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Executive Summary 

The Internet is a noisy environment and organizations, being them for-profit or nonprofit, 

are always trying to find new ways to stand out. A new trend lately is the robots. Chatbots 

are everywhere now, from customer service to health care. This Master Thesis explores the 

use of storytelling Facebook messenger chatbots by nonprofit organizations as a means of 

digital advocacy and audience engagement. The aim of our study is to find out the 

opportunities as well as threats these tools offer to enhance the engagement of citizens with 

non-profit organizations. 

We analysed if storytelling Facebook messenger chatbots are a good tool for digital 

advocacy, how it is currently being used by organizations and whether chatbots are a new 

medium to be used for interactive storytelling. In order to do that, we conducted two case 

studies, Projeto Caretas, by the Brazilian office of United Nations Children's Fund 

(UNICEF); and Me Chamo Paz, an initiative by UNHCR, the United Nations Refugee 

Agency in Brazil.  

The main takeaways from the studies were that the biggest advantage of the use of this type 

of chatbot for advocacy is that they can serve as a safe space for users to talk about things 

they would not feel safe to talk to a real person. Besides, it is a good tool to get to know the 

audiences by analysing their opinions and needs on the conversations. We also found that 

the mix of “listening” to a story and talking to a character whom the users identify with is 

good to enhance the development of empathy towards a cause. On the other hand, we 

concluded that the successful of this kind of initiative will depend on the identification the 

individuals feel with the character telling the story as well as the audience willingness to 

open themselves to dialog. Dealing with user’s expectations of the said dialog is also a point 

to observe, since personalizing answers is still a difficulty faced by the organizations. 

Finally, we also point out the potential problem of individuals trying to take the conversation 

to a deeper level than a bot can deal with regarding sensitive topics such as suicide, for 

instance.  
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1 Introduction 

It is not rare now that, when you click on the “message” button on a Facebook fan page, 

instead of a person, a robot answers you. Chatbots have been used to respond to simple 

questions, help people pick objects to buy or even book plane tickets. However, a different 

type has also emerged: storytelling chatbots.  

That phenomenon is happening at the same time as nonprofit organizations are struggling to 

spread their message and engage audiences on the cyberspace. The digital landscape is 

dominated by commercially driven big platforms and, as much as anyone else, nonprofit 

organizations are hostage to their rules and algorithmic decisions. In addition to that, the so-

called democratization character of the Internet enables many people and organizations to 

have a voice, transforming the environment in a noisy place in which is difficult to stand out. 

Users see many similar posts on their social media feeds every day, so what could motivate 

them to click on any of them? Novelty, maybe? A different type of content or medium? In 

that sense, could storytelling chatbots be the answer to grab users’ attention, engage them 

and raise awareness about the nonprofit causes? 

This research studies two cases of the use of storytelling chatbots by nonprofit organizations: 

Projeto Caretas, by the Brazilian office of United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF); and 

Me Chamo Paz, an initiative by UNHCR, the United Nations Refugee Agency in Brazil. Our 

aim is to analyse the opportunities and threats storytelling chatbots can offer to enhance the 

engagement with non-profit organizations.  

Work in the field of chatbots is still limited and, when it comes to their relation to storytelling 

and to advocacy, we did not find any study. Because of that, we tried to understand if 

chatbots could fit in an already well-studied field of storytelling: interactive storytelling. In 

that manner, our research brings novelty to the field, since it places chatbots in a line of 

studies in which it has not been included before. We also studied the relation between 

storytelling and engagement regarding advocacy efforts, to see if that characteristic of the 

chatbots would be key to their success or failure. We believe that more than contributing to 

enlarge the landscape of study regarding chatbots, this research can serve as a guide to 

nonprofit organizations that would like to use storytelling chatbots in their advocacy efforts. 
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To conduct the research, we have developed a set of research questions. Our main question 

was: 

What are the opportunities (as well as threats) storytelling Facebook messenger chatbots 

offer to enhance the engagement of citizens with non-profit organizations? 

That main question was followed by the sub questions: 

1. What are problems for non-profit organizations in terms of being heard in a digital 

age? 

2. How do non-profit organizations use Facebook messenger chatbots? 

3. To what extent does this use of chatbots fall into the category of interactive 

storytelling? 

 

In order to answer our questions, we conducted a literature review as well as two case studies 

that were done by applying a triangulation of methods — content analysis, semi-structured 

expert interviews and thematic analysis — and data sources, such as chatbots’ texts, 

Facebook comments and secondary sources.   

This study is composed of the following structure: we first review the current literature in 

the area of digital advocacy, storytelling for advocacy and engagement, interactive 

storytelling and chatbots. Second, we explain the methods used in our research. Then, we 

present the two case studies, followed by a discussion of the results and our final 

considerations about the topic.  
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2 Literature review 

We currently have a digital landscape dominated by big platforms such as Google, Facebook 

and Amazon. As much as, with the advent of the Web 2.0, some scholars such as Henry 

Jenkins in his book Convergence Culture (2006) and manifestos like the Wikinomics 

(Tapscott and Williams, 2006) argue that we now have a more democratized and collectivist 

digital space and the “conventional hierarchical business model of producer–consumer is 

rapidly replaced by the so-called ‘co-creation’ model” (Van Dijck & Nieborg, 2009, p. 856), 

users are still locked in networks that are commercially driven and ruled by algorithms that 

decide what will appear in people’s newsfeeds and influence their attention. Rather than 

citizens, users are seen as consumers and data providers. The goal of these companies is to 

make the users spend as much time going through their feeds as possible and to not leave 

the platform. 

Some scholars argue that people are spending time on the Internet rather than engaging in 

civic and political activities and several studies have conflicting findings regarding the 

effectiveness of the Internet in engaging people (Boulianne, 2009). One of the arguments is 

that the Internet is primarily used for entertainment and it distracts people from civic 

engagement (Putnam 1995, 2000 as cited in Boulianne, 2009). Others argue that the Internet 

is used for social interactions and information-searching and that people are increasingly 

looking for news and political campaigns (Boulianne, 2009). 

Social media arrival relighted the debate. However, there is no consensus: while some 

scholars see it through pessimistic lens, suggesting that social media can be toxic for civic 

engagement, others see the platforms as revolutionary (Skoric, Zhu, Goh & Pang, 2016). To 

Bennett and Segerberg (2012 as cited in Skoric et al., 2016), these new platforms we call 

social media “changed the nature of everyday online interactions among citizens enabling 

new forms of personalized public engagement that no longer require significant 

organizational resources nor common identity and ideology” (Skoric et al., 2016, p. 3). 

Social media also make possible – and easy – the creation and dissemination of content and 

the expression of beliefs that can be related to civic and political movements. In that sense, 

is easier for citizens to state their reasons for or against a topic.  
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Warren et al. (2014) go in the same line and affirm that social media has a role in defining 

areas of engagement and mobilizing citizens, as it allows people to spread social causes and 

participate in digital activism. Social media tools also empower citizens to make 

organizations and the government listen to their demands (Kirkpatrick, 2011 as cited in 

Warren et al., 2014). 

Nonetheless, to Allmer (2014), the full potential of the cyberspace for social movements has 

not yet been realised: “the multitude is confronted with problems of gaining visibility, 

attracting publicity, and getting attention on the web, which is characterised by capitalist 

logics, marketing strategies, information overflows, and a lost in cyberspace” (Allmer, 2014, 

p. 52). The author states that the capitalist structures of the Internet and the “asymmetrical 

distributions of material resources” can lead social movements to marginalisation and lack 

of attention. 

To have a presence on the Internet and reach their audiences, nonprofits are at mercy of the 

platforms and its capitalist logic, once they need to go where people are. They also need to 

satisfy users expectations and needs. So, how can they stand out in an environment full of 

voices trying to sell products and ideas? And how can these organizations address their 

audience members as citizens instead of consumers and get them to really engage in their 

mission?  

2.1 Engaging citizens: a nonprofit’s challenge 

Fostering and measuring engagement are some of the challenges of the organizations, 

especially when it comes to evaluate social media activities. Oh, Bellur & Sundar (2010) 

define engagement as “progression from interacting with the interface physically to 

becoming cognitively immersed in the content offered by it and then onto proactively 

spreading the outcomes of this involvement” (Oh et al., 2010). 

A study by Hou & Lampe (2015), shows that, for small nonprofits, the process of engaging 

people is harder. Even when organizations try to measure the success of their activity on 

social media, using tools such as Facebook Insights, is difficult to interpret the data provided. 

Also, it gives little information in terms of achieving the action level, which interferes on 

the further engagement of audiences. 
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They have no idea whether social media visitors were being effectively transformed into 

highly engaged members or donors. Even if they were succeeding in this goal, there was no 

way for them to compare the list of social media visits with the lists of volunteers, members, 

or donors. Without having clear methods in place to match these sets of information, they 

felt it was extremely hard to further engage these audiences (Hou & Lampe, 2015, p. 3112). 

To the authors, it is important to take into consideration that many of the measurement tools 

of social media were thought for business sectors, to measure the Return of Investment (ROI) 

regarding sales and brand value, limiting, then, the use by nonprofits. In that sense, is 

necessary to connect the data provided by those analytics tools with other records, such as 

metadata of volunteers and donors’ information from online recruitment and fundraising 

management tools. This aggregated data can help organizations to better target and mobilize 

their audience. 

