanding the
different roles that ICTs can play in digital stories as tools activism, particularly his description of
‘framing processes’, which are the ways in which social movements can use ICTs to create
representations of themselves. This literature raises the issue that access to ICTs can constrain
the extent to which they are used in activism, and that this can impact on the sustainability of the

use of ICTs in this way.

3.5 Digital stories as alternative media

Alternative media are often defined in opposition to mass media, in that they are participatory in
nature and people are not just receivers; rather, they are involved in production (Atton 2001: 11).
Also, alternative media are emancipatory in nature and democratisation of the media is seen as
important (Vatikotis, 2004). Digital stories can be seen as alternative media as people are
explicitly part of the production process; they are taught the skills to tell their own stories. It is thus
useful to look at literature on alternative media in order to see what it might contribute to an

examination of digital stories as tools for activism, and the role of technology in that.

Vatikotis (2004: 10) describes the communication process in alternative media in terms uncannily
applicable to digital stories in that communication begins with the struggle to describe, rather like
the process of writing stories in digital storytelling. It involves learning, and the production process
itself is reflexive in that participants change the way they construct themselves and the world. In
so doing, they “establish their own alternative frames of participation, power and creative action”
(ibid). This construction of the world through communication needs also to be borne in mind from
the point of view of the audience, given that communication is culturally situated and part of the

making of the social order (Hamilton, 2000: 362).

Promoters of alternative media should be aware of a potential problem in the work that they do,
particularly where this involves working directly with communities. Caldwell (2003: 648) notes that
differences in ‘cultural capital’ between media makers and communities (with the former group

having an overtly critically reflective stance) can lead to alienation of community members.

In terms of the role of new technologies in alternative media, ICTs can provide new spaces for
access and participation through the digitisation of data, time-space compression and facilitation
of two-way, interactive communications (Vatikotis, 2004: 8). Hamilton (2000) highlights that there

were high hopes that the Internet would be able to overcome problems associated with
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competing with mass media’s ability to produce and distribute high-quality media, though this has
been tempered by, inter alia, the technologically intensive nature of the Internet and its rapid
incorporation into commercial media organisations. There is also the constraint that only wealthy
countries have widespread access to the Internet. Hamilton’s article was written in 2000, before
MySpace, YouTube and the myriad of free blogging sites were well-established phenomena.
These sites have made publication and distribution of all kinds of media (alternative and
conventional) possible. The issue of the digital divide remains however, and the potential of new
technologies for alternative media needs to be evaluated in the context of people’s access to
those technologies, their affordability and the skill levels needed to effectively use them. Tacchi
notes that efforts should also be made to integrate new technologies into existing instances of

community media that use technologies such as radio (2006: 6).

351 Literature on alternative media - implications for digital storytelling

This literature highlights the importance of people as producers of media and the potential
inherent in that of people constructing alternative realities. Digital storytelling can be seen to sit
squarely within alternative media as it is all about people being given the tools to use their own
voice to create media. The literature highlights certain potential problems, in that the power
differentials between the trainers and the trained can create alienation. Also, the issue of access
to ICTs is raised again in that people have to have real access to ICTs (incorporating notions of

affordability and skills) in order to be able to make effective use of them.

3.6 Theories of development communication

Literature in this area was examined in order to find issues of theoretical and practical relevance
to digital stories. Digital stories, particularly when used in activism, are tools for communication

and can be seen as developmental as they are being used to promote social change.

There are two main theories in development communications: the diffusion and participation
models. The diffusion model is allied to the modernisation theory of development that sees
development as primarily about economic growth and the third world ‘catching up’ to developed
countries (Servaes, 1995: 40 & 43). In this model, communication seeks to impart information that
is useful for development and to create the right climate for development. The participatory model
is in part a reaction to the diffusion model, and is more closely allied to multiplicity and ‘another
development’ theories in which development is based on people’s needs and where there are
many paths to development (ibid: 42). Participatory approaches rely on more interpersonal
communications such as workshops, meetings and ‘small media’ such as theatre (Morris, 2003:
227). Interpersonal communications are particularly relevant in the South African (and African)

context given limited access to channels such as the Internet and mass media such as national
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newspapers (Boafo, 2006). Servaes (1995: 39) also cites research that shows that mass
communication is not effective in encouraging behavioural change, and that interpersonal
methods are more effective. Boafo cautions, however, that traditional methods of communication
such as theatre and folk music are often constrained by limitations of time and space and the fact

that they are not suited to simultaneous dissemination (ibid).

Vatikiotis sees the role of ICTs in participatory approaches as central due to their ‘communal
character’ and their relevant reception and participation processes (2004: 14). This view may be
somewhat techno-utopian, particularly in a developing country context. ICTs can be highly
‘uncommunal’ given different levels of skills and access, and the fact that access can be largely

determined by other power relations (e.g. gender or age) in a community.

3.6.1 Literature on development communication - implications for digital storytelling

The implications for digital storytelling are that while as a format they may be suitable for posting
on the Internet (if they are optimised for the Web and file sizes are kept small enough), the theory
shows that the impact of this in terms of promoting behavioural change may be limited, and that
as tools for activism they may be more effective in workshop-type settings. Also, while in theory
ICTs may have the potential to increase participation in communication, this potential needs to be
looked at in the context of differential levels of skill and access.

3.7 Use of video in social change

Given the lack of papers on the use of ICTs other than the Internet in activism and social change,
it was necessary to look at other technologies such as video (which don’t fall into most definitions

of ICTs) to see what issues arose that might be applicable to digital storytelling.

Hamadeh et al (2006) describe a participatory development communication project in Lebanon
where video was used as one of a suite of tools to facilitate conflict management and positive
change in a community in transition from an agro-pastoral system to a more diverse range of
income-generating activities. The role of video in this project was to get people talking who would
not ordinarily do so (e.g. because of existing power relations). The authors noted that community
members found the camera lens to be neutral and that it enabled them to express opinions that
they were unable to express in formal community meetings. Video was also used to empower
women: a video was made to show how productive women could be outside of the home when
they worked with NGOs. The authors saw that people who were in the film felt empowered,
especially when viewers complimented them on their opinions stated in the film. The video
stimulated discussion amongst women and men, and seemed to be an appropriate format in that

community, where people preferred watching to reading. As in the case of digital storytelling, this
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case illustrated the usefulness of the visual/video medium, and that outside intervention was

needed in order to supply the necessary skills and technology.

A paper by Caldwell (2003) documented the author’s use of video in informal settlements of
Mexican immigrants in California. He commented on the power of creativity: “the sheer force of
very personal (and sometimes empowering) forms of imagination” (ibid: 653), and highlights how
this can often be ignored in high-level discussions about economy and globalisation. In a food
security project, video was used to encourage participation and ownership by the community. His
original intention was to use a telenovela format (a soap opera format that locates political and
social issues in a more personal or familial context), but participants largely rejected this in favour
of using the first person: “Why not simply let us appear and speak on camera as ourselves, rather
than forcing us to be like someone else in a drama?” (ibid: 656). This comment resonates with the

approach taken in digital storytelling, where people write their own stories and narrate them.

Interactivity is often named as a goal of online applications, but Caldwell highlights how
technology can be used to facilitate ‘offline’ interactivity in that it provides a catalyst for interviews,
focus groups, dialogues and the documentation of local oral histories. Again this resonates with
digital storytelling in that it is not necessarily that the technology possesses an inherent
characteristic that promotes interactivity; rather, it is how the technology is used in context that

engenders interaction.

