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Assessing Risk

In the digital age, it is difficult—if not impossible—to delete information. The stories we tell will have a life far 
beyond our purpose, and that life can have serious consequences. Consider the following risks to privacy, 
safety and reputation.

• Everyone has the right to privacy. Search engines can bring unwanted attention to personal information.

• Featuring individuals suffering persecution, threats or risk of violence, such as asylum seekers, refugees, 

victims of domestic violence and/or survivors of human trafficking, means they can be identified, located 
and exposed to danger.

• Once a photo is posted online, there is no limit on who sees it, how it is interpreted or how it will reflect on 

the individual’s reputation. It may lead to cyberbullying. It may have damaging consequences on their 
employability or insurance coverage.

Setting Up an Interview

When starting a new project, work with the ministry unit to identify an individual to be interviewed. The 
ministry unit will suggest possibilities based on best practices. Some ministry units may require individuals to 
be out of care for a specific length of time before sharing their story. The next step is to ensure informed 
consent:

• Interviewees should fully understand what they are consenting to and clearly confirm their willingness to 

participate. Individuals can choose to use a false name to protect their identity if desired.

• Be aware of the unequal power relationship between you and a client. Ensure that the person asked to 

share their story or image does not feel obliged to participate because they have received a service or 
may need to receive a service in the future.

• Provide clear information about why we want to interview them or take their photo, how the information will 

be used (providing examples, if possible) and implications for their privacy or safety.

• Explain that it is their right to refuse to disclose part or all of their story.

• Explain that, where possible, they will be given the opportunity to review and approve the final product and 

may request to withdraw their story at any time during the process.
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The Salvation Army exists to share the love of Jesus Christ, 
meet human needs and be a transforming influence 

in the communities of our world.

As storytellers, our role is to communicate this mission, witness to the life-changing power of the 
gospel and invite people to find their stories in God’s story.

Stories are the building block of community and an essential way to connect with people. They evoke 
emotion and create empathy; educate and deepen understanding; inspire and motivate; and move people to 
action. In the non-profit sector, sharing stories is important because “it’s one thing to read about a social 
issue on paper; it’s another to learn about an actual person’s experience with that issue and put a face or a 
voice to the story.” 1.

How we communicate our mission is just as important as why. The way we tell stories must be in line with our 
mission; it must empower rather than exploit. Ethical storytelling embraces a commitment to “honesty, 
accuracy and empathy with an awareness of their potential impact on people's lives.”  This approach raises 2.

questions such as: 3.

• Do we have the person’s consent to tell their story, for this purpose and in this medium?

• Whose needs and desires are at the centre of how the story is presented, the subject, the author or the

audience?

• Who is the protagonist of the story, the person or our organization? Are we empowering or disempowering

the subject?

• Are we telling the story in a way that reinforces harmful stereotypes or stigmas about a social issue or the

people who are affected by it?

• What will happen to the person after we tell their story? Could it cause them harm? Are we going to

continue to help them and be in relationship with them where possible, or are we leaving as soon as we
“get what we need”?

The following guidelines are meant to help you consider your responsibilities as a storyteller.
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Writing the Story

As you write, keep the individual at the centre of their own story. There is a fine line between sharing The 
Salvation Army’s good work and framing ourselves as the hero or taking credit for their success. Aim to 
empower the interviewee’s voice even as we advance the objectives of The Salvation Army. Keep in mind 
that oversimplified stories of transformation or success can betray the complexities of what it takes for a 
person to overcome challenges and move forward. They can also create unrealistic expectations for clients 
and funders.

• Hardship is often what brings people to The Salvation Army, but no one wants to be defined by their 

problems. Observe hardship, but emphasize hope, resilience and growth. Celebrate small successes and 
moments. Focus on aspirations or contributions rather than challenges. Ensure language used represents 
the whole person and does not paint them as someone who needs to be rescued.

• Avoid stereotypes. Use depictions that are respectful and inclusive. Consult with experts in the field for the 

most up-to-date language and approach.

• Avoid sensationalizing stories in ways that manipulate, distort the truth or create bias.

• Avoid racist and colonizing language and colloquialisms. Think carefully about metaphors and analogies 

before using them. If you are unsure, seek out further information prior to using. The impact of your 
language matters more than the intention behind it. Saying, “I didn’t mean it that way” does not make up 
for any offense felt by the interviewee.

• The Salvation Army reflects a military model. Be mindful that military language can sometimes have 

colonizing or oppressive connotations.

• Avoid tokenism (e.g., don’t fake diversity in programming just for the sake of appearances).