2.1.1 Constructing a ladder of engagement 

Kanter & Fine (2010) define engagement as a "transition from listening to interacting" (p. 

62) and mention a ladder of engagement, with five levels: Happy bystanders, such as blog 

readers, friends on Facebook, and personal relations; Spreaders, those who share the 

information with other people; Donors; Evangelists, who ask other people to donate or 

volunteer; and Instigators, those who create their own activities related to the cause. In other 

words, the steps are listening, share, money, ask, and create. According to the authors, any 

effort will have more Happy bystanders than Evangelists, and organizations need to work on 

building strong relationships to step up the ladder. However, the ladder is not a linear 

progression: individuals can start at any level and go up or down. 

Kanter and Paine (2012), based on that work, affirm that nonprofits have a ladder to measure 

engagement that is analogue to the profit marketing funnel, which is based on the concept of 

AIDA (awareness, interest, desire, action). In that sense, people first become aware of the 

product or service, secondly, they become interested in learning more about it, then they 

want to buy it and, finally, buy it.  

The nonprofit version of the marketing funnel is essentially the same, but it is usually 

called a ladder of engagement or a pyramid. Every nonprofit needs to move people 

in stages from awareness to action. The difference for nonprofits is that the desired 

action is not necessarily purchasing a product but making a donation or doing 
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something that directly supports the organization's mission. (Kanter and Paine, 2012, 

p.79) 

The authors enumerate three levels of engagement: low, mid and high. On the low-level, 

they consider actions such as Facebook likes, Twitter follows and views on YouTube. 

Midlevel are retweeting or using hashtags, posting reviews or bookmarking content. Finally, 

those on the high-level stage will subscribe to the organization's channels, share on 

Facebook, create conversations or their own content, and donate or volunteer. 

Guo and Saxton (2013) also have a ladder of engagement, which we will talk more about 

later, with focus on social media, that does not differ much from the ones above. They 

consider three levels, the first being reaching out to people (information); the second, 

keeping the flame alive (dialogue); and the third, stepping up to action (action).  

Back to Kanter and Paine (2012), the authors state that any organization can create its own 

ladder of engagement following six steps: defining the goal, defining the audience, defining 

the investment, defining the benchmarks, defining the metrics to judge progress, and 

selecting the right tool to collect data. They highlight that only one metric will not be able 

to measure the success of the organization’s social media. 

2.1.2 The more engagement the better? 

Getting as many views, likes or mentions and the level in the ladder in which most users are 

might not be the most fundamental matter regarding engagement. Some scholars, such as 

Zakaria (2011), highlight the importance of the effectiveness and the quality of engagement.  

The author uses the criteria developed by Neligan (2003 as cited in Zakaria, 2011): 

representativeness, responsiveness, stakeholders' satisfaction and mismatch between 

stakeholders' objectives and expectations. The first criterion, also referred to as 

inclusiveness, is related to the organization's decision on who to include in the process of 

engaging audiences. Is important to ensure the participation of the relevant individuals for 

an effective engagement. Having many views will not matter if they are not from the 

audience you are trying to reach. 

Responsiveness refers to the stakeholders’ reactions and how the organizations deal with it. 

The third criterion, stakeholders’ satisfaction, relates to how satisfied are the individuals with 

their own level of participation. Zakaria (2011) affirms that one group of the audience might 
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expect more of the organization than others. Lastly, if there is a mismatch between 

stakeholders' objectives and expectations and the organization’s abilities to achieve them, 

the engagement may be less effective.  

Another issue referred by Vanhaeght, Lunt and Donders (2016) is that more participation is 

not necessarily better. For instance, individuals can be frustrated if their voices are not taken 

into consideration. Barney et al. (2016: xv as cited in Vanhaeght, 2018) argue that “the 

participatory condition is not ‘one in which the quality, intensity, or efficacy of political 

experience is significantly greater, or more democratic’” (Vanhaeght, 2018, p. 5). Vanhaeght 

(2018) also points out that if there are not enough means to follow-up of audience input, 

participation is not necessarily good and can lead to “feelings of inefficacy and frustration 

among audience members” (Vanhaeght, 2018, p. 5). 

In that sense, more than trying to enhance engagement and participation, sometimes raising 

awareness might be the most important strategy to mobilize audiences. For instance, it can 

help reduce the social stigma of some health conditions (Rocchi et al., 2012); influence the 

formulation of public opinion (Csigéné Nagypál et al., 2016); assist people in making 

informed choices (Katunzi, Tibamanya and Senzia, 2009); and create discussions about 

issues that, otherwise, would not be discussed (Ali, 2012).  

2.2 Digital advocacy: a path to engagement? 

The Alliance for Justice’s Nonprofit Advocacy Project (NAP) defines advocacy as “any 

action that speaks in favour of, recommends, argues for a cause, supports or defends, or 

pleads on behalf of others”. In the same line, Jugessur & Iles (2009), based on Bateman 

(1995), affirm that “the aim of advocacy is to empower the powerless and give people a 

voice to challenge injustice” (Jugessur & Iles, 2009, p. 188).  

Guo & Saxton (2013) state that “through advocacy activities, nonprofit organizations 

contribute to democratic governance by representing the interests of citizens and promoting 

changes in public policy” (Guo & Saxton, 2013, p. 3) and that advocacy activities help the 

organizations achieve their mission and improve their constituents’ lives. To employ their 

advocacy strategy, organizations use different tactics. Guo & Saxton (2013, pp. 3-4) list 

some: research, media advocacy, direct lobbying, grassroots lobbying, public events and 

direct action, judicial advocacy, public education, coalition building, administrative 
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lobbying, voter registration and education, and expert testimony. Some of these can be found 

on the organizations’ digital advocacy strategy, as we will see on the next sections. 

2.2.1 New opportunities come with new challenges 

To Galer-Unti (2010), the Web represents a wide range of new possibilities that can 

revitalize advocacy efforts. According to them, in the past, advocates had to struggle with 

small budgets, while now, with the Internet, everyone can have a strong voice. “Perhaps 

never before have the people had such an opportunity to control the media for good and for 

bad. It is possible for advocates to not only generate news that will be picked up by traditional 

media outlets, but it is also possible to be a recognized reporter of the news” (Galer-Unti, 

2010, p. 786). 

On the other hand, Guo and Saxton (2017) argue that, since everyone can have a voice on 

the Internet, it makes the Web a noisy information environment. They argue that social 

media, for instance, became the best ally and the worst enemy of nonprofit organizations.  

[...] social media offer an alternative broadcast and communication medium for 

nonprofit organizations, a low-cost, interactive tool to speak out and to educate, 

engage, mobilize, and build rapport with large audiences of supporters. Yet in the 

meantime, and ironically, social media have ushered in a “noisy” information 

environment that renders it more difficult for nonprofits to make their voices heard. 

Operating in an increasingly information-saturated world populated by people with 

limited information- processing capacities and short attention spans (Simon, 1971), 

organizations are struggling to effectively grab and hold the attention of their 

supporters and the general public. (Guo and Saxton, 2017, pp. 5-6) 

The authors point out that public attention is a key prerequisite for social change, and it 

enables an immediate measure of the effectiveness of the social media strategy. In that sense, 

nonprofit organizations need to seek new strategies to take advantage of the Internet 

affordances to make their voices heard in the middle of all the noise. 

In a report from 2012, the Nonprofit Technology Network shows that, in North America, 

social media, especially Facebook and Twitter, have been gaining attention as innovative 

communications tool that can work as a complement of the traditional website or even as a 

substitute for it (Nah & Saxton, 2013). To Guo & Saxton (2013), social media’s interactivity 
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and decentralized structures improve the organization’s capacity for strategic stakeholder 

communications and, “for advocacy nonprofits in particular, social media sites provide a 

way to expand advocacy efforts by reaching new networks of community actors and by 

mobilizing those networks to take action” (Guo & Saxton, 2013, p. 2). 

A study by Nah & Saxton (2013) has identified key facets of Twitter and Facebook 

utilization by US nonprofit organizations. According to the authors, there are four facts that 

drive those organizations to use social media: strategy, capacity, governance and 

environment.  

The authors argue that the strategic goal of nonprofit organizations is to fulfil a social 

mission, creating public value. There are a variety of ways in which this can be 

accomplished, such as fundraising and lobbying. Nah & Saxton (2013) point out that 

technologies such as Facebook and Twitter are often used for organizations focused on 

acquiring funds, once these social networks “enable them to reach and interact with a broader 

set of potential donors” (Nah & Saxton, 2013, p. 297). Those focused on lobbying can also 

take advantage of social media because they are interested in mobilizing the external 

audiences to take action. 

Adopting social media is also related to the capacity and resources the organization can 

mobilize. This influence the acquisition of new technology and the size of the organizations 

which, therefore, influences the attention they attract and the level of scrutiny they are 

submitted to. The use of social media is not cost-free, since it requires time, knowledge and 

money, and the investment is better afforded by larger groups.  

