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Context
During our recent Alliance Conversations, GAATW members had highlighted that many multilateral
and policy spaces are no longer useful to civil society organisations trying to pursue advocacy and
influence on behalf of women on the move, women with lived experience of trafficking, and
women workers. Some of our members described these spaces as increasingly restrictive, difficult
to access and, in some cases, extractive of their expertise and legitimacy without providing the
resources, formats or access needed for meaningful participation. They also raised concerns about
these spaces treating lived experience as a “tick-box” rather than valuable knowledge capable of
informing policy and practice. 

These reflections have raised a broader question for the Alliance: How can community-led
storytelling, participatory research and other forms of knowledge production strengthen
advocacy and influence from the ground up? 

This brief draws on GAATW’s Fourth Learning Circle, “From the ground up: community-led media,
storytelling, and participatory research for Advocacy and Narrative Change”, a mutual learning
space where practitioners from GAATW membership came together to reflect on some of the
strategies they are already using to respond to this question. The conversation explored community
radio, podcasts and social media, participatory and visual research, strategic litigation, community
organising and other ways organisations and communities are using to share information,
document lived experience, produce knowledge and support advocacy. 

This briefing paper is aimed at GAATW members and other feminist, migrant rights and social
justice organisations working with communities to produce and share knowledge, and reflecting on
how storytelling, research and media can support advocacy without becoming extractive or
leaving people behind. 

“Women with lived experience should actively shape
policies that affect their lives”

— Pourakhi Nepal

“The information we have produced goes, first and
foremost, to the communities themselves”

— Corporación Espacios de Mujer, Colombia



Who gets to tell the stories?
During our Fourth Learning Circle, one of the first questions posed to participants was simple: whose stories
does our work help to tell? Members named the stories of migrant workers, migrant women, women who
have experienced trafficking, racialised women and sex workers. 

This was followed by a more difficult question: who usually gets to tell those stories? 

Participants noted that sometimes migrant women, women who have experienced trafficking and sex
workers tell their own stories, while in other cases researchers and NGOs tell these stories on their behalf.
This raised questions about who gets to speak, how communities participate in producing knowledge, how
their experiences are represented, and how that knowledge is eventually used.

Across the discussion, members shared different ways of involving communities not only as people whose
experiences are documented, but as participants in producing and communicating knowledge. 

For this Learning Circle, we invited a representative from Pourakhi Nepal, an organisation working with
Nepali women migrant workers and their families, to share the organisation's long experience using
community media to reach women migrant workers and their families. When Pourakhi Nepal began its radio
programme in 2003, one of the main challenges they had identified was the lack of accessible and
adequate information for many Nepali people considering migration, leaving them vulnerable to fraud and
exploitation. 

Due to this context, radio became one of the most accessible ways of responding to this gap. Through the
programme, Pourakhi Nepal shared information on migration procedures, laws and policies alongside the
lived experiences of migrant workers, including both successful and difficult migration experiences. What
began as a way of disseminating information also developed a collective dimension, i.e. people listening to
the programme spontaneously formed community radio listeners’ clubs, which later developed coordination
at district level. The radio programme also reached some parts of India, including Sikkim. 

The program ran until 2020, after which Pourakhi Nepal has moved towards podcasts, social media and
short video clips. However, a representative from the organisation explained that digital communication has
its own limitations as it cannot reach everyone. Some women still do not have mobile phones, other devices
or reliable internet access, so the organisation continues to combine digital communication with in-person
community outreach. 

For Pourakhi Nepal, sharing information with communities has also been closely connected to advocacy and
policy engagement. The organisation was established at a time when women migrant workers faced
significant restrictions and discrimination under Nepal’s foreign employment framework. The radio
programme was used alongside organising and continued advocacy, while women with lived experience
participated in community campaigns, policy advocacy and policy discussions. 

She stated that ‘’our issues were non-issues’’, describing the earlier situation of returning women migrant
workers, who had little place in policy discussions and whose experiences were often dismissed as
anecdotal. Over more than two decades, she has seen women with lived experience increasingly
recognised as people with relevant knowledge and expertise. She herself has participated in policy
drafting, in the Foreign Employment Board and in discussions around bilateral agreements. She also linked
this longer advocacy process to changes reflected in Nepal’s 2007 Foreign Employment Act, including
provisions against discrimination based on gender and sex. 



