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adequate funding and full political support.
If post-2015 is to go anywhere, it will require 

major institutional reform and rethinking of the 
value of the economy in support of women’s human 
rights – this is the work ahead. n

Source: “Gender Equality in the Post-2015 De-
velopment Agenda: Where Does it Stand?”, pub-
lished by the Heinrich Böll Stiftung, Washington, 
D.C., April 2013.
http://www.boell.org/downloads/Spieldoch_
Gender_and_Sustainable_Development.pdf

Notes
1. Groups currently involved include the Association 

for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID), Baha’i 
International Community, Center for Women’s Global 
Leadership, Development Alternatives with Women for 
a New Era (DAWN), the Feminist Task Force, Global 
Network of Women Peacebuilders - International Civil 
Society Action Network,Huairou Commission, the 
International Women’s Health Coalition, Women’s 
Environment and Development Organization (WEDO), the 
World Federalist Movement, and the Institute for Global 
Policy.

Alexandra Spieldoch is an Independent Consultant on gender, 
food security and sustainable development with long experience 
in working on agriculture and trade policy reforms and with 
global women’s networks and UN agencies. She is also the 
founder and director of WomenSustain, an information and 
network webproject on women and sustainable development.

Using visual 
storytelling 
for women’s 
empowerment 
Tamara Plush

Communicators who work with 
photography and video in the development 
context know the power visuals can 
have in bearing witness to the reality 
people living in poverty face. When 
contextualized, visuals can transcend 
distance and create a global dialog around 
topics in need of deeper understanding and 
action for social change.

One such area deserving more focus is chronic 
food insecurity in Africa, where greater visibil-

ity of those most impacted is vital in ensuring that 
global dialog continues towards workable solu-
tions. In addition to journalists, non-government 
organisations (NGOs) working in affected areas are 
often on the frontlines of generating stories and im-
ages about the challenges people and their families 
face. The stories and images are often are presented 
through the pen and lens of NGO staff by means of 
case studies, reports, campaigns and media releases.

While such media is valuable in highlighting 
the vast challenges people living in poverty face in 
securing food, there is a growing interest within 
the NGO sector in telling such stories through the 
voice of the people they are working with. This is 
especially true with the rise of more affordable and 
accessible photography and video equipment in de-
veloping countries.

However, while the action of “handing over 
the cameras” sounds simple for those raised in a 
technologically driven culture, the process of how 
to do so in the development context is much more 
complex if NGOs aim to also ensure the storytelling 
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process itself not only shows the reality of food in-
security, but does so in a manner that is sustainable, 
empowering and supportive of social change.

This is the basis for both participatory photog-
raphy and participatory video approaches that col-
laboratively use visual storytelling with commun-
ities to create spaces for learning and dialog from 
the grassroots upwards.

Towards such efforts, it is important that an en-
abling environment for applying visual storytelling 
exists within the context of how NGOs are imple-
menting their various projects and programs. This 
will differ depending upon the NGO’s theory of 
change, the political economy, the photographic 
and visual literacy of the people involved, culture 
and context, staff capacity, resources and a host of 
additional factors.

One challenge too is that in many NGOs a know-
ledge gap exists between communication teams who 
use visual storytelling for external awareness-rais-
ing (for funders, potential donors and the public) 
and the programming team who work directly with 
the community towards specific development goals. 
Due to their different areas of expertise and use of 
communications, tensions can arise if expectations 
of the visual storytelling process and resulting prod-
ucts are not defined from the start.

To better ensure community-driven visual story-
telling supports and empowers sustainable work 
at the community level, communicators promoting 
visual storytelling need to recognize that program 
staff have used pen-and-paper participatory vis-
ual communications consistently in their work for 
years – through hazard maps, Venn diagrams, prob-
lem trees, etc.

From this base, processes of using participatory 
photography and video can be appropriately co-
created as additional tools in their visual methods 
toolbox aimed at fostering local knowledge, pro-
moting dialog and bringing about social change.

Based on this collaborative lens, CARE Australia 
hosted a five-day visual storytelling workshop in 
May 2013 with programming and partner staff 
from Ethiopia, Malawi and Tanzania within a 
food security program funded by AusAID. The 
program’s goal was “to improve the quality of life 
for chronically food insecure rural women... in 
areas experiencing chronic food insecurity resulting 
from changing and erratic weather patterns, limited 

agricultural resources and inputs, and where 
institutions, practices and norms disadvantage and 
limit the participation and opportunities of women, 
especially single and widowed women” (CARE 
2011: 1).