Governance has been found to also be key in the nonprofits’ choice of adopting web 

technologies. Whether the organization is membership-based or not can determine its 

presence on social media, for instance, since, according to Guo and Musso (2007), for having 

a more bottom-up, representative governance structure, with more opportunities for 

members to take part on elections or leadership matters, mechanisms of stakeholder 

communication and participation, such as social media, are not that important. On the other 

hand, Nah & Saxton (2013) affirm that “better-governed organizations, on account of their 

more participatory and/or effective stakeholder involvement and communication strategies 

(Guo and Musso, 2007) will be more likely to employ social media” (Nah & Saxton, 2013, 

p. 301). 
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Finally, the last determinant of social media adoption by nonprofits is the organization’s 

external resource environment. According to Nah & Saxton (2013), there are external 

pressures to adopt new technology, especially when the organization’s survival relies on 

external actors, such as public contributions and government funding. The higher the 

dependence, the greater will be the level of online attention towards the organization, leading 

to a greater likelihood that the organization will adopt social media. 

2.2.2 Social media strategies: from disclosure to interactivity?  

Besides the drivers to adopt social media, it is important to understand how and to achieve 

what these tools are being used. According to Lovejoy and Saxton (2012), a key finding 

from previous studies is that organizations have two main reasons to adopt new media: 

information-sharing and dialogic relationship-building, but little is known about how new 

media is being employed. In their study, that analysed the Twitter practices of the 100 largest 

nonprofit organizations in the United States, the authors found three main functions of 

Twitter for nonprofits, Information-Community-Action. The authors affirm that this scheme 

represents a ladder of organizational communication functions: 

“With only 140 characters, organizations have to be conscious of the main point they 

are trying to make. Users, in turn, can decide how much they want to know by either 

reading the tweet alone or, to learn more, by clicking on the links that are often 

included in organizational tweets. The second function, ‘‘community,’’ involves 

dialogue and community building. This is where true engagement begins, when 

networks are developed, and users can join in the conversation and provide feedback. 

The third category is ‘‘action’’, cantering on marketing, promotion, and 

mobilization. This is where users do not just feel they are making a difference, but 

start doing something about it, whether it is showing up at an event, signing a 

petition, or making a donation”. (Lovejoy and Saxton, 2012, p. 350) 

In that sense, for the authors, if an organization gets to the third stage, it experiments with 

full engagement. Although it is important to inform and dialogue with audiences, when 

getting the followers to do something for the cause, the organization is fulfilling its mission. 

However, as mentioned in section 2.1.3, we do not believe that the step in the ladder in which 

users are is the only way to measure success. 
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Guo & Saxton (2013) developed a “pyramid model of social media-based advocacy”, a 

hierarchical model with a three-stage process: (1) reaching out to people; (2) keeping the 

flame alive; and (3) stepping up to action. First, the organizations reach out to people and 

bring awareness to its cause; second, they work to sustain the “passion” among supporters 

and, finally, mobilize people to act. Each layer on the model is built on the one below. 

However, even if they represent stages, they can happen simultaneously, since the 

organization must always seek new supporters.  

 

 

Figure 1 - Pyramid model of social media-based advocacy (Guo & Saxton, 2013) 

 

The authors explain that, at the first stage, tweets are mostly informational and mainly serve 

as public education. Here, advocacy is essentially a communicative practice focused on 

message. The main task is making new connections and “getting the word out”. Examples 

of strategies here can be the use of hashtags and the practice of “celebrity poking/fishing” 

which consists on capturing the attention of a famous person to take advantage of their huge 

network and reach broader audiences. 

Keeping the flame alive involves deepening the relations developed. Although disseminating 

information is still important, at this stage the number of community-oriented tweets 

increases. In that sense, advocacy here is a relational practice. To achieve that, the authors 
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say, organizations use two types of messages: dialogue and community-building. These 

interactions can involve asking questions, mentioning users and using hashtags to organize 

communities of interest. 

In the third stage, stepping up to action, advocacy is a mobilizational practice. At this point, 

social media is being used to facilitate public events, direct action, and grassroots lobbying. 

Hyperlinks, hashtags and call to actions are used as strategies.  

Waters et al. (2009) point out that organizations use social media to accelerate and simplify 

their management functions, interact with stakeholders, and educate the audience about their 

causes and services. In a nutshell, social media is used to develop relationships with 

important publics. The authors highlight three strategies that can be helpful for relationship 

cultivation: disclosure, usefulness and interactivity. The first one follows the increasingly 

call from the public for openness and transparency from organizations. To be in line with 

that, organizations must provide a detailed description of themselves and their practices. 

Secondly, the social media profiles must be useful to stakeholders, mainly as a source of 

information. Finally, organizations should find ways to interact with the audience, such as 

asking for email addresses and providing ways to donate online.  

The research by Waters et al. (2009) examined 275 nonprofit organizations’ use of Facebook 

under this strategy model. They found that most of them complied with the disclosure 

strategy, listing the administrators of their Facebook profiles, providing description of the 

organization and linking back to their website. Regarding the provision of information, the 

majority of the nonprofits analysed did not use the social network to distribute organizational 

news. Only posting photographs and providing links to external news stories were popular 

among the sample, used by around half of the organizations. As for interactivity, “the most 

common strategy used to involve the supporters was providing email addresses to 

organizational representatives (71%)” (Waters et al, 2009, p. 105). In sum, their study 

concluded that nonprofit organizations were yet to incorporate the majority of applications 

made available by Facebook. 

A key example of the use of social media to build relationships with the audiences is the case 

of the American Red Cross, considered by the Society for New Communication Research, 

in 2008, a forerunner nonprofit using social media. According to a study by Briones et al. 

(2011), the organization uses Facebook and Twitter to open a two-way communication and 
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acknowledge what the general public has to say, as well as creating relationships with the 

media. Twitter is used specially to reach journalists in the field. Another side of the coin is 

that media monitor the Red Cross feed to find stories. In some regions, social media is used 

for basic notification: alerts on upcoming events, volunteer opportunities, etc.; but in others 

it can be a tool for “generating new volunteers and communicating vital information to 

disaster volunteers in a crisis” (Briones et al., 2011, p. 40). Other uses for social networks 

are to reach young people and get them to volunteer, as well as building relationships with 

the communities. 

Goldkind (2015) questions whether nonprofits are taking the maximum advantage of social 

media use. The author affirms that, though the majority of agency leaders of the 

organizations on her study seem to have an understanding of social media and its 

possibilities, they are not making it a major part of their strategies for communications and 

fundraising. This may be due to some obstacles and challenges mentioned by the 

interviewees. Among these barriers are the low amount of resources — not only regarding 

money, but also availability of staff and knowledge on how to proper use it; lack of support 

such as a social media policy and plans to measure and evaluate the outcomes of using such 

technologies; and the board’s distrust on the value of social networks or a fear of change.  

Organization’s feelings about social media are dual: “responses ranged from enthusiasm and 

a desire to further explore how to employ these tools in their organizations to fear and 

concerns about the lack of control over messaging and how communications are 

disseminated and received” (Goldkind, 2015, p. 24).  

In sum, nonprofits recognize the importance and use social media, but they are still 

struggling to find the right strategies to take the fullest advantage of these technologies and 

are still more focus on disclosure strategies. Krueger & Haytko (2015) say that social media 

is currently the only way to engage in two-way interactions with brands and organizations 

and nonprofits might be taking it for granted. “Nonprofits’ social media message strategies 

aren’t capitalizing on the two-way symmetrical communication intended for interaction with 

the public and they are only sharing information in a one-way dimension” (Lovejoy and 

Saxton, 2014 as cited Krueger & Haytko, 2015, p.4). According to the authors, in order to 

succeed in the social network environment, nonprofits must master two-way interaction 

techniques such as storytelling, curated content, an understand mobile, visual and video. 



                                                                               

20 
 

2.3 Using stories to capture the audiences 

Telling stories is a habit humans have been cultivating since the days of hunting and 

gathering, when men talked about the day’s hunt around the fire. “These stories helped shape 

the identity of the tribe, gave it values and boundaries and helped establish its reputation 

among rivalling tribes. It was storytelling in its purest form” (Fog, Budtz and Yakaboylu, 

2005, p. 16). Today is not much different. We still use stories to circulate our culture and 

values, create meaning to our lives and make sense of the world. The practice of sharing 

stories helps us define who we are and what we stand for, as well as being a tool for 

understanding the struggles and events of everyday life (Fog et al., 2005). 

Crawford (2013) highlights that storytelling is fundamental for education about the 

complexities of social interaction and that, without it, we could never communicate complex 

information and we would not have developed culture. The author lists a few elements that 

influence the structure of a story. The first one is people. Stories must reference people, even 

if indirectly of symbolic. “Dramatic power comes from people and their problems, not 

things” (Crawford, 2013, p.18). 

Secondly, all stories need a conflict. Sometimes seen as a puzzle, stories also have some sort 

of problem or challenge: the way the protagonist will solve the previously mentioned 

conflict. Lastly, stories consist of choices made by the characters. Many stories revolve 

around a key decision the hero must take, but all the other small decisions are important to 

build the narrative. 

Another thing noted by Crawford (2013) is that, although culture seems to be increasingly 

dominated by a “tyranny of the visual”, visual thinking should not rule over storytelling, 

since people’s perceptions are a mix of their knowledge and their senses. The same goes for 

spatial thinking. It should not be applied too literally: “stories take place on stages, not maps” 

(Crawford, 2013, p.26).  