Today, Pourakhi Nepal directs its work towards both migrant communities and government institutions. The
organisation works particularly closely with local government because of its direct knowledge of migrants
and their families and its role in frontline services. At the same time, it continues to provide migrant workers
and their families with timely, reliable and accessible information so that they can make informed decisions,
understand their rights and seek justice. 

At the same time, she stressed that progressive policies have not removed the problems women migrant
workers face, but rather discrimination and some practical barriers remain. Likewise, women’s lived
experiences are still not sufficiently reflected in policy implementation.

For Pourakhi Nepal, the key learning was that real change requires more than progressive policy. It also
requires effective implementation, accessible information, accountability and meaningful participation by
people with lived experience, not just their presence at the table. In Pouraki’s experience, working from the
ground-up has therefore not meant abandoning formal policy engagement. It has meant trying to connect
what migrant workers and communities know and experience with the policy processes that affect their
lives. 

What are our members doing in practice? 
Despite the difficult conditions members are working within, their work continues. In the breakout groups,
members reflected on how communities are producing knowledge and telling their own stories, what media
and participatory research practices organisations have adopted or tried, and what they are learning from
these experiences. The following is not a simple list of best practices, but a record of some of the
approaches members shared. 

1. Doing participatory research with communities
Our members shared that they have brought participatory research approaches into their work, that seek to
produce knowledge with communities rather than simply collect information from them. Members reflected
on how this knowledge can first be useful to the communities involved, while also informing advocacy and
public discussion. 

A representative from Pourakhi Nepal explained that their organisation combines community and
government engagement with participatory research, using real experiences and stories to bring forward
issues affecting migrant workers through social media, podcasts and other channels. 

A representative from Corporación Espacios de Mujer, a member based in Colombia, shared another
experience of participatory research, including work carried out by individual organisations as well as
collectively with other organisations in Latin America such as CHS Alternativo in Peru. This has included
research with people who have experienced trafficking, migrant women, and Indigenous communities in
Colombia. She explained that they consider the way this research is carried out important to avoiding
extractive practices. Rather than arriving in a community with a pre-established research objective or
questionnaire, these organisations work through an intermediary already present in the territory, such as a
social organisation, women community leaders or a state entity working directly with the population. The
objectives of the research are then constructed together rather than imposed from outside. 

In their work, psychosocial accompaniment is also part of this approach, particularly when working with
people who have experienced trafficking or other forms of violence. This support can help people decide
when they are ready to participate, what and whom they are comfortable sharing their story with, and when
they are ready to do so. 



Another important part of the process is what happens to the information afterwards. Our member in
Colombia explained that the information produced goes first to the communities themselves so that they
can use it as another tool to exercise and demand their rights. However, they are also aware that the
information can then also contribute to institutional change. In some cases, state institutions may have
limited understanding of the social or cultural realities of particular communities, so organisations can bring
collectively produced information into these spaces to help inform policy decisions and institutional
responses. 

For this work, different formats are used depending on the context, including community radio, physical
materials such as manuals and flipcharts, podcasts, videos, comics and books. In some cases, audiovisual
information is anonymised so that the people who participated in the research do not appear publicly. A
similar emphasis on listening appeared in the discussion of strategic litigation shared by a representative
from FIDA-Kenya, a GAATW member organisation based in Nairobi that works to advance women’s rights
and address injustice and discrimination against women. She described sit-down sessions with survivors to
understand what was important to them in the cases being brought forward, connecting the legal strategy
with the issues survivors themselves identified as important. 

In this sense, the question is not whether community knowledge should enter advocacy or policy spaces, but
how that knowledge is produced, who it serves, and how communities remain involved in the process. 

2. Using strategic litigation as a form of storytelling and public record 
A representative from FIDA-Kenya shared strategic litigation and jurisprudence as another way that lived
experience can become part of a public record and contribute to wider advocacy. She spoke about women
who had experienced abuse or mistreatment by employers putting their experiences into affidavits as part
of court cases. In this way, the chronology of what happened is documented and becomes part of the legal
record. As court judgments are public, they can also establish precedents relevant to later cases. 