An issue highlighted in a paper on the use of video in social change is that of production values,
that is the quality and professional ‘finish’ of videos. Cheng Chi-Hung, an activist with the
organisation ‘videopower’ in Hong Kong is quoted as saying “Most of our videos are unfinished
pieces. Communication schools taught us to make perfect cuts using all sorts of editing
techniques, making simple and strong images. In this way, the video maker feels that he/she has
achieved a lot, but we (videopower) always remind ourselves not to make videos so “powerful’
(referring to the video text itself). Because such powerfulness always inhibits dialog — works so
nicely done do not provide space for discussion.” (Shing, 2002: 29). The amateur nature of digital
stories could thus be seen as a strength — while they might not win any video-making awards,
their level of production does not provide a ‘mask’, and reinforces the fact that the stories are
people’s personal experiences. Similarly, amateur production values in digital stories could
reinforce their effectiveness as tools for activism in that the ‘realness’ of the digital story creator is
not lost in slick effects, and the story does not take on the tone of ‘truth’, but personal, lived

experience. In this way, as Cheng says, space is opened up for dialogue.
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A final concept to take from previous work on the use of video in social change is that of shaping
identity: the act of seeing one’s self, particularly in one’s own video, can play a powerful role in
affirming and shaping identity (see for instance Caldwell, 1993: 421). This is of course not limited
to video and applies to any technologies that capture representations of self (from photography

through to the Internet).

3.8 Gaps

A significant gap seems to exist in the literature in terms of the impacts of technology use in
digital stories, especially given the focus on social activism. It is thus hoped that this dissertation

will go some way to addressing that gap.

Looking at the literature on the use of ICTs in activism and social change more broadly, most
papers’ scope is limited to the Internet, or network-oriented technologies such as the Internet and
email (e.g. Crow & Longford, 2004; Wasserman, 2005; O'Donnell et al, 2004; Myers, 2002). It
would thus appear that there is a gap in examinations of other new technologies and how they
can be used in activism and social change. This focus on the Internet and email makes sense in
the light of Garrett’s observation that most academic literature on the use of ICTs in activism has
concentrated on ICTs as tools for organising and mobilisation, and less on the role of ICTs in
shaping the environmental factors that facilitate social action and the use of ICTs by social
movements to frame how they are represented (2006: 204). This concurs with Tacchi’s (2006: 5)
comments on the conception of ICTs in the field of ICT for development, that there is also a need
to incorporate older technologies such as radio (and | would suggest DVD and video) in order to

use ICTs more effectively in development.

3.9 Conclusion

Given the lack of a substantial body of literature on digital storytelling and especially the lack of
literature on digital storytelling as an application of technology in social change and activism, a
wide range of literature has been covered. The implications of the literature for digital storytelling
have been described in each section of this literature review. Further implications of the literature
for digital storytelling will be examined in the Discussion chapter, with reference to the findings of

the analysis of the original research done for this dissertation.
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4  Approach and Methodology

This chapter outlines the approach taken to the research, starting with the ontological and
epistemological assumptions underpinning it, that is the assumptions about reality and
knowledge. Following this, the research paradigm used is described, along with a debate on this
dissertation’s positioning in interpretive and critical research. The choice of the case study
methodology is discussed, followed by a description of the research design including details on

site selection and interviews.

4.1 Ontological and epistemological assumptions

In the field of research, there are two main ontologies. The realist position takes it that reality
exists outside the individual, while the relativist position sees reality as socially constructed
(Fitzgerald & Howcroft, 1998: 160). Flowing from this, at the epistemological level there are two
main approaches: the objectivist and subjectivist. The former takes it that the social sciences are
like the natural sciences, and objective truths can be discovered through research: “The world
conforms to fixed laws of causation.” (ibid). The latter holds that the researcher is not separate
from the phenomenon studied; hence objectivity is not possible. The approach adopted in this
dissertation is very much a relativist and subjectivist one, acknowledging that the world is viewed
through ilters’ determined by factors such as race, class and gender. Hence the researcher
brings to the choice of topic and to the research of it a set of values and beliefs that will shape
what dynamics and forces are seen in the phenomenon being studied, and how it is then
analysed. | subscribe fully to Orlikowski and Baroudi's assertion that “Researchers’ prior
assumptions, beliefs, values, and interests always intervene to shape their investigations” (1991:
15). They go on to quote Faye, who says “there is no direct access to reality unmediated by

language and preconceptions” (ibid).

4.2 Research paradigm — interpretive or critical?

While three distinct paradigms have been defined in IS research (positivist, interpretive and
critical), Alveson and Myers (2005: 241) emphasise that though they are philosophically distinct,
in practice this distinction is not always clear. Given my ontological and epistemological
assumptions, positivism is not a suitable paradigm. These assumptions do not determine a
choice between interpretivism and critical social theory; either paradigm is in keeping with them

and there are elements of both in this research.

4.2.1 This dissertation as interpretive

This dissertation seeks to better understand the role of technology in digital stories, particularly

when they are used as tools for social activism. It seeks to highlight issues around technology
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use in this context, which is further complicated by the fact that the stories themselves are of a
highly personal nature as they deal with individuals’ experiences of violence and trauma. The
intent of this study is in line with Orlikowski and Baroudi’'s view of the intent of interpretive
research as being “to understand the deeper structure of a phenomenon” (1991: 5). Through
speaking to the creators of digital stories, it is hoped that more will be understood about the use
of technology in activism, as seen through the eyes of those creators, i.e. an insider’s view will be
presented. That makes this study interpretive, according to Trauth and Jessup (2000: 54). This
dissertation is of necessity interpretive as interpretivism seeks to “capture complex, dynamic,

social phenomena that are both context and time dependent” (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991: 18).

4.2.2 This dissertation as critical

Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991: 6) say that critical studies “aim to critique the status quo, through
the exposure of what are believed to be deep-seated, structural contradictions within social
systems”. In this sense, this dissertation is not critical — it seeks to explore and understand how
technology influences digital stories as tools for social change, not to critique the use of
technology in this context. Digital stories themselves can expose tensions and contradictions in
society (e.g. through the narrator’s description of the reasons for behaving violently), however.
Using this definition, digital stories have an emancipatory aim, but this dissertation does not.

Other definitions of critical social theory position this dissertation as critical, however.

Alveson and Myers (2005: 244) see critical research as seeking to highlight the contradictions
and conflicts in society, and in so doing work towards emancipation through helping to eliminate
the “causes of alienation and domination”. Given that this dissertation seeks to expand
understandings around digital stories as tools for activism, it can be seen as emancipatory and

seeking to help in efforts to eliminate the causes of alienation and domination.

Walsham (2005: 112) asserts that at its simplest level, critical research is about the motivation of
the researcher and their desire to focus on what is wrong with the world. Using this definition of
critical research, this dissertation is definitely critical, especially when the emancipatory aim of
seeking to improve the digital storytelling methodology through an examination of its use of

technology is added.

4.2.3 Bringing interpretive and critical approaches together

McGrath (2005: 86) raises the possibility of a tension between interpretive and critical research, in
that the former is driven by exposing multiple points of view and interpretations on the behalf of
people being studied, while the latter is driven by emancipatory aims, that is a cause. A critical
study could thus lead to certain interpretations being favoured and others ignored, in the interests

of emancipation. Alveson and Deetz (cited in McGrath 2005: 89) resolve this tension by
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suggesting that in critical research, an interpretive approach can be the central paradigm,
complemented by “limited elements of critique and transformative re-definitions”. McGrath goes
on to say (ibid: 91) that “prevailing views of criticality incorporate the position that interpretive

work may be critical”.

The position adopted in this dissertation is that interpretive and critical methodologies may start
from similar ontological and epistemological assumptions, and that a thorough interpretive study
can provide a good foundation for critical research. Interpretivism is used to illuminate the
multiplicity of deeper meanings and significances, and a critical lens helps to place those in
context, analyse them and see their role in the broader aim of transforming “alienating and
restrictive social conditions” (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991: 6). The approach of this dissertation

draws on McGrath’s concept of “interpretive researchers with critical intent” (2005: 92).

Orlikowski and Baroudi (1991: 18) highlight various criticisms levelled against interpretive
research. Firstly, they argue, it does not usually look at the (often external) conditions that are
brought to bear on the subject and people being researched. Secondly, it tends to leave out
unintended consequences of social actions, particularly because it focuses on illuminating the
meanings and understandings of participants. Thirdly, interpretivism does not highlight structural
conflicts in society. Lastly, it tends not to explain historical change. This research seeks to
address these criticisms through an overt examination of the societal context in which the digital

stories are taking place, and through its critical orientation and the critical lens used for analysis.