Fog et al. (2005) list four elements that constitute storytelling for brands: message, conflict, 

characters and plot. In that context, the aim of the story is to “communicate messages that 

reflect positively on the company brand” (Fog et al., 2005, p. 32). For that, is important to 

develop a clear central message, with an ideological or moral statement.  

The conflict and its solution are important to inform the audience about the company values, 

such as what they perceive as right and wrong. For the conflict to play out, the characters 
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must be interacting and compelling. A basic structure would consist of a goal, a hero, a 

benefactor, a beneficiary, a supporter and an adversary. However, this model is not fixed, 

and the brand can adjust it to its needs. What is more important is to make the characters 

relatable, so the audience can identify with them and their problems. Finally, the plot, as in 

progress of the story, is essential for the audience experience. The flow from beginning to 

middle and end must be precise and escalate the conflict until the solution.  

Using these elements, brands can develop stories to communicate their mission and in many 

other situations, both internally and externally, for promoting a product or motivating 

employees, for instance. But not only for-profit organizations use storytelling to boost their 

activities, nonprofits and advocates are also taking a slice of that cake.  

2.3.1 Storytelling as a means of advocacy 

Storytelling has been used by institutions in many situations and for many purposes such as 

communicating technical know-how or “recipes” of interaction; explain how organizations 

work or to reclaim authority (Polletta et al., 2011, p. 115). In that sense, institutions depend 

on stories and, more importantly, on how and when they are told and if audiences subscribe 

to the right beliefs.  

Cizek (2005) affirms that storytelling for advocacy has a different quality because the story’s 

aim is not only to entertain, but it is at service of change and spreading a message. “Advocacy 

storytelling is about effectively communicating this message to the audience and 

encouraging them to act” (Cizek, 2005, p. 75). However, the entertainment aspect can also 

appear, as we can see in the entertainment-education strategy of communication, which is 

defined as “the process of purposely designing and implementing a media message both to 

entertain and educate, in order to increase audience members’ knowledge about educational 

issues, create favourable attitudes, shift social norms, and change overt behaviour” (Singhal, 

2013, p.3). In that sense, awareness is raised by, for instance, transforming social problems 

in fairy-tale monsters or in a challenge a telenovela character must face, thus, bringing the 

subjects to people’s lives by inserting it in their day-to-day entertainment routines. 

Storytelling has been used by nonprofit organizations for some time and it is seen as 

“critical” to relevant fundraising and a vital component of a “head + heart” experience 

(Barden, 2015). To Siegel (2016), storytelling can have five roles within the organization: 



                                                                               

22 
 

communication technique, development of empathy, component of branding, fundraising 

tool and raising of awareness. 

Communication is essential for the success of nonprofits, since they are competing for 

donors’, volunteers’ and the general audiences’ attentions. Some fundamental challenges 

organizations face are to communicate “their ability to make a difference, in other words, 

their social impact” (Siegel, 2016, p. 5) and to frame their message, since the perspective 

from which an issue is told can shape the message’s meaning. To address that, nonprofits 

use storytelling as a way to “communicate with multiple audiences by showcasing a 

constituent’s experiences” (Siegel, 2016, p. 8).  In this context, stories are used to show the 

impact of the nonprofit’s work and to inspire emotions that will lead the audiences to take 

action.  

As a communication technique, stories can follow five different types (Siegel, 2016): 

Founding stories, which talk about the organization’s creation; Focus stories, on why the 

organization continues to exist; Impact stories, with testimonials of the organization’s 

influence on an individual’s life; Strength stories, that highlight particular programs; and 

Future stories, which emphasize calls to action and describe the institution’s vision.   

When working on the development of empathy, stories put value on emotion, to make the 

audience connect with and individual rather than a statistic. “The readers of the story have 

the ability to see themselves within the story while placing themselves in the shoes of the 

main character, thus developing empathy” (Siegel, 2016, p. 11). This emotion, therefore, 

will lead to action. 

Regarding branding, which is related to the organization’s reputation and its ability to make 

the constituents identify with them, storytelling can be key. People identify with an 

institution by interacting with it and stories are the most common way of sharing 

experiences. By shaping the organization’s vision and mission in the eyes of constituents, 

stories shape the brand of the nonprofit.  

As for fundraising, “storytelling provides a creative approach that allows the organization to 

stand out among other grant seekers that serve the same target population” (Siegel, 2016, p. 

14), as well as humanizes the approach. Finally, storytelling has a key role in raising 

awareness about issues that might be overlooked normally. A personal experience shared 

through a story humanizes the matter and put people to think. In that sense, storytelling can 
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also be an educational tool, sharing wisdom about an experience that might not be common 

to others. 

For storytelling to be effective, however, there are some good practices to be followed, 

according to Siegel (2016). For instance, is important to tell the story ethically and 

respectfully, taking into consideration the impact it can have on the character's life; do not 

portray the organization as a saviour, but as a partner; create an emotional appeal; choose an 

interesting protagonist with a strong voice – and let their voice be heard; and create a call to 

action. 

2.3.2 Can storytelling enhance audience engagement? 

According to Chattoo and Feldman (2017), narrative storytelling has mechanisms to involve 

the audiences. The engagement with the narratives happens mainly through two different 

process: transportation and identification.  

Transportation occurs when media audiences are temporarily absorbed into an 

entertaining story, becoming so immersed in and personally connected to the events 

of the narrative that they lose touch with their immediate surroundings and are 

changed as a result (Green & Brock, 2000). Because the experience of narrative 

transportation is both pleasurable and all-encompassing, it is likely to reduce 

cognitive resistance to persuasive messages embedded within the narrative (Green & 

Brock, 2000; Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Slater & Rouner, 2002) and accordingly has been 

linked to changes in audiences’ knowledge, attitudes, and behaviour. (Chattoo and 

Feldman, 2017, p. 6) 

Identification, on the other side, refers to the connection process between audiences and the 

characters in a narrative, when the individual takes the perspective and goals of the 

characters. If the characters are perceived as similar to the user, identification is more likely. 

The authors also point out emotions as an important variable on learning and persuasion 

regarding storytelling. “[…] some studies have found that emotions are positively related to 

key outcomes, such as learning and discussion (LaMarre & Landreville, 2009; Murphy et 

al., 2011), Murphy et al. (2013) found that both positive and negative emotions in response 

to a fictional narrative interfered with learning and attitude change” (Chattoo and Feldman, 

2017, p. 6). 
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Finally, Chattoo and Feldman highlight “perceived entertainment value” as a key element 

on the relation between storytelling, audience engagement and social change. According to 

them, stories seen as entertaining can influence and shape knowledge, attitudes, and 

behaviours around social issues: “two recent analyses found that an entertainment–education 

initiative was more likely to foster engagement with the program topic when it was evaluated 

as fun, entertaining, and enjoyable” (Chattoo and Feldman, 2017, p. 6). 

2.3.3 Narratives in the cyberspace 

Murray (2016) highlights that, as technologies that came before, like the telephone and 

books, the computer is like an extension of our body and alters the way we go to places, 

connect to people and retrieve information. The author defines computers as a “truly 

revolutionary invention humankind is just on the verge of putting to use as a spellbinding 

storyteller” (Murray, 2016, p. 9) and affirms that “some kinds of knowledge can be better 

represented in digital formats than they have been in print” (p. 13). According to her, 

computers give us greater power over different types of information and “invite us to tackle 

more complex tasks and to ask new kinds of questions” (p. 13). Therefore, Murray states 

that, just as the promise of reshaping knowledge, computers also reshape the “spectrum of 

narrative expression”. In that sense, we have a new medium for storytelling and, thus, new 

ways of telling stories. The author mentions, for instance, ELIZA — considered the first 

chatbot, which we will talk about in the next sections — as a demonstration of the computers’ 

“representational and narrative power”.  

According to Murray, digital environments have four essential properties that make it a 

“powerful vehicle for literary creation” (p. 72). They are procedural, participatory, spatial, 

and encyclopedic. The first two properties, she affirms, are responsible for the interactive 

characteristics of the environment, while the other two are what make it immersive. Here, 

we can understand procedural as the ability to execute a set of rules. The cyberspace is also 

participatory because the users can induce the behaviour generated by the rules previously 

mentioned. There is responsiveness to inputs, although it can be limited. The spatial property 

is related to the computers’ power to “represent navigable space”, which means that we can 

move through it. Finally, the encyclopedic property of digital environments speaks for the 

huge amount of information made available by this type of medium.  
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Narrative spaces built within this type of environment have, then, three characteristics: 

immersion, agency and transformation. Immersion refers to a feeling of being transported 

into a simulated environment, as if we were part of it. Agency corresponds to the pleasure 

felt in the electronic environment when we are able to act and see the results of our choices. 

Lastly, the power of transformation not only allows a real situation to be represented in a 

simulated environment but also allows the player to make several changes in this digital 

environment. 

Thus, storytelling in digital spaces has a quality of interaction with the users. We will discuss 

that further in our next section. 