She also described linking survivors’ stories to the law and asking courts to recognise the violation of
survivors’ rights, and that the State had failed to protect them. The legal outcomes can sometimes extend
beyond an individual case. For instance, one remedy discussed during the learning circle was fresh vetting
of agencies responsible for linking migrant workers with employment abroad. 
 Adding a further dimension, participants also discussed using court hearings and judgments to produce
public briefings about what happened. This can give those involved in  the case some control over how the
case is communicated, rather than leaving its interpretation entirely to the media, where there is a risk of
misinterpretation. Strategic litigation, therefore, brings another form of storytelling into the discussion: one
where lived experience is documented through legal testimony, connected to rights and state
responsibilities, and potentially used to seek remedies that extend beyond an individual case. 

3. Poetry, photovoice and other creating ways to tell stories that are not only about
exploitation 
A representative from GAATW-Canada shared a participatory research initiative that was just beginning at
the time of the Learning Circle. The proposal is to work with five migrant women and support them to
communicate with different audiences, including policymakers and the wider public. Importantly, the stories
do not have to focus on their experiences of exploitation. Women can instead choose to speak about other
issues or everyday experiences of living as migrants in another country. The intention is to give participants

“Having their voices in these investigations is, in a
way, a strategy of transformative justice for them”

— Corporación Espacios de Mujer, Colombia



space to decide what they think people in Canada should know about their lives and experiences.
Different creative methods are being explored. Two of the women have said that they enjoy writing poetry.
Another method being explored is photovoice, where participants take a small number of photographs of
things that mean something to them and add captions explaining their significance. A representative from
GAATW-Canada shared the example of a woman photographing a corner shop and writing about what that
place means to her, including what it can be like to navigate an unfamiliar shop after arriving in a new
country. 

The project is still working out how these materials will ultimately be used and shared, with plans to
disseminate the outputs through media, newsletters and social media. An important part of the proposal is
that women are not being asked to reproduce a story of exploitation simply because this is the experience
through which organisations or the public may know them. The project is exploring how they can instead
decide what they want to communicate and use creative methods to do so. 

This example adds another dimension to the question of who gets to tell the story and how. It is not only
about creating opportunities for women to speak, but also about making space for them to decide what
they want to speak about. 

Some of the tensions and challenges
Our members highlighted that these practices also come with practical and political difficulties. Throughout
the discussion, they returned particularly to questions of access, misinformation and misinterpretation, safety
and participation, and funding.

1. Access and digital exclusion 
In the current digital era, digital tools such as podcasts, social media and videos can reach many people,
but not everyone has a phone, device, internet connection or the digital skills needed to use them.
Considering this, participants specifically raised concerns about rural women and people migrating from
excluded and marginalised communities who may be left behind as more communication moves online. 

Pourakhi Nepal’s experience shows why organisations continue to combine different approaches. One of
the lessons is that, even as they moved from radio towards podcasts, social media or short videos, the
organisation continues to work directly with communities and reach out to them in different languages and
dialects.

2. Misinformation and misinterpretation 
At the same time, having access to digital information does not mean that the information itself is reliable.
In this regard, Pourakhi Nepal spoke about misinformation, disinformation and malinformation, including
fraud and scams affecting potential migrant workers. People may have access to large amounts of
information and that itself poses a challenge as many still struggle to distinguish reliable or authentic
information from misleading or fraudulent content. 

Misinterpretation can also happen once stories enter the public domain and where the use of digital tools
come to play a key role in the viralisation of the content. In the discussion on strategic litigation,
participants raised the risk of media reporting legal cases in ways that do not accurately reflect what
happened, one reason organisations also produce their own briefings about cases and judgments, in order
to bring lived experience from a feminist and human rights approach. This approach, in fact, aims at
keeping communities and their stories safe.



3. Safety, participation and visibility 
Safety was the next aspect considered by our members. Corporación Espacios de Mujer, and other member
organisations from Latin America, described working in territories controlled by criminal gang organisations.
Therefore, they only rely on trusted local contacts, like women community leaders, and avoid entering places
where they are not reasonably certain that the work can be carried out safely. Safety also shapes decisions
about visibility, and some organisations carefully anonymise audiovisual materials so that the people
involved in the research do not appear publicly, avoiding posing threats to their safety and decreasing any
fear of retaliations. 
 
At the same time, participants stressed that meaningful participation requires more than simply including
someone’s story. In this sense, Corporación Espacios de Mujer, based on their experience, stressed that
psychosocial accompaniment can help people decide when they are ready to participate, what and whom
they are comfortable sharing their story with, and when they are ready to do so. These practices place
safety and participation as core principles of engaging in storytelling alongside one another. 
 