In this study, | am not entirely comfortable with certain elements of critical research, such as the
objective of my research being to “liberate those studied from the oppression and ‘false
consciousness’ which constrains them” (Olikowski & Baroudi, 1991: 22). The subjects of this
research, in taking part in the digital story workshopping process, are actively seeking to explore
violent and traumatic parts of their past and present, and in that sense are already seeking to
‘liberate’ themselves. Furthermore, many participants will go on to use their digital stories in order
to highlight issues of violence (and hence reduce levels of violence through consciousness-
raising); | would not presume, as researcher, to know how to ‘liberate’ people who are already

engaged in meaningful social action.

4.3 Research methodology: case study

In order to gain an understanding of technology use in digital stories as tools for activism,
qualitative methods must be used as they are suited to studying social and cultural phenomena
(Avison & Myers, 2005: 240). This study is clearly not suited to quantitative methods; the aim is

not to find out how many people use digital stories as tools in activism, or how often the stories
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are used in public forums. Rather, the research seeks to understand some of the dynamics of

technology use in this context.

There are a range of qualitative methodologies, including action research, ethnographic research,
grounded theory and case studies (ibid: 246). The case study methodology has been chosen for

this research.

431 What is a case study

A case study seeks to explore a current phenomenon, particularly one where the boundaries are
blurred between what is being studied, and the context (Yin cited in Darke et al, 1998: 275). It
draws on a number of data collection techniques such as interviews, questionnaires, observation
and text analysis (ibid). In this dissertation, the case study methodology will be used to provide a

description of a phenomenon and to develop theory (as suggested by Darke et al, 1998: 275).

4.3.2 Why the case study methodology

Benbasat et al (1987: 369) see the case study methodology as being particularly useful when
theory or knowledge in an area is in the early stages of development, or where context and the
experiences of those being studied are important. The phenomenon being studied in this
dissertation fits all three of these criteria. Limited academic (or other) research has been done of
the digital storytelling methodology. There are studies of the use of digital storytelling in teaching,
but no academic studies have been done of the ‘Silence Speaks’ variant of digital storytelling,
which focuses particularly on working with survivors of violence and trauma. This author is not
aware of any studies looking particularly at the dynamics of technology use in digital storytelling.
In this study, context is critical: it frames the motivation behind the digital storytelling workshops
being studied, and it frames the issues that participants bring with them when they take part in the
workshops. Lastly, this study is all about the experiences of participants. Benbasat et al go on to
say (ibid: 370) that case studies are ideal for capturing knowledge and experiences from

practitioners.
4.4  Research design

441 Use of theory

Walsham (2002: 104 & 105) lists three uses of theory in case study research: as a guide for
research design and data collection early on in the study, as part of an iterative process of data
collection and analysis, or as an outcome of the research. In this dissertation, a grounded theory

approach is used and hence theory is an outcome of the research.
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Grounded theory was seen as appropriate as it is an interpretive methodology (Mingers, 2001:
254) that allows for theory to emerge from the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990: 23). Given that
digital storytelling is influenced by a number of factors such as group processes, individual and
group activism, the development of narratives and sense-making and identity formation through
technology use, it was felt that to select a particular theory to guide data collection or the analysis
of that data would constrain what was allowed to emerge from the research. Rather, the
emphasis in this dissertation is on building theory that is “faithful to and illuminates the area under
study” (ibid: 24).

442 Site selection

The digital storytelling workshops that took place in Cape Town in 2007 were chosen because
these workshops were run specifically to capture the stories of people who had more of an
activist intent (in that they sought to use their stories in activism, as opposed to doing them simply
for therapeutic or artistic value), and the sponsoring organisation (Sonke Gender Justice) was
running the workshops specifically to generate stories for subsequent use in social change
activities, such as training workshops. This made the participants in these workshops ideal for a
study of the use of digital stories as tools for activism. The co-operation of Sonke Gender Justice
and the staff member from the Center for Digital Storytelling who was running the workshops
were also valuable. This meant that one of the difficulties associated with case studies, that “the

availability of case study sites may be restricted” (Darke et al, 1998: 274), was overcome.

4.4.3 Data collection

This study was done with the agreement of the main organisations involved, that is the Center for
Digital Storytelling (in the form of Amy Hill), and the sponsoring organisation for the workshops,

Sonke Gender Justice. This facilitated easier access to source documents and people.

The data sources for this study were:

e Aninterview with Amy Hill, Community Projects Director at the Center for Digital Storytelling,
initiator of the ‘Silence Speaks’ approach, and facilitator of the digital workshops studied in
this dissertation.

¢ An interview with Dean Peacock, a director and founder of Sonke Gender Justice, the
organisation that sponsored the workshops and selected the participants from a range of
partner organisations.

e Seven in-person interviews with individuals who took part in the digital storytelling workshops
in Cape Town in March and April 2007.

e Various documents on the digital storytelling methodology and the Silence Speaks approach

(referenced more fully in the bibliography).
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Interviews were recorded where logistically possible and where interviewees gave permission.
These were transcribed. Notes were also taken, though they were not used during the process of

analysis. (See Appendix A for a list of interviews and dates.)

444 Profile of workshop participant interviewees

The interviewees were all South Africans aged between 20 and 40 years. Two were male and five
female. They were mostly survivors of violence and abuse such as domestic violence, rape and
sexual abuse. Some were dealing with issues such as past substance abuse and difficult parental

relationships.

445 Period of research

Discussions started with Amy Hill and Sonke Gender Justice in January 2007. The dissertation
topic, and primary and secondary research questions were subsequently defined. A plan was
drawn up and checked with my supervisor, and a submission was prepared for the Ethics
Committee. Approval to proceed with the research was granted in March 2007. The interviews

were done in March and April 2007.

4.4.6 Design of questionnaires and interviews

A “discursively oriented” approach to the interviews was taken, as described by Henning et al
(2004: 57), in which the interview is seen as a social action in that it is an interaction shaped by
the interviewer and the interviewee and both are co-constructors of the data. In this approach the
ideal is that both parties are “research partners”, and attempts are made to shift the balance of
power so that both parties are active participants (ibid: 68). While this is an ideal that can be hard

to realise, | tried to use these principles in the way interviews were conducted.

Questions were formulated in preparation for the interviews to give the discussions some
structure and to ensure that the primary and secondary research questions were explored. Each
interview started with an explanation of the motivation for study. This was followed by an
explanation of how the interview text was to be used, i.e. that the interview recording was to be
transcribed, and that the content was to be analysed to isolate main themes. It was also
explained that direct quotes from interviews were to be used extensively, but that confidentiality
would be maintained as real names would not be used. Participants were reassured that there
were no ‘right’ answers to the questions, and questions were solicited from the participants
through asking if they had ideas about what questions were important in trying to explore this

topic area. (See Appendix B for the questions used in the interviews with workshop participants.)

4.4.7 Data analysis

The process followed to analyse the data is described in detail in the Analysis chapter.
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45 A note on the role of the researcher

Walsham (2002: 107) describes two roles for researchers, those of outside and participant
observers. | took the role of ‘outside observer’, meaning that | did not take part in the workshops
or observe them. This meant (hopefully) that interviewees saw me as outside the workshopping
process and thus felt more comfortable discussing issues with me. Walsham mentions that the
disadvantage of the outside observer role can be that less access is granted (than to a participant
observer), but given the permission granted by the participant organisations, this disadvantage

was circumvented.
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5 Analysis

This chapter seeks to present the analysis of the coded interviews, that is to show how the data
coming out of the interviews was worked and analysed. It also seeks to show what
understandings were arrived at through this process, that is the results of the analysis. These
results are the outcome of the grounded theory process that was followed and are thus the theory

proposed by this dissertation.

5.1 Approach and process

The process followed was guided by Henning’s description of qualitative content analysis (2004)
and Strauss and Corbin’s description of the grounded theory process (1990). The interviews were
transcribed, and once they had all been completed, they were read through as a group in order to
“... have an overview of as much contextual data as possible” (Henning, 2004: 104). The
interviews were then coded using an ‘open coding’ process, as described by Strauss & Corbin
(1990) and Henning (2004). Interview by interview, text was highlighted as significant to the
research questions; these formed the codes, which were numbered so that they could be traced
back to where they came from in the interviews (see Appendix C). The codes were then cut out of
their ‘home texts’ and grouped into categories that emerged when the codes were looked at en
masse. Too many categories were initially identified, necessitating that they be re-examined,

changed and amalgamated.