2.3.4 Creating meaning through interaction 

Crawford (2013) defines interactivity as "a cyclic process between two or more active agents 

in which each agent alternatively listens, thinks, and speaks – a conversation of sorts" 

(Crawford, 2013, p. 28). He affirms that the concept of listen, think and speak must be taken 

metaphorically, since a computer cannot listen in the strict sense, but can understand the 

input of the keyboard and the mouse, for instance. Nonetheless, the key, he affirms, is the 

reference to conversation, which is a “well-understood form of interaction” (p. 28) and that 

the quality of this conversation will depend on the isolated quality of the previously 

mentioned steps — listening, thinking, speaking, and the combination of the three. 

The author highlights that is important not to mistake reaction with interaction. If, for 

instance, you feel excited watching a movie, this is a reaction, but the movie is not thinking 

or speaking to you, therefore, it is not an interaction. “Interaction requires that the ‘action’ 

be ‘inter’ (between or among) the agents. If the action is one-sided, it’s not ‘inter’; it’s ‘re’” 

(Crawford, 2013, p. 30). 

According to him, interactivity is not a matter of have/not have; it is a numeric quantity like 

weight. Thus, there are three factors that determine the degree of interactivity in storytelling: 

speed, depth and choice. The faster the speed, the better the opportunity for interactivity. In 

terms of depth, a deeper interactivity means “penetrating closer to what makes you human” 

(p. 39), requiring more concentration and effort from users. Third, the ability to make choices 

is key to determine the degree of interactivity. Also, the richness of choices available to the 

user will influence the scale of interactivity. This richness will be defined by two factors: the 

functional significance of each choice, meaning the degree to which it satisfies the needs of 
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the user; and the perceived completeness, which are the number of choices in relation to the 

number of possibilities imagined by the user.  

To Zhao (2012), interactivity opens up new horizons for storytelling. However, according to 

him, a definition of interactive storytelling is still in progress. The author affirms that 

interactive storytelling is characterized by a cooperation between interactivity and narrative: 

“the primary goal of interactive storytelling systems is to create an engaging story experience 

for the user (Barros and Musse 2005, 2007; Dória et al. 2008; Crawford 2004; Thue et al. 

2007). However, in contrast to the way that traditional media create stories which rely on 

the author’s “god-like power”, interactive storytelling gives the user freedom to participate 

in the process of storytelling and generate a specific user experience (Mitchell 2008)” (Zhao, 

2012, p. 2).  

Zhao proposes his own definition:  

interactive storytelling is a new form of storytelling, which allows the user to control 

or have an impact on the evolution of the story and create a unique user experience 

for each user. In a broader sense, it comprises any forms of storytelling which aim to 

create a story through the user’s interaction, including: 1. text-based interactive 

entertainment, such as hypertext fiction; 2. audio-video based interactive 

entertainment, such as interactive drama; 3. digital games, which consist of different 

genres - some genres are text-based and some genres are audio-video based. (Zhao, 

2012, pp. 3-4) 

The author also proposes the concept of emotion-driven interactive storytelling, which he 

argues that can motivate the user’s interactions and be a driving force for the narrative 

evolution, once users have empathy towards the characters, they can easily create a bond. 

“The series of emotional responses of the player direct the narrative and determine the final 

‘story’ they experience. In this sense, different players would experience different stories” 

(Zhao, Zhang and McDougall, 2011, pp.23-24). 

This kind of interaction can trigger empathy, which, according to Batson et al (2002), “refers 

to an other-oriented emotional response congruent with the perceived welfare of another” 

(Batson et al, 2002, p. 1656) and can be stimulated by “taking the perspective of a person in 

need, imagining how that person is affected by his or her plight” (Batson et al, 2002, p. 

1656). The authors affirm that, in that sense, empathy induces the improvement of the 
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attitudes toward people in need. Thus, it can lead to audience engagement and, later, taking 

action. 

2.4 A new tool in the block: chatbots 

A chatbot is, basically, a computer program designed to take part in a conversation and 

interact with people (Muldowney, 2017). Dale (2016) refers to chatbots as “any software 

application that engages in a dialog with a human using natural language” (Dale, 2016, p. 

813). If we consider that definition, chatbots have been among us for quite a while. In the 

early 1960’s Joseph Weizenbaum built ELIZA, a program designed to emulate the responses 

given by a psychotherapist in a speech communication. ELIZA simulated conversation by 

giving previously set text outputs according to specific inputs. By recognizing keywords in 

the input and giving corresponding answers, the chatbot gave an apparent meaning to the 

interaction. That has not changed much since then. “It’s the same structure that most of 

today’s chatbots use. The creator anticipates user inputs and sets up responses for the chatbot 

to give” (Muldowney, 2017, p. 4).  

But, if chatbots are not a new thing, why the buzz now? According to Dale (2016), an 

important factor is that the way we communicate has changed. He points out that more than 

2 billion people use messaging apps today. Facebook Messenger alone passed the mark of 

1.2 billion users in 2017. The author affirms that the big change is that the most popular 

platform nowadays seems to be the perfect environment to build chatbots.  

No more need to download, install and open up an app just to order a pizza; your 

conversation with the pizza bot has more in common with the texting you participate 

in to decide where to meet your friends after work. It’s just another facet of today’s 

always connected multi-tasking world, where we participate in multiple 

conversations in parallel, each one at a pace of our choosing. (Dale, 2016, p. 815) 

 Several companies have already adopted chatbots on their websites or social media pages. 

To Følstad et al. (2018), service providers see chatbots as a new path to customer 

engagement, since people spend most of their time online in messaging applications. It is 

also seen as a way of increasing efficiency in customer service, automating the helpdesk. 

Nonetheless, chatbots are used for more than commercial ends, such as education, 

information retrieval, business and e-commerce, and customer service (Duijst, 2017). 
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Providing a social impact can also be a perk of chatbots. Broad availability and the 

conversational character of chatbots can suggest a democratizing potential (Følstad et al., 

2018) and some areas are already taking advantage of it, for instance, for medical triage, 

mental healthcare, and strengthen voting behaviour.  

Følstad et al. (2018) highlight how chatbots can be used for “social causes”, as well as how 

they can pose threats to society. They use Deci and Ryan's (1991, as cited in Følstad et al., 

2018) framework for understanding psychological well-being and explain that chatbots can 

be used for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Regarding autonomy, the authors affirm 

that chatbots can strengthen people’s autonomy by diminishing digital divides and giving 

access to empowering services, which can enhance citizen engagement, health and welfare. 

On the other hand, since conversational agents are an emerging field, it is still hard for 

individuals to distinguish which ones have quality and can be trusted. 

As for competence, chatbots can be a good tool for helping individuals increase that 

knowledge and skills, supporting education and training. However, the challenge is to 

include the technology in a broader educational plan, since alone it will not have the desired 

effect. Lastly, the use of chatbots for social relatedness is meant to bring people together and 

connect groups. But this is also challenging, because chatbots can disrupt broader network 

interactions and make it harder to distinguish who is human. 

In that sense, chatbots represent a huge potential for organizational communication, both for 

companies and nonprofit institutions. Nonetheless, as any other technology, it can have 

positive or negative effects, depending on the use. 

2.4.1 Telling stories with chatbots 

Einav and Lipson (2018) indicate chatbots as one of the factors on the current changings on 

the storytelling in the digital age: 

New players are using innovative methods for telling stories and engaging readers in 

ways that were not previously available, specifically through mobile device apps [...] 

Compared with other Internet tools, these new forms of storytelling are widely used 

by young readers — the demographic that consumes less and less news and can help 

guarantee a better future for the news industry. (Einav and Lipson, 2018, p.72) 
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Curry and O'Shea (2010) explain that chatbots are less sophisticated than natural language 

processing (NPL) because of the simplicity of their algorithms. However, some bots 

“combine real-time learning with evolutionary algorithms which optimise their ability to 

communicate based on each conversation held” (Curry and O'Shea, 2010, p. 3), which, 

according to them, enhance the potentiality for storytelling. The authors point out that a 

storytelling chatbot can allow different levels of interaction with users, increasing it from 

remembering user’s names to incorporating user choices within the story.  

Storytelling chatbots have been used by museums lately. One of the reasons for adoption 

could be that “direct conversations between the visitors and the characters, places, and items 

of the exhibition can contribute to building an emotional connection and a deeper 

understanding of the artefacts and their stories” (Vassos et al., 2016, p. 433). The Mario Praz 

museum, in Rome, for instance, created a Facebook persona of the artist to talk to visitors, 

telling stories about Praz’s life and his art. According to Vassos et al. (2016), the immediacy 

of a first-person narrative, with access to a character’s feelings and thoughts, help visitors to 

build a closer relationship with the persona and the subject of the artist’s works. The chatbot 

provides a set of stories that are “unlocked” by answering correctly to some questions the 

Mario Praz online persona proposes. It is, such as ELIZA, a keyword-based interaction. 

Nonetheless, more than telling a story, an engaging conversation is important. Battaglino & 

Bickmore (2015) affirm that conversational storytelling is a better channel to maintain user 

engagement: “While stories can be used to convey instrumental information about the task 

being performed (e.g., relating how another user met their exercise goals), ‘off-task’ stories, 

in the guise of ‘social chat’ or ‘small talk’, can be used to expand the agent’s conversational 

repertoire to an alternate universe of nearly unbounded conversational topics” (Battaglino & 

Bickmore, p. 9, 2015). Norrick (2007) explains that conversational storytelling differs from 

oral narrative, which is broadly based on monologic stories. On the other hand, “genuine 

conversational storytelling is always interactive, negotiated, and not simply designed for a 

particular audience by a single teller (Norrick, 2007, p. 127).  