For most members, making people more visible is not their main goal, but to create the safe conditions in
which they can tell their stories, enabling them to raise awareness and hold the power in informing policy-
makers. 

4. Funding and sustainability 
As some of previous conversations among members have brought up, there is also a very practical issue of
funding. Pourakhi Nepal explained that their radio programme became too expensive to continue, for which
the organisation then explored podcasts and other digital media. However, these also resulted to be costly,
which has encouraged them to experiment with shorter videos and other formats alongside direct
community work. 
 
Similarly, members certainly reflected that the choice of communication method is therefore not only about
which tool an organisation prefers, but it is shaped by the access of communities to certain tools, and what
resources organisations have to sustain these tools. In so, considering Pourakhi Nepal’s experience, these
practical constraints can require organisations to adapt their communication strategies over time, even
when an existing approach has worked well for communities. 

An invitation to keep thinking together 
This learning circle did not set out to find a single model for community-led storytelling or participatory
research. Instead, members shared approaches that have grown out of their own contexts and communities. 
 
Pourakhi Nepal uses a radio programme and listeners' clubs to reach communities that digital platforms
often miss, while Corporación Espacios de Mujer in Colombia, CHS Alternativo in Peru, and other
organisations in Latin America, combine participatory research with psychosocial accompaniment, so that
women who contribute knowledge are supported throughout the process. Furthermore, FIDA-Kenya uses
strategic litigation to turn women's experiences into legal change, and GAATW-Canada is developing work
with migrant women in Canada by using photography and poetry, letting women express themselves on
their own terms.
 
While these practices differ, together they show that community-led advocacy is not a lesser substitute for
participation in policy spaces, but a source of knowledge and legitimacy that those spaces are often
overlooking. While our members have perceived that some formal processes treat lived experience as a
"tick-box", these initiatives recognise it as knowledge capable of shaping policy and practice. Interestingly,
it does, at the same time, raise shared questions about how knowledge is produced, communicated and
used, and about the role women and communities play at each stage, so that this work does not reproduce 



the same extractive dynamics. Taking these considerations, we invite members, partners and allies to keep
reflecting on these questions together. 

On one hand, as advocacy moves increasingly online, it is helpful to ask ourselves: who are we not
reaching? For instance, rural, multilingual and digitally excluded communities risk losing their voices when
communication shifts rapidly to digital platforms. The experience of Pourakhi Nepal’s community radio and
listeners' clubs encourages us to keep asking whom our campaigns leave out, and to continue valuing radio,
community gatherings, local languages and other offline channels as essential ways of staying connected. 
 In the same spirit, how can we make sure women are heard without having to often revisit the harm they
have experienced? Just as policy spaces can reduce lived experience to a ‘’tick-box’’, advocacy too often
recognises women only through experiences of violence, exploitation or migration. In this sense, creative
and community-led approaches open more venues for women to speak about their everyday lives, creativity,
priorities and the changes they want to see, and to decide for themselves which parts of their stories they
want to share. 

As one representative of Corporación Espacios de Mujer put it in the conversation: “The information we
have produced goes, first and foremost, to the communities themselves.” Following this idea, we also invite
organisations to reflect on whether findings return to the communities who took part in producing them, in
formats and languages they can use to understand and claim their rights. Agreeing with communities in
advance how their knowledge could be used also helps ensure that, when their voices reach multilateral
and policy spaces, they are not distorted or taken out of their hands. 

None of this is possible without the right conditions we aim to provide, and without asking what makes our
work truly community-led. While activities such as participatory research, community media and storytelling
take time, and aspects such as psychosocial accompaniment, access to technology and funding, are also a
fundamental part, how can we work with donors to secure the flexible, long-term funding that allows these
initiatives to continue? And going back to the core of our discussion, how do we ensure that communities
are not only included at the end of a process, but help shape the questions and objectives, take part in the
decisions about the information they want to share and influence how their experiences are
communicated? 

We do not expect to come up with quick answers to these questions. We invite GAATW members, friends,
like-minded organisations and donors to continue this conversation, share how they are responding to these
challenges in their own work, and keep learning from one another. Together, we can shape and strengthen
practices that put women and communities at the centre, while pushing multilateral and policy spaces to
continue opening their doors to the knowledge and voices that emerge from these initiatives.
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