This process of re-examination, changing and amalgamation formed the core of the analytical
process as new themes and relationships were identified. Out of this process leapt a central ‘story
line’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990: 120 & 123). The word ‘leapt’ is significant as once it emerged, it
was clear that it formed the central idea (or phenomenon) around which the categories could be

grouped.

The categories were then revisited and regrouped in light of the central storyline. (The results of
this process can be seen in the table in Appendix D) The categories thus became subsidiary
categories of the central storyline, which can be seen as the core category. The analysis below
was then written. It is essentially the story that emerged from the data once it had been grouped
into the sub-categories. In this process the original interviews were revisited and extensive quotes
were inserted as the interviewees’ words were a more accurate reflection the meaning
participants wanted to convey than the abstracted codes. The role of the codes was thus to allow
for analysis and for themes to be identified, which would not have been possible had the texts
been treated in their entireties. The codes in this process can be seen as ‘stepping stones’ to

analysis and abstraction from the data.
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The process followed can be represented diagrammatically:

See Appendix C
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Figure 1: Diagram of research process
5.2  Analysis of the interviews

5.2.1 Central storyline: technology as medium and mediator

In looking at how the data spoke to the primary research area of the dynamics of technology use
in digital stories as tools for social change and activism, a clear core phenomenon arose:
technology has important properties as a medium, and it acts as a mediator in a range of
relationships.

Strauss and Corbin (1990: 121) caution against choosing two phenomena as core as their
integration can be very difficult. In this case there are two phenomena (medium and mediator),
but they came out so clearly in the data and are so inter-related that it was not sensible to focus
on only one; to do so would have meant wilfully developing an incomplete understanding of the
dynamics and effects of technology use in the digital storytelling process.

The dictionary definition of the word ‘medium’ illustrates well how technology acted as medium in
this case study. According to the Miriam-Webster dictionary (n.d.), a medium is “a channel or

system of communication, information, or entertainment®. This is what technology brings to digital
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storytelling at the simplest level: it is a way of conveying stories. The dictionary gives a further
definition, “a mode of artistic expression or communication”, which highlights another important
property of technology in digital storytelling — that of being a way of doing something. Lastly, a
medium is defined as “a condition or environment in which something may function or flourish”,
which draws attention to another characteristic of a medium — that it allows something to be, and

to develop. This latter meaning also emerged in the study.

In digital storytelling, it is the characteristics of technology, that is its properties, which allow for
stories to be created in digital form; those characteristics impact on how stories are created, the

form they take and the people that make them. These are technology’s properties as a medium.

A mediator is defined to be something that “effect[s] by action as an intermediary”, that is it
causes something to come in to being by acting as a go-between. In so doing, it affects the

relationship between the two bodies or phenomena between which it acts.

The characteristics of technology also allow the stories to be disseminated, whether to the people
close to the creators, or the world at large. Technology’s characteristics as a mediator come into

play here.

In order to develop a better picture of how technology acts as medium and mediator in the case
of digital storytelling, the sub-categories of these two phenomena as they emerged from the data
will be explored below. Extensive quotes from participants are used as they are best placed to
speak for themselves; extensive paraphrasing is not necessary, nor does it add great value. The
role of the researcher is to develop a way of organising themes and of presenting the data so that
it can talk in a way that is not possible if one were to read all the transcripts. This is not to say that
organising and isolating themes is a neutral process; abstraction is not, and the very fact that a
particular research question has been selected means that some things will receive attention and
others not. This view follows the ‘constructivist’ view of grounded theory development as the

researcher is defining what is noteworthy in the data (Henning, 2004: 115).
5.2.2 Technology as medium

Technology as medium: power of multi-media in representation

Technology allowed participants to give form to memory, and the multi-media nature of the

technology allowed for a more complete picture to be created:

I was tapping into some deep memories of mine.. and to then have it up

there, on the computer and listening to my voice and making changes to
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make that picture really fit with what I was saying and what I was feeling

at that moment. That was for me amazing.

I had all these colour-in pencils and I maybe just had a few colours and
now I had added a couple of more colour-in pencils so I could paint the
picture or colour the picture in with a lot more different colours than I

used to.

I'm expressing myself.. it was like looking at the mirror telling the

story.

I think it’s powerful because it’s got sound, it’s got visuals, it’s got
content, 1it’s got feeling 1it’s got music, 1it’s got beauty, 1it’s got
ugliness, it’s got all kinds of things in it, you know, it’s multifaceted
and multilayered.
The fact that participants were able to use images, voice and music and synthesise them into a
whole meant that they were able to express themselves in ways beyond what would be possible if

they had for example been drawing or singing, or simply telling their story verbally.

One participant did emphasise that technology’s role should be kept simple, and that technology
should fade into the background. Effects should not be allowed to overwhelm the story and the

story should remain at the heart, not the technology.

Technology as medium: dynamics of image use

A feature of the technology used in digital storytelling that was mentioned by most of the
participants was the ability to use and manipulate images. Images helped participants to create
what they felt to be a representative story, particularly as they selected and manipulated the
images themselves. One participant mentioned that she felt that the use of images added another
dimension to her story. Another felt that using images made him go deeper into an emotional
space:
So when you actually have to choose images to go with that story, it
actually forces you to go back into that experience, you know, to delve
more deeper in with that experience.
Associating images with a painful experience is powerful because it allows the person to find
ways to represent that experience, and to externalise it in a tangible form. It also adds depth to

how the person is able to communicate that experience to others.

An issue mentioned by one of the participants is that he found relatively few images of black
people on the Web, a gap in the representivity of the content on the Web that he hadn'’t
considered until he went looking. He linked this to a lack of self-esteem for some people, the fact
that there has been a general lack of interest in certain communities, and the fact that many

people come from ‘bad’ environments — so why would they want to take pictures of them?
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Technology as medium: facilitator of transformation

Three of the participants said that using technology (i.e. interacting with the medium) was a
transforming experience for them, particularly a healing one.
the technology played such an important role in the transformational
aspects of it, you transformed it into something completely different and

the technology allowed you to do that. Imagine if you didn't have the
technology, it would just be, not so easy.

I never thought that, you know, technology would be able to help, assist
me with healing some parts of [my] personal life.
This transformation seems to centre largely around the fact that people were able to give form to
memories, and that the multi-media nature of the technology allowed them to represent those
memories in a way that was meaningful to them. The accessibility of the medium meant that it
was easy to return to the story (and thus to the experiences captured in it); in this way, the story

could become part of someone’s healing process.

Technology as medium: technology’s power in dissemination

While it may seem obvious, an important thing that many participants highlighted was that
technology makes stories easy to disseminate. Being captured in digital format makes stories
highly accessible as they can be put on DVD, hosted on the Web and sent via email. Given that
participants in this digital story process largely saw themselves as activists, this was an important
feature of technology.

One participant highlighted the fact that this will allow his story to go places that he cannot:

..my story gets to travel, it gets to touch so many people, it gets to be
heard by so many people.. if I, I had to tell that story I have to go to
this place and this place.. and sometimes I will get bored and then now
I’'ve been travelling a lot, and now I’m homesick. But with a DVD, the DVD
never gets homesick.
The power of technology in dissemination is particularly significant as the digital stories deal with
highly personal, often traumatic experiences that are often ‘locked up’ with the person who went
through them. One participant summarised this well:

. you've set it [the story] free and it’s going out there into the world,

and you've freed yourself of it as well.

Technology as medium: sense of agency

One participant said that the very act of creating was exciting:

I like the whole idea of being able to sort of create something from

something that was never there.
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All participants mentioned that they were proud of what they had created, and much of this pride
came from the fact that they had done it themselves:
First of all I think because I told my story, I'd put it in digital form,
it’s there.. and secondly the process of it, you know, the fact that I've
chosen the music, I wrote my own script.. I'm talking, with my voiceover,
it’s not somebody else’s story.. I’ve put this whole thing together,
basically. That it was not professionally done or, you know, post

production.. I did .. the editing and stuff like that.