The workshop focused in particular on deter-
mining how to incorporate visual storytelling into 
qualitative monitoring and evaluation (M&E) ac-
tivities for the five-year program, as well as to sup-
port women’s empowerment efforts.

Because the visual storytelling methodology 
builds on the belief that empowerment is strength-
ened by people constructing their own knowledge 
through a process of dialog, reflection and action, 
it was important the method fit each country’s 
context, staff capacity, implementation modality 
and women’s empowerment processes. Thus the 
workshop was designed using a train-the-trainer 
approach whereby a visual storytelling facilitator 
not only built staff capacity in photography com-
position and ethics, basic photo storytelling and 
community digital storytelling (CDST),1 but incor-
porated space for on-going dialog about how each 
country team could use the visual methods to sup-
port women’s empowerment, M&E and advocacy.

Such flexibility and collaboration in using the 
method, rather than a more common approach 
where the specific application or topic is pre-de-
signed by a visual storytelling facilitator or the 
donor, allowed for context-specific uses designed by 
those working directly with community members. 
As well, they recognized that the photo stories and 
CDST videos – with the permission of the storytell-
ers – have value as communications products for 
wider dissemination. As such, the teams discussed 
the importance of ensuring that the people telling 
their stories and those in the photographs under-
stand such use and give their informed consent (or 
parental consent when working with children).

Malawi: Participatory visual evidence
by women farmers
One factor that can exacerbate chronic food in-
security is when people’s rights to goods and servi-
ces from the state and/or local government are lim-
ited or not provided. Thus, as part of the women’s 
empowerment program in Malawi, CARE uses a 
tool called the Community Scorecard that enhances 
dialog between service providers and diverse com-
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munity groups – including marginalized and vulner-
able women – aimed at improving accountability in 
delivering goods and services.2

During the workshop, CARE Malawi decided 
to use Photo Storytelling and Community Digital 
Storytelling video processes with rural women 
farmers in two districts within the Scorecard pro-
cess to investigate, highlight and provide on-going 
evidence in support of topics prioritized by them for 
greater dialog and action. Because the Commun-
ity Scorecard process itself is an empowering way 
to build women’s agency – which includes “skills, 
knowledge, resources and aspirations” (CARE 
2011: 17) – the team believes the Scorecard process 
will be enhanced through women having a visual 
and narrative medium that can support their efforts 
to track, voice, show and discuss their concerns at 
the district level. This is especially important as the 
majority of women in the program are illiterate.

Visual Storytelling can be an empowering 
medium for those who do not read and write as 
it allows them to share their understanding and 
concerns about food insecurity, and strategies they 
identify in their own voice. The resulting print and 
video stories can also be used by local communities, 
civil society organizations and CARE to more wide-
ly advocate for the concerns of marginalized and 
vulnerable people who are most impacted by chron-
ic food insecurity. This is done by creating spaces 
for dialog in ways that other materials in written 
text form with similar information might not. The 
visual nature and fact that the views and stories are 
directly from affected people themselves strengthen 
the message.

Tanzania: Women farmer educational videos
In Tanzania, CARE aims to improve the lives of 
chronically food insecure, predominantly Muslim 

Staff from CARE Ethiopia and SOS Sahel Ethiopia. (Photo: Tamara Plush).
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women who – although they provide significant 
farming labor in the family – are subject to cultural 
norms that give them little control over their bodies, 
livelihoods and land (CARE 2011: 5). As part of the 
women’s empowerment program, CARE and local 
partners are working with women who have joined 
farmer collectives that receive agriculture training 
from village-based agriculture paraprofessionals. 
The paraprofessionals are trained volunteers work-
ing through village-based Farmer Field and Busi-
ness Schools established in the program. CARE 
Tanzania field staff and paraprofessionals will use 
Community Digital Storytelling to co-produce 
educational videos about the farming techniques 
for cassava and sesame production that the rural 
women are learning. The videos aim to show the 
planting, mid-season, and harvest and post-harvest 
handling seasonal activities.

While the videos are educational in nature, they 
also aim to support women’s empowerment and 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E). For example, in 
the area where CARE is addressing food insecurity, 
gender norms often limit women’s participation in 
the public sphere – including farmer extension pro-
grams and markets. Although some women have 
been allowed to attend Farmer Field and Business 
School trainings, the activities are not considered 
serious or important by the women’s husbands or 
village society at large.