In that sense, a conversational story is a co-construction and, as pointed out by Battaglino & 

Bickmore (2015), is the type of storytelling in which audiences are more willing to engage 

with because they have a more active role. 
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2.4.2 Are chatbots the key to engagement?  

Getting and maintaining people’s attention is one of the challenges of chatbots. Not all 

chatbots are able to make individuals engage in conversation. Thus, is important to take into 

consideration some characteristics that can enhance user engagement. 

First of all, chatbots must have some level of “human-like conversational ability” (Jenkins, 

2011, p.45). This can be acquired through personality, adaptive language, life-like avatars, 

humour, human-machine behaviour and affection. Including expressions that point some 

physical traits and show emotions can create different “personality modes” to give the 

chatbot a particular tone. If the chatbot uses similar language and behaviour to the audience, 

it can also be more successful (Reeves and Nass, as cited in Jenkins, 2011).  

Katkute, K. (2017) remarks that the response latency — how long it takes for the user to get 

an answer from the chatbot — is also a variable to consider regarding the human-like 

character of a chatbot. For instance, if the conversational agent answers too fast, it can look 

more machine-like. “Contrary to that, a chatbot can have a dynamic response latency, where 

the time it takes for the chatbot to respond relies on the number of characters in the sent 

message. Theoretically, such response latency is more humanlike, as it is more similar to 

actual human typing behaviour (Ter Maat, Troung & Heylen, 2010)” (Katkute, 2017, p. 5). 

It can also be no latency, in which case the chatbot responds right after the user input.  

Another relevant characteristic is the social presence, which is related to the awareness and 

the involvement of partners in an interaction. Chatbots can have different levels in that sense 

and “a conversational agent that conveys feelings of sociable and sensitive human contact 

(social-oriented communication style) will facilitate higher degrees of social presence” 

(Katkute, 2017, p. 6). One of the most important elements of this style of conversation is 

small talk, such as compliment, asking for user’s opinion or an expressed agreement. Katkute 

affirms that this is especially important to text-based chatbots, once they cannot provide 

visual social cues, implementing small talk can be a tool for enhancing communication 

richness. However, this is still a difficulty. "The most important challenge that is faced by 

developers is to create entertaining small talk in order to keep the conversation going as long 

as possible" (Spierling, 2005, p.120). 

O´Brien & Toms (2013, as cited in Katkute, 2017) affirm that user engagement is a quality 

of user experience and can be defined by attributes such as perceived usability, novelty, 
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aesthetics and focused attention. More human aspects, such as recording a person’s speech 

instead of using machine voice can be perceived as more positive (Lee, 2010, as cited by 

Katkute, 2017).  

All in all, in order to engage the users, chatbot developers should “focus more on the creation 

of a socially oriented communication style instead of making the chatbot appear as a human-

like entity” (Katkute, 2017, p. 28). 

2.5 Do chatbots have it all? 

All that was said on the last sections give us an impression that storytelling chatbots, if well-

developed, might have everything needed to engage the audiences: they give the users social 

interaction and a story to follow, which can be entertaining, as well as can be informative. 

But is that enough to provoke citizens to engage in a cause?  

In this study we aim to understand weather chatbots have the potential to make users actively 

engage and, thus, enhance the advocacy strategy of nonprofit organizations. Drawing on the 

discussions presented on the literature review, we expect to find in our case studies that 

storytelling chatbots are adopted because they have the potential to bring awareness to issues 

and engage the audiences through conversation and identification with characters; that users 

will want to engage with it because is entertaining and they will have more empathy towards 

the cause due to the connection with the persona.  
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3 Methodology 

To execute this research project, we decided to conduct two case studies. A case study is "a 

strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence" 

(Robson, 2002, p.178, as cited in Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2009, p.145). Flyvbjerg 

(2006) highlights the usefulness of case studies and affirms that "context-dependent 

knowledge and experience are at the very heart of expert activity" (p. 222) and that case 

studies are “more valuable than the vain search for predictive theories and universals” (p. 

224). 

We have decided to conduct case studies in order to acquire in-depth and detailed knowledge 

of the objects. Although the common viewpoint is that one cannot generalize from case 

studies – which is arguable, according to Flyvbjerg (2006); we believe these cases can give 

us a good picture of how the chatbots are currently being used by the non-profit organizations 

and what are the potentialities of chatbots as storytellers and their contribution to advocacy; 

and that our findings will have the potential to “lead to some form of replication” (Noor, 

2008, p. 1603).  

The two cases are: Projeto Caretas, by UNICEF Brazil; and Me Chamo Paz (I am called 

peace), by the United Nations agency for refugees (UNHCR). 

These cases were selected because, during our preliminary research, they were the only cases 

of nonprofit organizations using Facebook messenger chatbots for storytelling that were 

currently online. There were other uses of Facebook messenger chatbots, such as question 

and answer; and use of chatbots that were not on Facebook, as well as other storytelling bots 

there were no longer available. To keep our study consistent, we chose to focus only on 

Facebook messenger bots that were online at the time the research was conducted and on 

similar uses of the technology. 

3.1 Methods 

To undertake the case studies, we decided to apply triangulation, which refers to “the use of 

multiple methods or data sources in qualitative research to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of phenomena” (Patton, 1999 as cited in Carter et al., 2014, p.545). Our 

research was based in both method and data source triangulation. For the methods, we used 
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content analysis; thematic analysis and semi-structured interviews. As for the data sources, 

we explored the chatbots’ texts and media, interviews with experts, Facebook comments and 

secondary sources. 

3.1.1 Content analysis 

To understand the functionality of the chatbots and the messages they convey, we decided 

to employ content analysis. According to Berelson (1952: 18, as cited in Bryman, 2012), 

content analysis is “a research technique for the objective, systematic and quantitative 

description of the manifest content of communication” (Bryman, 2012, p. 289). It is also 

important to highlight that this method “is (a) working with texts, and by analysing these (b) 

it draws conclusions not only about the texts themselves but also on their context (c) in a 

reliable and valid way” (Géring, 2015, p. 4).  

Here, instead of the classical content analysis, which is essentially a quantitative method 

(Kohlbacher, 2006), we applied qualitative content analysis. Mayring (2000 as cited in 

Kohlbacher, 2006) concept of qualitative content analysis apply “a systematic, theory-

guided approach to text analysis using a category system” (Kohlbacher, 2006, p. 13). 

Kohlbacher highlights that in this qualitative approach, that can be used in any kind of 

recorded communication, “not only the manifest content of the material is analysed, but also 

so-called latent content as well as formal aspects of the material” (Kohlbacher, 2006, p. 15). 

Mayring defines this type of content analysis as “an approach of empirical, methodological 

[sic!] controlled analysis of texts within their context of communication, following content 

analytical rules and step by step models, without rash quantification” (Kohlbacher, 2006, p. 

15). 

We decided to conduct directed content analysis, which involves “the use of more analytic 

codes and categories derived from existing theories and explanations relevant to the research 

focus” (Lune, Berg, 2017, p. 183). In this approach, the categories are a reflection of “the 

meanings and expectations inherent in the theoretical framework that the researcher has 

adopted in order to view the study” (Lune, Berg, 2017, pp. 183-184). In that sense, we have 

based our coding process in the conducted literature review. 

In this study, the aim of the content analysis is to identify and investigate current subjects, 

messages and strategies the organizations used to engage the audience on conversation with 
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the bots, as well as their storytelling and interactive characteristics. By analysing the 

conversations with the chatbots and all the content they share with users, from text to all 

kinds of media, we intended to answer our research questions regarding the interactive 

storytelling characteristic of these chatbots and whether or not they are engaging. 

For that, we will identify if: 

● The chatbots can be considered engaging; 

● The conversations consist of stories; 

● The stories are interactive. 

 

In order to do that, we have developed, having as reference the Mayring approach (cited in 

Kohlbacher, 2006), a system of categories derived from the theoretical background. Below, 

we list the categories that served as criteria to analyse the chatbots. 

 

Does the chatbot… Allow direct conversation? 

Build emotional connection? 

Have the immediacy of a first-person narrative? 

Have stories/scenes that are unlocked by correct answers? 

Redirect the conversation according to keywords? 

Creates an engaging conversation? 

Utilizes small talk? 

Allows a two-way interaction? 

Have an entertainment value? 
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Allow the users to have an active role? 

Have a “human-like” response latency? 

Is it a story? Does it have... Characters? 

Conflict? 

A message? 

 

Does it have the 

cyberspace narratives’ 

properties and 

characteristics? 

(Interactive) Is it procedural? 

(Interactive) Is it participatory? 

(Immersive) Is it spatial? 

(Immersive) Is it encyclopedic? 

Immersion 

Agency 

Transformation 

Is the story interactive?  Is it a conversation? 

Users actions change the story? 

Richness of choice 

Do the characters… Share feelings and thoughts with the user? 

Have similar language and behaviour to the audience? 
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Are identifiable with? 

Table 1 - Criteria to analyse the chatbots 

3.1.1.1 Data collection 

The collection of data from the chatbots happened via personal interaction with them to 

exhaustion in order to acquire as many answers and interactions as possible. In some cases, 

other users’ interactions were also gathered for comparison. 