..visually I liked it, the way I’d done it with the computer, I’m proud of
it... And the person that 1is telling the story, it’s me. It’s my story,
it’s me telling my story. It’s me doing, choosing the photos of my story,
so it was me doing it.
This sense of agency also has self-esteem benefits. The fact of having created something, a
thing that people could see, was also empowering, and this sense was increased where people
had to overcome fears (such as a fear of technology, or of taking pictures of themselves):
And as we progressed through it and I saw I could actually do it and see
how it came about and how it was put together, it was just so empowering.
This sense of agency, at having created something themselves, was also tinged with fear for one

participant, who remarked that she was very proud of what she had done, but also a little scared.

The format of the workshops was an important factor in the imparting of a sense of agency, as
participants were taught to use the technology; they did not write stories that get handed to
others. Movies are not about them, but by them. Participants wrote the scripts, chose the music
and pictures, edited them and put the digital story together using the software that they’d been
taught to use. So while this sub-category talks to the nature of the technology itself (that it need
not be restricted to experts), it also speaks to the fact that people were taught to use it for

themselves.

Technology as medium: ownership and authenticity

The sense of agency participants mentioned above extended for some participants to a feeling of
ownership of their stories. This is interesting as one could imagine that capturing a highly
personal story in digital format and having it put on a DVD and the Internet could lead to a loss of
sense of ownership. The fact that participants wrote and produced the digital stories themselves
increased their sense of ownership. This sense of ownership had a strong emotional significance
for one of the participants:

.80 I’'m really owning it and it’s a good feeling. As opposed to,

especially around that violent area, I felt so out of control and so, you

know, I couldn't own anything.
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One participant spoke of how technology helped in her interaction with the workshop facilitator,
who took her story and gave feedback using ‘track changes’ in the software program. While the
use of ‘track changes’ might seem simply like the use of programming functionality, on a symbolic
level it introduces transparency into an interaction between the facilitator (who has a far greater
degree of knowledge and expertise) and the participant (who is relatively speaking a

technological novice).

An increased sense of ownership of their story was not experienced by everyone. For one
participant, the very act of telling her story to others on the first day of the workshop led to a loss
of sense of ownership, something that started before technology was introduced into the process.
Her story had been broadcast on television and she felt that once the story was ‘out there’ there
was the potential for people to misunderstand it. She was one of two participants who had done a
similar workshop two years before the workshops being studied, and therefore her story had been
in the public domain for some time. Most of the participants in the workshops being studied had
not yet had their stories put into the public domain, and it might be that were issues of ownership
to be explored with them in say a year’s time, their feelings around ownership might be more

varied and contradictory.

A couple of the participants mentioned the importance of the fact that it's the storyteller telling the
story (they record their own voice-overs), and that this adds to the story’s authenticity and power.
One mentioned that the lack of fancy production values also contributed to this:
..the fact that they are obviously made by the person who’s telling the
story, that authenticity of it, that grittiness of it, the sort of hand
held camera, you know, I really do, I think that authenticity makes, it

brings you much closer to the storyteller and therefore much closer to the

story and therefore the impact of the story.

Technology as medium: adding weight and impact
Technology was also seen as adding weight and impact to stories, and made them more
powerful:

I don't know if she wouldn't believe me.. 1f I did tell it just verbally.

..it’s like you're telling somebody a really sad story, but, you know,
there's no emotion, they can't relate to it. But when you're actually
showing them and it’s got the same effect on them as it has on you, you

feel.. you actually get me.

Technology as medium: constraints presented by technology

Three of the participants mentioned software access as a constraint. One said that he did not

have the right software (Adobe Photoshop and Premiere) on their computers at the organisation
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at which he worked and that this would constrain the future use of his new skills. Others also
mentioned this constraint, and suggested that Open Source software might be an alternative to
be considered. One participant, who has led digital storytelling workshops, was concerned about
creating a dependency on him (as the person with access to software):
..1f I was going to teach and take people through the process, I would want
them to come away with more than just having told that one story. Because
what if they want to tell another story, do they have to now come back to
me...
Another participant mentioned the importance of sound equipment when the story is being shown
to other people. She had been upset by a situation where her story was shown to a large
gathering and the poor quality of the sound equipment meant that people didn’'t understand her
story. (This problem was exacerbated by language barriers.) She was also concerned that the
stories had less impact on the Internet due to bandwidth constraints and the small size of the

image.

Another technology-related constraint mentioned by one participant was the level of computer
literacy of people when he had led a digital storytelling workshop himself. He found that they had
to adjust the American digital storytelling methodology as the people they were working with did

not have basic computer literacy skills.

5.2.3 Technology as mediator

This section looks as how technology acted as mediator in these digital stories. It is worth
revisiting what is meant by a medium versus a mediator:

e A medium is a way of doing something, or an environment in which something is done.

¢ A mediator is something that sits in between two things, that in doing so can affect the

relationship between the two things.

Hence in the section above the emphasis has been on looking at the categories that emerged
due to the nature of technology as a way of doing something, i.e. what it is about technology as a
medium that impacted on the participants and their stories. This section looks at technology as a
mediator, i.e. what it is that technology brought to digital storytelling due to its role as an

intermediary between things (e.g. the participant and their story, or the participant and others).

Technology as mediator: relationship with story/traumatic events

Technology can be seen as sitting in between the creator and the story, and as such it can impact
on the relationship of the creator with their story. At the outset of the research, it was expected
that it would emerge that participants found that technology somehow came in between them and

their stories in a negative way. Especially given that most of the participants were not advanced
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computer users, it could be expected that technology might be a hindrance to participants relating
to their stories, and that given its unfamiliarity as a medium for dealing with trauma, they might
end up creating digital stories from which they felt a sense of distance. (Rather like if a person

saw a movie about themselves, they might ask ‘is that really me?’.)

This initial assumption proved to be false. Rather, technology played a role in reframing many of
the participants’ relationships with their stories:

I'm a visual person and I think seeing my story, you know, just made it

for me, more real, as opposed to just being trapped within my mind.

So there's this feeling of sort of excitement and danger and freedom and
liberation and letting go and transformation and it’s out of you, it’s
sort of separate from you and 1it’s been transformed and it’s kind of going
to do its whole own journey..
This feeling of liberation was for some a positive thing, though for some it carried with it certain
fears; one participant said that while she knew the truth of her story, she feared that other people

(such as her mother) might not believe her.

Another participant said that in taking a secret and creating something that others could watch,
the events or story took on new meaning — the very act of externalising and sharing imparted new

meaning.

On the question of whether technology could be a barrier for novice users, one participant
remarked that she noticed a fellow participant struggling with the computer. This had the potential
to be distancing, as the person’s efforts were directed at trying to figure out how to use the
computer, but the availability of workshop facilitators meant that one-on-one help was at hand to

prevent that.

Another participant mentioned that for her technology introduced an element of distance not
because of difficulties of use, but because of it allowing her to see her story so many times — it
became something that was played ‘up there’ (on the screen) and then discussed by people, for

instance in a workshop.

Technology as mediator: relationship with memories

A good example of how technology can be seen both as a medium and as a mediator is in the
area of memory. As medium, the multi-media nature of technology can help to give form to
memories. As mediator, technology can be an intermediary between the individual and their
memories and in so doing it alters the person’s relationship with those memories. It does this

through helping to access memories, giving form to them and being a store for them. This then
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allows for those memories-given-form to be used in other processes such as building self-

esteem:
Even 1in just affirming people.. I also know from my own process that when
you.. spin out of control, you forget all the good that you have done and
that you have mastered and how you have grown. You sort of regress to,
you know, that earlier part of yourself. So how would a digital story
help you to.. mark places in your life that you.. could go back to and look
at and say to yourself, I did this, you know, and I can do this again.

Another participant remarked that trauma causes people to shut off and that the digital story ‘is

you’ and brings back memories and forces you to think.

Technology as mediator: relationships with others

Under the over-arching heading of how technology contributes to the mediation of relationships
between the storytellers and other people, various themes emerged: helping, connectedness,

new relationships and fear.

A number of participants mentioned that creating something that could help others was of benefit
to them. Technology played an important role in helping them to create something that could be
used to help other people.