In this setting, CARE Tanzania hopes that the 
CDST videos will provide evidence of how new 
practices can improve agriculture yields to increase 
membership in the farmer collectives and uptake on 
the practices learned at the women’s homes. As well 
– through dialog around the learnings – the CDST 
videos also support awareness-raising efforts to-
wards the larger community recognizing the agency 
of the women farmers in contributing to commun-
ity solutions to food insecurity. In regard to M&E, 
by creating videos in multiple districts by different 
farmer collectives during each cropping season, the 
community and CARE can visually monitor and 
evaluate the changes over time, as well as link such 
information to donor communications.

Ethiopia: Tackling gender-based violence
In Ethiopia, CARE is working with SOS Sahel to 
address gender-based violence in its many forms 
– which can particularly exacerbate poverty and 

chronic food insecurity for women due to the re-
sulting physical and mental impacts. Gender vio-
lence in the Ethiopia context can include “hitting, 
sexual harassment, polygamy and female genital 
cutting”, as well as the rare but known practice of 
kidnapping women for marriage (Gamer, Nelson 
and Starr 2012: 58).

In response, one approach being implemented in 
the Ethiopia program is training female commun-
ity members as paralegals who educate commun-
ities on the rights of men and women who suffer 
gender-based violence. They work with both men 
and women in raising awareness about the harmful 
effects of gender violence on society at large. The 
paralegals can offer support and help with legal 
grievances, but need stronger government support 
towards these efforts.

As a new program in the area with more than 
200 women trained as paralegals in three Woredas 
(districts), the awareness of services and potential 
benefits is not yet widely known and realized at 
the local, regional and national level. Thus, CARE 
and SOS aim to use visual storytelling as a means 
for those who have been impacted and found solu-
tions to share their stories to bring into community 
dialog with larger group meetings, with the intent 
to gather a collection of stories to support on-going 
participatory M&E of changes over time. Through 
such dialog using visual storytelling, the stories can 
be used to support efforts of community-driven 
awareness-raising, to strengthen the confidence of 
the paralegals and the people they are supporting, 
and for advocacy. 

Conclusion
The diversity of approaches to using visual storytell-
ing for awareness-raising, women’s empowerment, 
monitoring and evaluation, and advocacy high-
lights the importance of a collaborative approach 
between the visual storytelling facilitator, communi-
cation teams and NGO programming staff. Such a 
process allows the power of visual storytelling to 
be used to qualitatively understand aspects driving 
the complexity of chronic food insecurity for rural 
women in a variety of contexts, in women’s own 
perspectives and voice.

By means of an on-going process of incorporat-
ing visual storytelling over the duration of the pro-
gram, the aim is that the stories will not only reveal 
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deeper root causes of chronic food insecurity, but 
also spark wider dialog on the issues that help em-
power the storytellers and lead to potential solu-
tions for social action. n
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Notes
1. CDST videos are short films made from photographs and 

narration. The CDST methodology uses free software to 
ensure their production is sustainable and replicable at the 
local level.

2. “Evidence has shown that through dialogue using the 
Scorecard, a platform or formal mechanism has been 
provided within the community that makes it easy for 
members to question those in authority, investigate 
decisions made and obtain more information for decision 
making by the service provider. This accessibility to 
services, providers and decision makers addresses issues 
of corruption within communities and regarding service 
delivery” (CARE 2011: 17).
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What is 
“development” 
for?
Teke Ngomba

Drawing inspiration from the Greek 
philosopher Diogenes of Sinope, who 
went around the streets of Athens carrying 
a lit lamp in broad daylight claiming to 
be looking for an honest man, Maman, a 
comedian and host of a daily satirical slot 
on Radio France Internationale, recently 
told a story of a citizen in a fictional 
African country who went around his 
country like a tourist with a camera in 
hand. He was searching for the two digit 
economic growth which is constantly 
reported in the media but which he and 
others in his neighbourhood had never 
seen.1 The search was fruitless.

Like Diogenes’ satirical castigation of moral    
bankruptcy in ancient Greece, the story from 

Maman is a condemnation of a key disturbing issue 
haunting many countries at the moment especial-
ly in places like Africa and large parts of Asia and 
Latin America: a great number of citizens are not 
experiencing the benefits of much touted high rates 
of economic growth. The experience of the fictional 
“national tourist” is, therefore, one that is evident 
in real life and an issue that has been the subject of 
intense academic and policy discussions.

The UK-based Overseas Development Institute 
for instance, published a briefing paper in February 
2009 aptly titled Growth without Development: 
Looking Beyond Inequality. The overall argument 
in the paper, that recent economic growth in de-
veloping countries in particular has not been ac-
companied by sufficient poverty reduction, was re-
echoed in the 2013 Africa’s Pulse report published 
by the World Bank and the 2013 Africa Progress 


