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Our approach to digital storytelling

Digital storytelling and wellbeing:

investigating the transformative potential
of digital storytelling and its contribution
to health and wellbeing

• ‘Classical’ CDS/Story Center model
• usually takes place over three days
• Online version = six x 2-hour
sessions + individual support
between sessions

Dr Laura Mazzoli-Smith, Durham University

Digital stories are a distillation –
they move us from the narrative to
the essential story.

Dr Pip Hardy, Pilgrim Projects/Patient Voices
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Digital storytelling involves...
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Digital storytelling is....

Deep reflection
Creative writing
Photography, painting,
drawing
Image and video editing
Groupwork
Peer support & review
Voicework & performance
Music
Meaning-making
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•

Creative

•

Reflective

•

Contemplative

•

Collaborative

•

Emancipatory

•

Democratic

•

Participatory

•

Validating

•

Transformative

•

Universal
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What people have said over the years....

Stories

‘Since making my digital story, I feel like I’ve grown wings.’

‘Stories can change lives if we're not
careful. They will come in and take
the shirts off our backs. Tell the right
stories and we live better lives.’

‘A truly cathartic experience.’
‘I felt that it was like 10 years’ worth of therapy in 3 days.’
‘It moved me on seismically – it released me.’
‘It felt like an almost spiritual journey.’

Ali Smith, The Guardian, 2005, interviewed
by Louise France.

‘It was quite transformative in that way of actually viewing
myself and my situation through quite a different lens ...’
‘I feel like it has been the best reflective practice I have
undertaken throughout my career and that it has also
provided me with clinical supervision that I have never
achieved in the same way within work.’
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Method

Blooming

• Open interviews (on Zoom) with one of three interviewers
• Purposive sample of 20 storytellers, many of whom had made repeat
stories and some who were also facilitators as a result
• Questions based on the idea of conceptualisation not concepts
‘I understand concepts to be fixed as substantive categories of
difference, whereas I understand conceptualisation as involving active
processes of concept making, where each making of a concept is a
creative act in itself…’ (Gale and Wyatt, 2018)
•

Early stage of a narratively-framed analysis presented here

•

Emerging themes:
• well-being as relational and pluralist
• critical reflection and change
• storytelling as a dialogue with and through self and others
• key themes that focus on dispositions – not skills

www.patientvoices.org.uk/flv/1102pv384.htm
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Interview questions

Analysis

• How did you feel watching your story/stories again
recently?

• Would you describe this change/these changes as a
transformation?

• What was your experience of making your first digital
story/your digital stories?

• What examples do you have of sustained
transformation?

• How would you describe the effect of having made a
digital story?

• Do you think the DS process has contributed to your
health and wellbeing and if so, how?

• Do you think you’ve changed as a result of creating a
digital story and if so, what has changed/ how have
you changed?

• How did you feel about sharing your story/stories for
the first time?

• What does this change feel like (knowledge, skills,
behaviours)?
• What does it look like to someone else? How would a
close friend describe the difference?
• What do you think contributed to the change?
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• More objective!
• Researcher was not part of the interviewing
team – narrative and linguistic analysis
• Attempts to capture participants’ language
(mostly) and take account of interviewers’
• Some paraphrasing, especially in relation to
well-being
• ‘Transformation’ was somewhat problematic
as a term!

• Could you say something about the images in your
story? How did you choose them/what is their
significance / do they illuminate parts of your story
that are difficult to talk about, etc.?
• How did or do you feel about a potentially unknown
audience watching your story?
• What was it like to talk about your experience today?
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Central themes

Central language elements

• Voice/reflection

Language

• Connection and community


• Transformation and change
• Listening/active listening and being heard
• Therapy / therapeutic
• Improvements in emotional intelligence



(empathy/awareness/listening)
• Creativity for wellbeing – process/pride
• Safe space/time
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Emotive adjectives; huge, powerful, impactful, empowering, profound,
phenomenal, liberating, freeing, healing, therapeutic, emotional, pivotal, scary,
difficult, challenging, emotional
Language of process with the Story Circle as central, layered - taking off/creating
layers; gestational - embryos of stories are everywhere/stories develop in your
mind like bread in a proving drawer; journey, revisiting through space and time –
like an artefact to ponder the past; therapeutic – like Kinsuge, performative,
learning, change.
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Well-being, relational and pluralist

Wellbeing and therapy
‘Well, I feel there's something about the link between doing it and almost things like
mindfulness, where they've shown, haven't they, that time out to stop and reflect and
slow down and think has a positive health benefit, there is no doubt. So that's health
as in physical and mental, definitely. And in the ability to help you articulate things
that are concepts of elements going on around you, that you probably haven't pulled
all together and distilled into one thing.