..that tool gave me another tool, you know, and.. I think for most people,

when you see that you can help somebody else, that gives you really a good
feeling.

what we had created is something that a lot of people could use and
either use to help others get there or perhaps a person who has been in
that same position in life, you know, you help that person to actually see
it’s okay to talk about it.. [t]hat was, it’s an amazing feeling.
Beyond just making the participant feel good that they were helping, one mentioned that that

ability to help others was in fact a part of their own healing.

Technology assisted in fostering a sense of connectedness, with people known or unknown. A
participant commented that being able to see each others’ stories and have people react
positively to them was something she’d never experienced before and made her feel incredibly
connected. She went on to say that digital stories can be used for people who cannot access
counselling, which means that they can see that others have survived and that they don’t need to

feel alone.

Technology has an important role to play in fostering new relationships that would either not have
been possible or very difficult to form had technology not been available. A participant referenced

the fact that people who view their story could get some of the benefits of being in a support
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group without having to join one, and another said that she had used her digital story to help in
real-world counselling sessions where she was able to build a relationship with a client as the
client drew inspiration from her story. One participant highlighted a dynamic that people could
form a relationship with his story and not directly with him:
there will be people that will know me that I don't know them, but when
we meet I will know them because they'll be having the relationship with
me that I don't have, but my story has with them..
These kinds of relationships, where the viewer has some sort of relationship with the storyteller
through knowing their story, elicited some mixed feelings. While one participant liked the idea of
people finding her story randomly on the Web, she was also fearful of people’s reactions, if she
were to hear of them. Another was wary of people misunderstanding her story (for example if it
was broadcast), and was concerned about not being able to do anything about that

misunderstanding.

Technology as mediator in disclosure

Five of the participants mentioned that being able to use a digital story to tell people about their
experiences was much easier than telling people in person. This was largely due to the lack of

interruptions that would inevitably occur should verbal disclosure take place. To quote one of the

participants:
I remember saying the one thing, showing visuals of 1it, you know. It
actually forced them to sit and listen, to watch it. Because very often,

when you try to speak to them, you know, they will try and interrupt you.
When you're not done with your story they try and say, oh no, but that is
not or, no, but you don't understand, or, you know, you're not seeing it

right. But the one thing that it does, I think, it forces them to watch.
There is also less discomfort to the storyteller and viewer:

I think it makes it easier to play it rather than to tell it.. it’s very
difficult for me to talk when I cry so, you know, that sort of helped as

well. [W]hen I’'m emotional, when I’m angry it’s very difficult to talk.

you've achieved so much more with a digital story than you could have
with something written down or even talking face to face to one of the
survivors because that often makes people feel uncomfortable, both the
survivor and the politician or the funder..
Another participant said that when she told people in person, she would have expectations of
their reaction and would often end up disappointed. With a digital story she’s happy that her story
is ‘out there’; it does the talking for her. Linked to this is the experience of another participant who

found that telling people in person reverses her healing.
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Technology can be seen as introducing a healthy distance for the teller, in that their story can be

told without their direct involvement and the pain that entails.

Technology as mediator: relationships with people close to them

For many of the participants, their digital story had positive or negative implications for their

relationships with their family and people close to them.

One participant remarked that a digital story was useful as a store of memory for future
generations; he imagined being a grandfather and being able to show his story. In this way

technology can play a role in family relations and how the family comes to understand itself.

Related to the section above on disclosure, one participant said that her story made telling her
mother about the abuse she had suffered easier, partially as she was able to observe her mother
and her body language while her mother was watching the story. Technology in this instance

gave her the space to read non-verbal cues.

Another said that she would love to be there when her family saw her story as it talked about
such an important part of her life and she had such positive feelings about creating her story, and
that she felt that it opened up the possibility of family dialogue. Technology is playing a role in
family relationships partially because it helped the storyteller to frame her experiences, and
partially because she was proud of what she had created. She mentioned that particularly when it
came to a person who is mentioned in the story, she would want to be there when he saw it for

the first time.

One participant mentioned a potential disadvantage of representing problems in a familial
relationship in a digital story, in that while the story remains ‘on record’, the relationship could be
repaired. The story could then cause a rift in that relationship as while the real-world relationship
has evolved, the digital story remains as a representation of the relationship in its unchanged

state.

Technology as mediator: relationship of the activist with the world

All of the participants in the workshop studied are activists of one sort or another, working on
issues that include gender, violence, rape and technology. Their motivations for making digital
stories mostly centred around using their stories (or allowing others to use their stories) for social
change, for instance in workshops. As can be seen from the analysis so far, the fact that
technology is used to capture stories dealing with very personal events had implications for the

participants, which they mostly expressed as positive, though there were negative implications as
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well. This section seeks to explore what participants said that is relevant to their roles as activists,
and what technology brought to that.

The Web is a very public platform, and two participants referenced the fact that they were happy
with that:
. it’s on the internet, it’s there for everybody, but eventually it will,
you know, come back to me, nobody can take that away from me. It happened

and I’'m glad to share it with people, you know, because that’s basically
what it is, I’m sharing it with people.

. 1t’s on the internet, it’s all over, my god, Delta has gone global.. it
was an amazing process I did.

The avoidance of face-to-face contact that the Web affords was specifically mentioned:

But obviously if it’s on a website, you don't know and it doesn't matter
because you don't see the person’s reaction.. 1f you're going to be present
and it’s going to be shown to other people there will be like a kind of a
stage fright aspect to it, I’'m sure.
Technology is sometimes negatively characterised as ‘impersonal’; in this instance that was a
positive feature as it created sufficient distance for the storytellers to feel comfortable with their
stories being publicly available. One participant went so far as to say that having her story out

there and not having to worry about people’s reactions was empowering.

It seems that technology could have a role to play in helping to make people able to share their
stories and have them used for social change. Learning technology and creating a story led to a
sense of pride, which in turn enabled the sharing of the story:
. I think I had sort of also developed, you know, sort of pride.. this 1is
what I made and this 1is my story, so I want people to know and I want
people to see.
Another participant said that knowing upfront that her story was to be used publicly meant that

she did not worry about her story being exposed to the world.

5.3 Bringing the analysis together: the story that the data tells

Having coded the transcriptions, identified a central storyline and grouped the categories under

that storyline, the next step is to synthesise what it is that the data is saying.

This dissertation seeks to examine the dynamics of technology use in digital stories as tools for
activism and social change. All of the digital storytelling workshop participants who were
interviewed are activists, and were motivated to capture their stories by a desire to use their

stories to help make change happen. They could have chosen to tell their stories in person at
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workshops, or to paint pictures. But in this instance they chose to use technology to help them to
be agents in broader processes of social change. Significantly they chose to take what are highly
personal, often traumatic events in their lives, open them up to the world, and create digital

stories to help others learn about issues such as violence, gender roles and HIV.

In this process technology can be seen to act in two ways: as a medium for capturing and
disseminating stories, and as a mediator between the participants, their stories and other people.
Essentially it is the properties of technology as a medium that allow it to play certain roles as an

intermediary.

The most striking feature of technology as a medium is that it facilitated the participants becoming
active creators, and in so doing it was part of a process of personal transformation. Participants
were taught to use technology and were thus able to select images, record voice-overs and
synthesise multiple elements to create digital stories that were highly reflective of their
experiences. A sense of agency in this creative process helped foster a sense of ownership of
their stories, and helped retain the authentic voices of the participants. Their stories were ‘given
wings’ by technology in that they were given form in a medium that facilitates dissemination and

sharing.

This in turn allowed technology to act as a mediator on a number of levels. On a very personal
level, participants’ relationships with the events in their stories could change and some felt a
sense of liberation. The capturing of trauma, experiences and voice into an artefact (the digital
story) meant that this artefact could play a role in a range of relationships. Almost all of the
participants mentioned a sense of pride in what they had created. This pride made sharing easier
as participants wanted others to see what they had made. The digital story facilitated disclosure
for some, in that it could speak for them and made telling easier. At the level of the family, the
story could be a store of memory for future generations and could help enrich the family’s
understanding of itself. The story could also facilitate counselling-type relationships, whether the

storyteller was present or not.