By “data from the chatbots”, we mean all the text, images and audios that constitute the 

conversation between the bot and the users. We transcribed the chatbots’ text and other 

media in order to place the excerpt in our previously defined categories. 

3.1.2 Semi-structured expert interviews 

To add to our content analysis, we also conducted expert interviews, qualitative semi-

structured interviews with people holding specific knowledge about the objects, being them 

responsible for the development/implementation or someone with privileged access to 

information about the objects (Audenhove & Donders, 2018).  

The aim of the interviews was to investigate why the organizations decided to build a 

chatbot, what storytelling/communication strategies they tried to apply, the reason why those 

strategies were chosen, and the process of building the bot and the campaign to engage the 

audience. We also explored the efforts’ results and effectiveness. 

We decided to conduct semi structured interviews because, even though is important to 

already have core questions formulated, we wanted to have an open conversation and ask 

additional question and a semi structured interview “allows depth to be achieved by 

providing the opportunity on the part of the interviewer to probe and expand the 

interviewee's responses” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 88 as cited in Alshenqeeti, 2014, p.40). 

In that sense, it would allow us to enhance the understanding about the choices of strategy 

when building the chatbot. The type of interviews we conducted were theory generating 

expert interviews, since we wanted to get more than simple information, but also 

interpretative knowledge of the experts. 

After conducting the interviews, we qualitatively analysed the data using thematic analysis. 

Bryman (2012) explains a general strategy for assisting a thematic analysis, developed at the 
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National Centre for Social Research in the UK: “The idea is to construct an index of central 

themes and subthemes, which are then represented in a matrix [...] with its display of cases 

and variables. The themes and subthemes are essentially recurring motifs in the text that are 

then applied to the data” (Bryman, 2012, p. 579).  

So, we analysed the transcripts of the expert interviews, highlighting the most prominent 

quotes and identifying recurrent themes. Next, we sorted the interview fragments according 

to the themes, in order to draw conclusions from it.  

3.1.3 Analysis of Facebook comments 

To get the opinion of users regarding the chatbots, we analysed comments from the 

initiative’s pages on Facebook. Since the amount of comments was too big and would have 

to be collected and analysed manually by one researcher, we decided to select a smaller 

sample.  

Our first intention was to use random sampling, but we observed that some comments would 

not add any opinion, such as the ones that consisted only of a screenshot of the interaction 

with the bot or simply a random image. So, we decided to use stratified random sampling, 

which means “stratifying the population by a criterion […] and selecting either a simple 

random sample or a systematic sample from each of the resulting strata” (Bryman, 2012, p. 

192). Our criterion was that the comment needed to have at least one line of written message, 

not just an image attached, because it would be easier to find the meaning of the comment, 

to code it and to fit it into a category. An image could have many more interpretations.  

After the random collection, we analysed and categorized the comments using thematic 

analysis, which involves “a close reading of the data for consistent categories” (Creswell, 

2007 cited in Pennington & Hall, 2014, p.8). We read and re-read every comment 

highlighting codes that later, when grouped, would form a category. For example, in the first 

Case, about Projeto Caretas, we have the following comments: 

1. om, it's a very cool experience, it seems like I'm helping and talking to a friend! It's 

a really cool project! I loved it while it lasted! Very massive indeed! From this I 

wondered how much is suffering, sad those cases that occur in the day to day, 

unfortunately often happens! And cvs with Fabi warned me about these things! Know 

who to trust ... That is, no one but you! I loved this experience, the pity that it ended. 



                                                                               

38 
 

2. It is an amazing experience! During the conversation I found myself thinking several 

times about what I would do in her place, and how my family would react. Whether 

you want it or not, anyone who does not have support at those times from family or 

friends thinks about taking drastic measures. I'm waiting for the result, and I hope it's 

positive, so maybe I can help other people get rid of it ... 

 

We coded it by highlighting expressions such as “cool experience”, “I loved it” and 

“amazing experience”. Later, we grouped those two with other messages with similar codes 

and created the category “Liked the experience”. The same with the following comments: 

 

1. “Man, I went to say hello to this motherfucker, and she does not stop bothering me”. 

2. “How do you get this girl to stop talking?” 

 

We highlighted “bothering me” and “to stop talking” and grouped it with messages that had 

similar codes to create the category “Is annoyed by Fabi”. By doing this with all comments 

in both cases, we were able to create all categories we mention in the case studies. 

3.1.4 Complementary sources through secondary analysis  

To evaluate the audience engagement with the chatbots and the organizations, as well as 

other aspects of the chatbots, we also relied on other sources through secondary analysis. 

Secondary analysis is “the analysis of data by researchers who will probably not have been 

involved in the collection of those data (Bryman, 2012, p. 312). In this research, we are going 

to need data collected from the organizations studied. We analysed both documents provided 

by the organizations, as well as those available on their websites, and interviews conducted 

by third parties. 
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4 Research findings 

4.1 Case: Projeto Caretas — Fabi Grossi 

Projeto Caretas is an initiative by the Brazilian office of United Nations Children's Fund 

(UNICEF), in partnership with the companies Sherpas and Chat-Tonic, Facebook and the 

NGO Safernet. UNICEF describes it as an “innovative online interaction experience that 

uses artificial intelligence to create one of the earliest pieces of fiction through storytelling”1. 

The objective is to discuss with adolescents between 13 and 18 years old about sexting. It 

consists of a chatbot in which people can interact with the fictional character of a 21-years-

old Brazilian girl called Fabi Grossi. During the interaction, she shares with users her 

experience of having an intimate video leaked on the Internet. 

As previously mentioned in the Methodology section, to study the impact of the chatbot on 

the organization’s advocacy efforts, we have analysed the content of the chatbot through 

content analysis and interviewed experts. We have also analysed Facebook comments by 

users and went through secondary sources. 

4.1.1 Analysis of the chatbot text 

When interacting with Fabi Grossi, the user receives three different types of media: written 

text, audios and pictures. We have analysed all of them, as well as the response latency, 

following the three topics and categories mentioned on Methodology. 

4.1.1.1 Is it engaging? 

One of the criteria to evaluate if a chatbot is engaging, according to our literature review, is 

whether it allows direct conversation. By analysing the conversation with Fabi Grossi, we 

can see that the bot asks the users some questions to create conversation, such as “how old 

are you?”, “have you ever sent nudes to anyone?”, “do you know anyone in this situation?”, 

“do you think it is my fault?”, “should I tell my parents?”, “how many people do you think 

film themselves?” or “do you know Safernet?”. By answering these questions, the users 

might feel more like they are part of a conversation and not just listening to a one-way story. 

Nonetheless, it is important to point out that people’s answers will not make a difference on 

                                                           
1 Caretas: Teens and the risk of leakage of intimate images on the Internet. Available at: 

https://www.unicef.org/brazil/relatorios/adolescentes-e-o-risco-de-vazamento-de-imagens-intimas-na-internet 
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the story. Fabi’s next answer will not change accordingly in the majority of the situations. 

For instance, when she asks, “should I tell my parents?”, whether the user answers yes or 

no, her answer will be “yeah… I need to think better”. According to the developers, however, 

there are changes on the conversation in some cases. We will talk about that on the next 

section. 

This is also related to the criteria of creating engaging conversation. Besides asking 

questions, Fabi also tries to get the user’s attention by using sentences such as “You won’t 

believe what just happened...” or “Look at this” and then sending a screenshot of a group 

conversation or a conversation with her ex-boyfriend. The bot also uses different types of 

media do try to diversify the interaction, like audio clips and pictures. 

Another important factor on making the chatbot engaging is the ability of building emotional 

connection. Fabi attempts to connect with users by sharing her feelings through the story. 

The character talks about how she is feeling all the time, with sentences like “I hate myself 

so muuuuch!!!!”, “I wanna die”, “I’m so angry”, “I hate this world” and “I’m desperate”. 

Fabi also shares audios crying and send pictures related to her mood, asking for opinion 

about her makeup and her ability to hide a sad face, as well as showing a mirror she broke 

out of anger and a new hair colour when she decides to change. This sharing of emotions 

helps users to identify with the character. Another factor related to identification is the use 

of similar language and behaviour to the audience. Projeto Caretas is aimed at teenagers 

between 13 and 18 years old. Thus, Fabi uses a lot of emojis and sentences like “Man… it’s 

kinda weird” and “It sucks”. Besides similar language and sharing feelings, the fact that any 

girl the same age could potentially be in Fabi’s situation help creating a bond between 

character and user. 

In our literature review, we also found that a first-person narrative is more engaging, which 

we can find in Projeto Caretas. Throughout the interaction with the bot, we are always 

getting the personal experience of Fabi told by her, as well as receiving photos and audios 

that create the impression that the user is talking to a real person. Other two criteria are 

related to that: the use of small talk and the human-like response latency. Fabi uses sentences 

that are part of real-life conversations, such as “My phone is dying, we talk when I get home” 

or “Am I bothering you?”. Regarding the response latency, it varies a lot. For the first part 

of the conversation, she answers immediately, but, depending on the context, it takes her a 

while. For instance, when she says her phone is dying and she is going home, it takes her 26 
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minutes to send the next message, which we can assume is the time it takes her to get home. 