Relational; listening better is a relational act
Conceptual pluralism; ‘multiple competing
concepts of well-being which are
appropriately invoked in different contexts’
(Mitchell and Alexandrova, 2020)

So some of my stories, they bring your personal life with your working life and even if
lots of people aren't doing that, we compartmentalize life. So, giving you an
opportunity to see yourself as a whole is incredibly healthy and a good thing to do.’
‘I suppose, yeah, it has been, for me, it has been self-therapy and group therapy and
friendship and insight...’
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Critiques of storytelling

Storytelling as dialogue
• The generic thought processes of humanity incline toward
perceiving the world in a fragmentary way, “breaking things
up which are not really separate.”

• Critique of individual focus – atomizing society
‘The storytelling industry thrives on sympathy but fails
to create empathy or understanding’ (Freund, 2015)

• One primary intent of Bohm’s dialogue, then, is to shed light
on the activity of this fragmentation – not only as theoretical
analysis, but also as a concrete, experiential process.

• Narrator as the protagonist that overcomes structural
ills through a recovery narrative (Woods, 2011)

• As Bohm himself emphasized, however, dialogue is a process
of direct, face-to-face encounter, not to be confused with
endless theorizing and speculation. In a time of accelerating
abstractions and seamless digital representations, it is this
insistence on facing the inconvenient messiness of daily,
corporeal experience that is perhaps most radical of all.

• Conflating history – as general – with individual
memory
• Narcissism and democracy and therapeutic culture
(Furedi, 2006; Ecclestone and Hayes, 2009)

(Nichol, 1995 in Bohm, 1996)
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Having a voice, connection and being heard

Having a voice, connection and being heard

‘I'd kind of learned to articulate things more crisply and honestly, somehow. It

‘And it's made me realize that, when I'm talking to friends or I'm talking to
people who are sort of telling me things that are problems for them, digital
stories made me realize I can't fix it. I can't fix everybody and not everybody
wants to be fixed. They just want to be heard… I just need to listen. That's all I
need to do. So I think the fact that I am a better listener, is probably the
most obvious one for definite.’

had given me a voice and a way to condense what I needed to say. I think it made
me less conciliatory in my job.’
‘I think being in a story circle and experiencing the trust and the genuine
commitment and how people really listen and give feedback, it's just a fantastic
experience. I think everybody should be able to have that experience.’

‘I think it's just opened me up more, it's a way of being able to use your voice
to support someone, to feel less alone and that their experience, isn't some
alien one that they need to feel this guilt and shame for. And if you can, like
your story, if you can help one person with that to ease that, then that's
amazing.’

‘I felt emotionally connected to the others in the room every single time.
I think we all share that vulnerability and anxiety.’
‘I think storytelling actually allowed me to find my voice and articulate my
experience.’
‘And quite often, the day after finishing a story, like today,. I wake up with a
clearer mind, more energy and a need to tidy round, gather up the dangling
threads and write something more. The story of the story’.
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Transformation and change

Critical reflection and transformative learning

‘I just think it is part of an ever-evolving transformation. Definitely. I just think the
whole... it takes your level of understanding of compassion and empathy and all
those other things to a whole other level through this experience. And you
massively learn to not judge and what's important in life and acceptance and
losing expectations. It is completely life changing. I don't think there's probably
one aspect of my life that hasn't been changed by it.’

‘To make ‘meaning’ means to make sense of
an experience, we make an interpretation of
it.’
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‘But you're changed by the change you see in other people as well. And just for
me, it gives me a lot more confidence that storytelling is the way.’
‘So actually, it's not just I'm what I was before. It’s, well, I'm what I was before,
but there's all these things that I've learned. So I feel completely different to how
I did back in July.’

Copyright Seema Bargota

• Communicative learning – understanding
the meaning of what others communicate;
interpreting in context

‘I'm hugely more compassionate to myself now. And massively just would like to
enable anybody to be more compassionate to themselves. I think it is genuine
acceptance that I don't always feel good. I don't have to always feel good.’

Copyright Elisha Campbell

Critical reflection involves a critique of the
presuppositions on which our beliefs have
been built.’ (Mezirow, 1990)
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Transformation and change

Thank you!

‘It changed my life, actually.’

laura.d.mazzolismith@durham.ac.uk

‘Again, to the first story that was a lasting change. It changed my professional
career. And it's changed my attitude to work, to my commitment to work.’

pip@pilgrimprojects.co.uk

‘I don't think it was transformative in the way I would use it, but it was certainly, I
want to say an improvement, but I don't know if that's the right word either. It was
certainly an adjustment, a positive adjustment that actually made me think, "Oh
yeah, I'm doing this better."

Stories can be seen at:
www.patientvoices.org.uk/stories.htm

‘…it changed me in as much as it made me ask questions I hadn't asked before
about my work and what I valued in my work. I think the change is self-analytical.
It's a change for yourself, a deeper look, a deeper understanding.’
‘The only way you get through a story is to tell the story of that time. And then the
story changes because of the storytelling.’
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