At the broader societal level, technology played a role as a mediator in that it made possible the
sharing of participants’ stories as it gave a sense of distance — again, the digital story can speak
for the person and they don't have to be there for the story to be used in processes of social
change. Technology in this context also helped participants to create a tool that they (and others)

could use as activists.
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There are of course caveats to this, and not all participants felt the same on all issues. One
participant felt that technology’s role in digital stories should be kept simple lest it overwhelm the
story. Another felt that telling her story (whether that involved technology or not) led to a feeling of
loss of ownership. Clear constraints presented by technology also emerged: the software is
expensive, most do not have access to it, and this makes creating more stories and making use
of the skills learnt difficult and can create a situation of dependency in that for people to create

more stories, they depend on those who have access to technology.

5.4  Abstracting from the results: development of a conceptual
framework

This section seeks to abstract from the section above in order to propose a conceptual framework
for understanding the dynamics of technology use in social change and activism. The choice of

the word ‘conceptual framework’ as opposed to theory is explained in the next section.

The proposition is that in looking at an application of technology use in social change and
activism, the way that technology acts can be understood is as a medium and a mediator. The
relationship between technology-as-medium and technology-as-mediator is that the properties of

the former allow technology to play various roles as the latter.

The implications of this are that given a set of actors with activist intent, if they are taken through
a facilitated process where they are taught to use technology to create, they are able to draw on
certain properties of technology to capture their experiences to create artefacts which are then
able to mediate in a range of relationships. Hence in this process technology’s properties as a

medium are drawn on in order to play certain mediating roles.

This conceptual framework is essentially a way of breaking down technology’s roles as an actor
in this process. It is a framework for understanding the role of technology in order to better

understand the dynamics of its use.

5.5 Theresults as theory

The findings of this interpretive case study are the results of a grounded theory process, and as
such can be seen as an emergent theory. In the grounded theory methodology, the theory
created is traceable to the data, has an emphasis on process, is temporal and is characterised as
not being substantive (i.e. it does not have a separate and independent existence) (Hughes &
Jones, 2003: 2). The resultant theory is thus “reported in a narrative framework or as a set of
propositions” (ibid).
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| prefer to call the results of this grounded theory process a ‘conceptual framework’ as opposed to
theory. This is largely a matter of semantics; Hughes and Jones (and many others) label
something as ‘theory’ that | prefer to call a ‘conceptual framework’. | call the results of my analysis
a conceptual framework as this term better describes what | have produced, which is a way of
seeing technology’s role in the case that | have studied. Hence the proposition that technology’s
properties as a medium allow it to play certain roles as a mediator in various relationships is a

framework within which technology’s role can be analysed and understood.

At this point the question of generalisability is relevant: can the conceptual framework developed
be applied in other situations? Given that the framework is the product of a grounded theory
process, it is, as mentioned above, located spatially and temporally; in this sense it is tied to the
case from which it has been developed. Lee and Baskerville (2003: 230) emphasise that in
interpretivism “a theory's pertaining only to the setting where it was developed would not detract
from its validity or scientific status” and that interpretivism does not prevent the theory from being
applied in other settings. It is thus proposed that seeing technology as having properties that
allow it to mediate in a variety of relationships can usefully be applied in a range of settings in
order to better understand the roles that technology can play. It is acknowledged, however, that
there are many ways of understanding the impacts and roles of technology and the conceptual

framework developed stands alongside many other similarly useful frameworks.
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6 Discussion

This chapter seeks to tie together the main sections of this dissertation. It does this by relating the
proposition developed in the dissertation to the research questions and then looking at how the
proposition relates to issues highlighted in the literature review. The meanings and implications of

the proposition are also discussed. Lastly, the limitations of the study are highlighted.

6.1 Returning to the research questions

The primary research question to be answered in this dissertation was: in the digital story
methodology, how does the use of technology impact on digital stories as tools for social change?
The secondary questions to be answered in order to shed light on the primary question were:

o How do participants experience the use of technology in the digital storytelling process?

o What impacts did using technology to capture traumatic experiences have?

e What constraints related to technology did participants experience?

o What potentials does technology use open up?

In terms of answering the primary research question, the central idea proposed is that technology
impacted on digital stories as tools for social change through its properties as a medium and a
mediator. It was found that it was technology’s properties as a medium that enabled it to play

certain roles as a mediator.

As a medium, participants experienced technology as giving them the tools to become active
participants in the creation of an artefact (the digital story) that was able to capture their thoughts,
feelings and experiences in a way that retained their authentic voice. Technology helped people
to have a sense of agency in this process, and a sense of pride in what they created. The fact of
their stories being captured in digital form opened up the possibility for the story to be shown in
more intimate settings and disseminated widely, allowing technology to be a mediator in a range
of relationships, whether with people close to them or in people’s roles as counsellors or activists.
Importantly the stories made it easier for them to disclose their experiences, to people known or
unknown. This was largely due to the healthy sense of distance that was created between the

storyteller and the viewer and the fact that the stories were able to speak for the tellers.

The main constraint mentioned by the storytellers was that the software used in the digital
storytelling process is expensive and not widely available, thus making it difficult for most to re-
use the skills they’'d learnt, and make more stories. There was the potential that a situation of
dependency could be established, where those without access to technology become dependent

on those with access to take the digital storytelling process further.

Chapter 6: Discussion 57 Dissertation: MPhil (Informatics)



UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA

.‘",

=

W UNIVERSITEIT VAN PRETORIA
& YUNIBESITHI YA PRETORIA

6.2 Results in the light of the literature review

The findings of this dissertation largely tally with discussions of digital storytelling in the literature.

The main theme common to the results of this dissertation and the literature was that of agency —
that an important role of technology was that its properties as a medium enabled people to use it
to create. Technology helped them to create things for themselves, instead of having to hand

their stories over to others to make movies about them.

Another theme that emerged from both was the power of multi-media technology (see for
instance Hull et al, 2006: 2 & 28). Interviewees could use it to capture multiple elements (e.g.
images, voice, music) and this meant that they were able to create very authentic stories. Most
seemed excited by being able to weave together so many threads in the creation of their stories.
In the literature, this is described as people learning to create ‘abstract media models’ (Freidus &
Hlubinka, 2002: 24), which is an unusual skill: that of learning to represent emotion and message

in symbols.

Some of the relationships in which technology can play a mediating role are also reflected in the
literature on digital storytelling. As in the case studied here, digital stories have been used in
counselling-type relationships (by health workers) (Marcuss, 2003: 12), and have been used in
community mobilisation (i.e. activism) (ibid: 11). The role of technology as mediator between the
storyteller and their experiences/memories was not mentioned in the literature. Interestingly the
important role that technology can play in facilitating disclosure also did not emerge in the

literature on digital storytelling.

A phenomenon that warrants further research that emerged in the literature and in this study, is
whether in some contexts digital communication can be more effective than personal
communication (see for instance Carroll & Carney, 2005: 474). According to the theory
developed, technology as a medium for communicating certain messages seems to allow it to
mediate in certain relationships in a way that allows for the messages to be expressed more

easily than if technology was not used.

The main point of commonality between the literature on ICT for development and the findings of
this dissertation was the issue of dependency (see Madon, 2000: 86). The literature cautions that
dependencies can sometimes be created when ICTs are used in development, particularly as
most ICTs originate from developed countries, as do the skills to use them. One participant

mentioned this issue directly and had experienced it when he had trained others in digital
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storytelling. Others alluded to it when they raised the issue of their computers not having the right

software and their concern that that they could not make use of the skills that they had learnt.

Some of the concerns in the literature on the digital divide are addressed by the digital storytelling
process, in that technology is provided (addressing the question of access) and the teaching of
technology skills is a core component of the workshopping process. The literature raises the
issue of the values and ways of doing things inherent in technology (e.g. the way software is
designed) (see Selwyn, 2002: 10 and Lambert, 2006: 135). This was not raised by any workshop
participants. While some mentioned a fear of technology, the workshops helped them to confront
and overcome this fear; hence interaction with technology and appropriating it to create
something they valued (the digital story) made them less alienated from technology. The question

of access to technology after the workshops is an issue however.

