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Exemplary Storytelling in Public Discourse

Humanitarian approaches to storytelling in jour-
nalism, work of non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), and activism on migration often
pursue the same objective: They seek to streng-
then migrants’ agency by empowering them to
have a voice in public discourses on migration
and integration. The goal is to increase the in-
clusiveness and diversity of societies based on
the principles of an open, welcoming, and part-
icipatory culture. To achieve this aim, journa-
lists, NGOs, and activists often draw on anony-
mous exemplary migrant stories in news sto-
ries, social media campaigns, migrant advo-
cacy, or fundraising. That is, they tell somebody
else’s story, speaking on behalf of migrants.

These practices of exemplary storytelling cer-
tainly are an important endeavor which is
pursued only with the best intentions in mind. As
recent research by the OPPORTUNITIES
project has shown, however, they also come
with some caveats, given that typical uses of
migrant stories in humanitarian discourses also
pose several problems:

< Exemplary storytelling tends to reduce the
life stories of migrants to formulaic patterns
that categorize people with labels such as
migrant, refugee, asylum seeker, or dis-
placed person.

<  Exemplary storytelling tends to rely on
stereotypes (e.g., poverty, vulnerability,
etc.) by using images and depictions of
migrants traditionally perpetuated in public
discourses on migration.

<  Exemplary storytelling tends to deploy
conventional frames — such as the ‘from-
rags-to-riches’ theme or the story of the
‘good refugee’ — which easily contribute to
the victimization of migrants and refugees.
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What can you do to circumvent any untoward
effects of exemplary storytelling? How can you
help migrants to share their individual stories in
public discourses on migration and integration
without reducing their role to that of marginal-
ized members of society? In other words: How
can you do justice to the full potential of migrant
stories?



https://open-research-europe.ec.europa.eu/articles/3-10

exemplary
storytelling

A fair debate on migration means that all perspectives need to be included.

Toward New Forms of Allied Storytelling

In order to truly empower migrants and refugees
as well as to enable them to get a voice in public
discourse, it is important not to fall into the trap
of exemplary narratives which typically use
migrants’ stories merely to support narratives
on migration that depict the phenomenon from
an outside perspective. Instead, it is recom-
mended to draw on forms of allied storytelling
which, unlike conventional forms of exemplary
storytelling, actually foreground stories of
migration by presenting the phenomenon from
an inside perspective — i.e., the perspective of
migrants and refugees. A fair debate on migra-
tion in public discourse requires a more bal-
anced, or leveled, relation between practices of
exemplary and allied storytelling (see Figure 1).

A Step-By-Step Guide to Allied Storytelling

STEP 0: Examine your assumptions about
migration: In how far is your own attitude toward
migrants and refugees influenced by stereo-
typical representations in the media?

STEP 1: Listen carefully to migrants and
refugees as they tell you their stories. Pay
particular attention to questions that reveal their
motives of sharing their experiences with you:
What stories do they tell you? What can you
learn about the storytellers’ personalities, self-

images, and expectations? Which stages of
their life do they foreground in their personal
accounts? Which stages of their journeys from
countries of origin to countries of arrival do they
emphasize?

STEP 2: Collaborate with migrants to co-create
their stories with them. Make sure to share your
retelling of an individual’s story with that person:
Do they agree with your depiction of their
experiences or would they prefer you to rework
certain parts and aspects? You should not for-
get that you are telling someone else’s story,
which requires you to respect the wishes and
needs of the person who actually owns the
story.

STEP 3: Try to avoid any stereotypical
representations that reduce migrants’ stories to
their status as migrant, refugee, or displaced
person. You should always bear in mind that the
role of being a person on the move only makes
up a fractional part of the identity of the individ-
ual whose story you relate.

The OPPORTUNITIES project has devised a
new methodology that serves to help you
collaborate with migrants on joint
storytelling projects — the Cross-Talks. If you
would like to learn more on the Cross-Talks
methodology, please access our manual.



https://www.opportunitiesproject.eu/resources/manual

STEP 4: Try to put yourself in the migrants’
shoes. Do not present their stories from your
personal point of view, but try to adopt their own
perspective as best as you can: What is im-
portant to the individual whose story you re-
count? What are their wishes, desires, and aspi-
rations? What kind of life do they wish to lead?
What kind of person do they want to become?
In what kind of society would they like to live?

STEP 5: Try to avoid instrumentalizing migrants’
stories for political, economic, or ideological
purposes.

STEP 6: Show your retellings to the story owners
before making these narratives public. Let the
migrants have the last say about what they want
to share with a public audience.

The Benefits of Allied Storytelling

Why should you choose forms of allied
storytelling over other forms of exemplary story-
telling? In addition to empowering migrants by
introducing their voices to public debates on
migration and integration, allied storytelling can
serve to change public opinions and attitudes
toward migration and migrants. For the more
often you make use of allied narratives, the
more you contribute to challenging conventional
practices of stigmatizing and marginalizing
migrants as well as of instrumentalizing their
stories for political, economic, or ideological
purposes. What is more, by refraining depicting
migrants as a homogenous group, you help to
raise awareness to the diverse experiences of
migrants and refugees and hence put emphasis
on the fact that they are not different from other
members of society. Quite the contrary: they are
people like you and me, who share similar ideas
about what it means to lead a good and happy
life in a welcoming society.

Do you want to learn more about allied storytelling? Please feel free to get in touch with us at:

opportunities@uni-wuppertal.de

For more information on the OPPORTUNITIES project, please visit our website at:

https://www.opportunitiesproject.eu
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