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• On social media platforms and around the kitchen table, 
dialogue about refugee claimant policies is haunted by 
misinformation and polarity (Finney).
• Online video is a key means for people to satisfy 
their information needs and for advocates to reach an 
international audience (Cisco).
• Digital media produced by refugee advocates contribute 
to polarization with emotional appeals that distance and 
shame those who disagree (Miller).
• A handful of words (such as, border, welcome, trauma, 
humanitarian, refugee) are over functioning in order to 
describe complex and diverse experiences.
• The simplified overuse of ordinary terms diminishes 
their ability to communicate and contributes to the lack of 
nuance and curiosity in online dialogues. 
• Critical refugee studies provides critical analyses of these 
terms in global context but remains largely theoretical and 
inaccessible to the broader public.

Worn words is a knowledge mobilization project. It gathers 
cross-sector knowledge about ordinary words that are 
worn from overuse in refugee debates in order to refresh 
asylum discourse. The project translates critical refugee 
theory into creative practice by experimenting with forms 
of digital media that can spark curiousity and support a 
culture of listening. It aims to invite dialogue rather than 
persuade, and diversify rather than shape the viewer’s 
imagination.

• Develop research protocols for interviewing and filming 
participants working with refugees (many of whom are former 
refugees themselves) 
• Establish relationships with refugee claimant service 
providers and researchers
• Find funding and hire a videographer with experience in 
community-based research; craft mirror device to produce 
conversational style footage
• Conduct 15 in depth interviews with participants who 
represent a diversity of sectors
• Code interview transcripts according to keywords and patch 
together footage pertaining to each keyword
• Research forms of narration in digital media & choose a 
keyword for first video (border)
• Interview and hire an animator with knowledge of refugee 
claimant cultures and willingness to experiment
• Select interview clips and storyboard a multimedia narrative

In my community engagement I have heard repeatedly from 
advocates about the need to break out of patterned narrations 
and polarized debates and move toward creative innovation. In 
the editing process, we have come up against the limitations 
of traditional forms of narrative media. Experimentation with 
new forms of ethical, multi-voice digital stories faces many 
technical and methodological challenges but is a necessary 
innovation for social good.
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Challenging dynamics:
• Devaluation of human rights framework
• Ineffectiveness of appeals to shame
• Polarization and distrust of digital media

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION



• 1939 – MS St. Louis





In popular media, refugee rights intertwined with:

-discourses of terrorism, securitization, illegality
-issues of smuggling, climate change, detention, 
racism

COMPLEX GLOBAL CONTEXT



• 2010 MV Sun Sea



Challenging dynamics:
• Devaluation of human rights framework
• Ineffectiveness of appeals to shame
• Polarization and distrust of digital media

How do we adjust our communication to be 
persuasive amidst this complexity?

[Anat Shenker Osorio “Changing the Conversation 
about Refugees”]

STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION



Stories as cultural formation

Self-reflective storytelling

Storytelling from our roots

STORYTELLING



Storied roots of refugee welcome



refugee, welcome, border
security, trauma, 
human/itarian, etc...





Drawing on storied root system
• Break out of narrative patterns
• Cultivate a culture of listening
• Acknowledge complexity
• Embed digital media in already existing 

communities



-inviting people into a 
transformative process

-nurturing a sustaining 
community of refugee welcome

-cultivating a culture of 
curiosity and listening
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