Again the issue of access to technology (or the lack of access) came up in the literature on ICT
use in activism, and was a concern raised by some workshop participants. Relating this to the
proposition developed, technology’s abilities to act as a medium and a mediator will be
constrained by access to technology. Bennett (2003: 16 & 34) talked about the importance of
technology in the production of high-quality content for activism by ordinary people; these
workshops (illustrating process) and the stories that are produced (the product) are a good

illustration of the point he is making.

The literature on alternative media raised the potential problem of power differentials between the
trainers and those being trained, and that this can lead to alienation (Caldwell, 2003: 648). This
issue did not arise in this case study; rather, participants were highly appreciative of the teaching
style and the safe space created in the workshops. The workshops started with people sharing
and working on their stories in an atmosphere of trust and support that built a bond between the
participants and with the workshop facilitator/trainer. The groups were also small, which allowed
for one-on-one attention in the teaching and production process. These factors could be what
prevented that alienation from taking place, and can be seen as necessary conditions for

technology to play an effective role as medium and mediator during the workshop process.

Digital stories can be seen as an effective way to address some of the constraints of participatory
approaches to development communication. Servaes (1995: 39) questioned the effectiveness of
mass media in behavioural change and said that interpersonal communication is more effective.
Digital stories are highly personal accounts and this, combined with their authenticity, can mean
that they have some of the appeal of interpersonal communication and less of the potentially

preaching quality of mass media social marketing initiatives. (Boafo, 2006) spoke of the
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limitations of traditional participatory communication methods such as theatre and folk music: that
they are constrained by time and space and that they are not suited to simultaneous
dissemination. Digital stories overcome some of these limitations as technology is used to

capture socially relevant content that can be disseminated via the Internet, DVD and video.

One paper in the literature on video use in social change mentioned that people found the
camera lens to be neutral and that it thus enabled them to express opinions that they would be
unable to do in formal community meetings (Hamadeh et al, 2006). This is the closest mention in
the literature to a finding in this study, that the digital stories were useful to some participants as it
made disclosure easier. In both of these cases, technology introduced a healthy distance
between the tellers and the listener(s). This is a clear instance where the properties of technology

as a medium enable it to mediate in relationships.

The question of production values raised in a paper on the use of video in social change (Shing,
2002: 29) was mentioned by only one participant, who felt that the grittiness of the digital stories

made them more real and thus more powerful.

6.3 Meanings and implications

What is proposed in this dissertation is that to understand technology use in the digital storytelling
process, it is useful to look at technology in terms of its properties as a medium and as a
mediator. Those properties have been described in the Analysis chapter. What this section seeks
to do is to tease out some of the meanings and implications of the analysis of the interviews and

the conceptual framework proposed.

The main implication of this study is that it is clear that technology can be used to capture affect
and trauma, and technology can play a useful role both at the personal level and at the level of
creating tools that can be used in social change and activism. This is due partially to what
technology can do, but also to the way it is taught in the digital storytelling workshop process. It is
not a given that if you take a group of people who are prepared to tell their stories and you give
them technology, they will be able to appropriate that technology and use it effectively. Critical to
the success of the workshops is the emphasis on process (e.g. group processes) and on
teaching. Without them, the digital stories could not be created. Hence it is important to look at
technology use in the context of the processes used to facilitate its appropriation and use. In the
absence of process, technology is reduced to inert hardware and software. Put another way,

without certain processes technology is not able to fulfil its potential as a medium and a mediator.
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The importance of teaching is relevant to a very different issue mentioned by Amy Hill, the
workshop facilitator and teacher. She raised a concern that perhaps what they were doing in
running these workshops and getting people to create digital stories was replicating a centuries-
old practice in which those with access to resources (and technology) took from those without
access (e.g. through the collection of photographs, stories and artefacts by anthropologists). She
was also concerned that as proponents of digital storytelling they might be taking and leaving little
in return. The emphasis on teaching and skills transfer in the workshops mitigates the effects of
‘story poaching’; people are not left with nothing. The transformative effects of the workshops and
the immense pride in their stories that many participants expressed are also indicative that the
digital storytelling workshops are not a one-way process of using technology to grab people’s

stories.

Some of the interviewees who had done the workshops in 2005 said that they hadn’t made use of
the skills they had learnt. This was partially due to a lack of access to the software, and to the fact
that the making of short movies or digital stories was not something they did in their daily lives
and work. This raises the question of the applicability of the technology skills. What cannot be
assessed, however, is whether the skills learnt had indirect benefits in the sense of increasing
their skills and confidence with technology in a more general sense, and whether the workshops
might have had the benefit of helping them to see some of the potentials that technology

presents. This question would have to be examined separately in a longer-term study.

6.4 Recommendations for digital storytelling

This section describes the recommendations for future digital storytelling workshops and projects

that have emerged from this dissertation.

One participant mentioned that she would have liked some kind of pre-counselling before she did
the workshop. This could be useful particularly in contexts where participants do not have access
to any other forms of counselling.

Another participant mentioned difficulties that could arise when one had made a story and
described a relationship in a particular way (say a broken relationship with a father) in a digital
story, and this relationship had subsequently been repaired. In this scenario, the digital record is
static while the relationship has moved on. This could be alleviated by the removal of the digital
story from circulation, or by helping past story makers to alter their stories say by adding a post-

script or update.
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The ‘once-off’ nature of the workshops (i.e. that people participate in them for four days and then
they are over) is particularly problematic in a country like South Africa with its generally low levels
of access to technology such as computers and broadband. A way of dealing with this could be to
integrate the digital story workshops into other longer-term projects. Another way could be for a
South African organisation to be formed to develop digital storytelling locally; this organisation

could form the locus for a South African network of people involved in this kind of work.

Lastly it was clear from this research that for digital stories to be used effectively in activism,
processes beyond the workshops and putting the stories online are important. As is being done
by Sonke Gender Justice, there is a need for the stories to be integrated into training
programmes, actively taken into communities and broadcast via more traditional channels such

as radio and television.

6.5 Limitations

In a case study of this nature the main limitation is that only one case has been studied. While
some of the interviewees had also participated in workshops in 2005, most of them were
interviewed at a time when they had recently completed workshops. It is thus not possible to
generalise with any degree of certainty based on this study. What this study does do is to
propose ways of understanding the role of technology and its application to social change and
activism in a particular context. Its findings can be used to shed light on and raise questions in

other instances where technology is used in this way.

The fact that most participants were interviewed within a month or two of having participated in
the workshops could mean that they did not have the benefit of time and distance from the
workshopping process. While this may mean that they better remembered their experience of the
workshops, it could mean that they had not had a lot of time to reflect on what it meant to them.
Also, only the 2005 workshop participants (three out of the seven) had had a chance to show
their stories to friends, family, the public or in activist contexts such as workshops and meetings.
Given more time and wider use of their stories, new issues could arise, whether technology-

related or not.
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7 Conclusion

7.1 Contribution

Walsham (cited in Darke et al, 1998: 278), in looking at generalisation based on interpretive case
studies, lists four ways in which case study research can make a contribution: concept
development, drawing of implications, theory generation, and contribution of deep insight. It is
hoped that this dissertation has made a contribution particularly in the latter two areas. In terms of
theory generation, a framework for understanding the role of technology (as medium and
mediator) has been presented based on the outcomes of a grounded theory process. In the area
of insight, it is hoped that the experiences of the digital story creators have been presented in
such a way that their feelings and thoughts on the workshop process, technology and their digital
stories have been presented to the reader in an understandable and stimulating way. Put another
way, it is hoped that the reader will have deep insight into the digital storytelling workshop

process and what it meant to the participants.

This dissertation should go some way to remedying the lack of scholarly literature on digital
storytelling and in particular the role of technology in digital storytelling. It should also be
applicable to other instances of technology use such as technology-enabled art therapy. It is
hoped that a useful contribution has been made to the literature on the use of technology in social
change and activism, particularly non-Internet and email applications of technology. Digital stories
can also be seen as a powerful example of user-created content in our media-intensive society
and they illustrate that these technologies can be harnessed for uses beyond mere information

dissemination or entertainment.

It is hoped that this dissertation will be useful to practitioners of digital storytelling through its
examination of technology use in the workshop process, and to media and development

practitioners who are looking to involve peopl