• Use language that is unbiased, neutral, clear and accurate.

• Include direct quotes as much as possible.

Remember that the story you write could define someone for years to come in today’s digital world. 
Give the interviewee an opportunity to review the final version of their story and provide feedback to 
ensure they are comfortable with how they have been portrayed. This step is necessary even if it 
extends the project timeline.

During the Interview

Individuals who have experienced trauma in the past may respond to an interview in unpredictable ways, 
even to the point of feeling retraumatized. To avoid this, seek advice from and/or the presence of those who 
have worked closely with the interviewee. Inquire about potential triggering issues. Consider a pre-interview 
in a separate room away from cameras, with a support person present.

• Put the interviewee at ease by reassuring them you will work to honour them and their story.

• Ensure the only people in the room are those who need to be there.

• Ensure the room is a comfortable temperature and provide water and tissues.

• For video interviews, explain you will need to affix a lapel mic (for female guests, have another female do

this, where possible) and that it may be necessary to dab their brow/face for shine.

• Ask questions considerately; lead up to asking about a sensitive event gradually. Give them the time and

space to process and answer questions, and the freedom to decline uncomfortable questions. Be sensitive
to body language and facial expressions.

• Ask people what part of their story they are most excited to share.
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Additional considerations when photographing children:

• Separate forms are needed requiring parental consent.

• Blur out faces where no explicit consent has been given or if privacy and/or anonymity need to be 

protected. Only use images of children in suitable dress.

• Camp and other youth gatherings are settings that require particular caution. Wristbands can be used on 

photoshoot days to identify which children have parental consent to appear in the photo.

• When a child or youth is being interviewed, ensure there is a counsellor/caregiver present.

In public meetings, it is not always possible to ensure consent for photos or videos. Signs should be 
posted and/or verbal announcements made to ensure those attending are aware that they may be 
photographed or recorded.

After the Story is Published

• Remember that it may be necessary in future to remove images and/or stories for safety and privacy 

reasons. For instance, the interviewee may be in a dangerous situation.

• For an image or story to be repurposed, new permission needs to be sought.

Choosing Photos

Sometimes, the interviewee consents to be photographed. At other times, it is appropriate to use stock 
images. When using a stock image, credit the source so that it is clear the image is not of a real client. In 
each case, consider power dynamics in imagery and avoid sensationalizing or perpetuating stereotypes. 
Make sure images reflect the communities we serve and that there is proper representation in all pieces we 
feature.

When using photographs of the interviewee, consider the following:

• Informed consent requires that the person photographed consents to the photo being taken and 

understands its intended purpose, how it may be used, and the risks and consequences associated with 
publishing images.

• As with language, ensure images do not portray them as someone who needs to be rescued.

• In some cases, the interviewee’s privacy and/or anonymity needs to be protected. Avoid images that 

contain excessive or unnecessary information about a person (e.g., identity or location).

• Ensure those featured are suitably dressed.

• Seek to partner with a visual storyteller (photographer or artist) with familiarity and experience with the 

subject or community. Consider hiring a local photographer to empower and improve sensitivity in the 
storytelling process.

• Consider whether the subjects of the photo or people affected by the issue would feel that the image 

chosen is an accurate representation of themselves or the issue.
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For Further Reading:

TSA Media Policy:

CM 08.001 Media Relations *

Decolonizing Language:

Decolonizing Language (sharepoint.com) *

* These links will require you to sign into your Salvation Army Outlook account.

EthicalStorytelling.com

“Guidelines for obtaining meaningful consent.” Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada 

“What are they saying about me?” Online Reputation, Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada

Guide on Obtaining Consent, World Health Organization

https://tsacb.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/sites/OPP/PnP/Communication%20%26%20Marketing%20(CM)/08%20Public%20%26%20Media%20Relations/CM%2008.001%20Media%20Relations.docx?d=w22091c1d67014d1ea7184b71713de620&csf=1&web=1&e=rFk9Vu
https://tsacb.sharepoint.com/sites/InternalCommsToolkit/SitePages/Decolonizing-Language.aspx?source=https%3A%2F%2Ftsacb.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2FInternalCommsToolkit%2F_layouts%2F15%2Fnews.aspx
https://ethicalstorytelling.com/
https://www.priv.gc.ca/en/privacy-topics/collecting-personal-information/consent/gl_omc_201805/
https://www.priv.gc.ca/en/opc-actions-and-decisions/research/explore-privacy-research/2016/or_201601/
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/ethics/process-seeking-if-printing.pdf?sfvrsn=3fac5edb_4