When she says she is going to talk to her parents, it takes her more than one hour to reply 

again. The bot also reacts to the response latency of the user. If the person interacting with 

her does not respond for around 40 minutes, she asks “are you there?” or “Hi…?”. If the user 

“disappears” for a longer time, she asks “WHERE r you?”. In that sense, we can see that 

there is an effort to make the interaction more real by inserting reasons not to respond 

immediately and demands for attention like a real friend would do.  

Other criteria to evaluate if the chatbot is engaging is whether there are different scenes 

unlocked or a redirection of the conversation by specific keywords. In the case of Projeto 

Caretas, we did not find that in our experience, but it can happen as we will discuss later. 

This is also related to the criteria of the active role of the user. Although there are some 

questions and the users can give opinions, their answers will not change the story. Fabi might 

say “thank you” if you call her beautiful after she sends a picture, but she will not decide to 

talk to her parents earlier in the story if the user advises her to do so. In that sense, it is not 

really a two-way interaction. 

4.1.1.2 Is it a story? 

According to our literature review, to be considered a story, the narrative must have three 

key elements: characters, a conflict and a message. We can identify all of them in Projeto 

Caretas. Firstly, we have the main character of Fabi Grossi, as well as Diego, her ex-

boyfriend, her friends, people that share her video and send her messages, her parents and 

her lawyer.  

Second, we have the conflict: Fabi’s intimate video is leaked. The character introduces the 

conflict by saying “Let me tell you, my ex sent a video of us to a bunch of people. A video 

of us, you know?”. As the conversation goes on, we see the conflict escalating: Diego 

threatens Fabi when she says she is going to report him and we see screenshots of their 

conversation; unknown boys start sending messages to Fabi; she sends the user audios telling 

that the video was spread in some groups; Fabi decides to report Diego and he threatens her 

again; she continues to receive messages from strangers insulting her; Fabi tells her parents 

about the issue and they support her; she sees how they are portraying her in some groups 

and that her video is in a porn website and loses her mind, punching a mirror and talking 

about shooting herself in the head. Finally, she receives some supporting messages from her 
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parents and decides to “change everything”, colours her hair and says she is feeling different 

and will be out of social media for a while but will not give up on making her ex “pay”. 

As for the message, at the end of the conversation Fabi tells the user “I realized I’m not 

alone. My friends stayed by my side. Even you that don’t even know me is here with me, 

right?” and adds “I want him to pay. I’m going until the end”. Thus, we can conclude that 

she wants to pass along to girls in the same situation the message that they must report it if 

it happens to them and they can count on family and friends’ support. 

4.1.1.3 Is the story interactive? 

We have used the properties and characteristics of the narrative in the cyberspace identified 

by Murray (2016), and the definition developed by Crawford (2013) to analyse if the chatbot 

has the quality of interactivity. 

Regarding the two properties that, according to Murray, are responsible for the interactive 

characteristics of the environment, we have identified that it is procedural, once there are 

rules that define the interaction such as if the user writes “stop”, the interaction ends or the 

fact that at some point at the conversation, Fabi waits for the user’s answers before continue 

to tell her story. We can say it is participatory in the sense that the user is in charge regarding 

these rules. As for the properties that make the environment immersive, spatiality is not 

something the user can grasp, once the medium is not graphic. Lastly, we can say it is 

encyclopedic since it has a great amount of information. In relation to the characteristics 

immersion, agency and transformation, we were able to identify a degree of immersion, once 

that, even not having visual spatiality, we have descriptions of Fabi’s situations, places she 

is in and conversations she have, which can give the user a sense of simulated environment. 

Pictures she sends and the environmental sounds on her audios also help that. Agency, 

however, is not a strong characteristic, since the user can give advices, but will not see the 

result of their choices on the story. Concerning transformation, notwithstanding the fact that 

a real situation is represented, the user cannot make changes on the environment or story.  

With regard to Crawford’s idea of interactivity, we analysed if it can be considered a 

conversation, having in mind that, to Crawford, a conversation implies listening, thinking, 

and speaking and an interaction requires action from both sides. In that sense, we found that 

in spite of the fact that Fabi asks the users questions, she does not follow up on them or on 

other things that the users say. She follows a previous script. So, basically, the chatbot tells 
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a story and the users listen to it. Crawford highlights that the richness of choice available to 

the user is one of the factors that determine the interactivity. Here, the users have no choice 

in deciding where the story is going.  

4.1.2 The word of experts 

For this case study, we interviewed three from the experts responsible for Projeto Caretas: 

Nicolás Ferrario, Co-Founder at Sherpas and idealizer of the project; Paulo Henrique Alves, 

Digital Communications Officer at UNICEF, and Camilo Leon, Digital Communications 

Specialist at UNICEF. After transcribing, analysing and coding the interviews, we ended up 

with a few prominent themes that can help us understand the objectives, expectations and 

achievements of Fabi Grossi’s creators and, thus, get an idea of the chatbot’s impact on the 

organization’s advocacy efforts. 

The first theme we identified was the “safe space”. According to the interviewees, the main 

idea of developing the chatbot was to create a safe space for adolescents to talk about a 

sensitive topic. In that sense, Fabi was supposed to be seen as a friend to whom the users 

could not only give advice but open themselves. Camilo affirms that “speaking with a 

fictional character, people feel safe and trust to talk” and Paulo Henrique adds that a 

“humanized robot” is a good getaway because “teenagers, and especially girls, would not 

feel so willing to talk about it with another person, even with close friends”. Both of them 

affirm that some of the users that interacted with Projeto Caretas shared personal 

experiences and also stories from others. In that sense, the chatbot is also a place for the 

organization to listen to the users.  

Another theme that appeared many times in the interviews was “identification”. From the 

creators’ answers, we can see that they chose a story that could be familiar to a lot of 

teenagers — could have either happened to them or someone close — in order to create a 

bond between the users and the character and make them empathize with Fabi. Paulo 

Henrique affirmed that “almost everyone knows a Fabi”. The identification was so strong 

that sometimes people forgot it was not a real person, according to Nicolás: “even you telling 

teenagers that it is a fictional character, five minutes after they talked to her, they forgot, 

they thought it was real”. It was also a fertile ground to fool some into believing Fabi was 

real. “I remember one day a boy commented that Fabi was a real girl and she killed herself 
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later. And that generated a gigantic wave that we did not imagine and then UNICEF had to 

go and say ‘no, wait, it's not real’”, said Nicolás. 

As mentioned before, the idea was that Fabi could be a friend to the user, which, apparently, 

worked, since as affirmed by Nicolás, “on the survey at the end, 9 out of 10 said that talking 

to Fabi was like talking to a friend”. In the same line, they explain that the storytelling 

approach was chosen exactly for that purpose, to be a lighter way of conveying their message 

instead of, as told by Camilo, “being professorial saying ‘do this, do that’, because young 

people distances themselves even more”. To Paulo Henrique, a story is “an instrument of 

greater engagement, greater retention, to draw more attention”. Nicolás adds that a story is 

interesting “to educate, to experience the conflict, to also be in contact with the victim, 

because this victim can be you, your friend, your girlfriend…”. An interaction with a story 

also lasts longer than a Q&A based interaction and, as said  by Nicolás, “the more time you 

talk, the more information you can exchange”, which, according to him, can enhance the 

contact and the engagement with users. However, since it is a conversation, he highlights 

that the message “has to be short, precise and real. It's like we're talking”. 

Still on the reasons to use a story, Nicolás mentions they consulted papers that discuss how 

entertainment pieces such as soap operas are capable of influence people’s behaviour: 

“fiction is a very powerful tool for this, to encourage behaviour change, to influence, to 

generate empathy [...] is a very good tool to influence and educate. There is a word that we 

use a lot that is edutainment”.  

Regarding the chatbot as tool for telling a story, Paulo Henrique affirms that the chatbot 

allows the persona to be “much more developed, much more in depth” and that the formula 

is easy to replicate. The fact that you can create a character with artificial intelligence that 

interacts with the user is a plus. Nonetheless, to Camilo it can also be a challenge once “for 

a chatbot with artificial intelligence, you have to predict the unfolding of interactions that 

the person will have”. This brings us to another theme: interaction.  

Camilo affirms that a difference between chatbots and another medium is that instead of 

consuming something, you interact. He mentions that, using that tool, is important to have a 

variation of scripts because “when you are interacting with people, the person might ask”. 

Camilo also explains that developing these different scripts is a work in progress: “you 

identify needs for new scripts, new keywords that people are talking about, and we develop 



                                                                               

45 
 

specific scripts for that”. Nicolás explain that the chatbot has a central narrative, with fixed 

beginning and end, but with alternative scripts that depend on which part of the story the 

user is or what he or she says to Fabi. In case the character feels offended by something the 

user says, the story can end prematurely. He tells that, today, Projeto Caretas must have 

around 100 different scripts and they create new ones every day to improve the conversation. 

However, since it is a manual work to “track questions and conversations the user starts and 

Fabi does not answer and group those that repeat [to create new scripts]”, it demands 

investment. “The idea of trying to have a human conversation, real, is the imaginary we all 

have, is the ideal we all have [...] but today there are few companies that have the technology, 

the investment to do it”. 

To Camilo, this interaction creates a double channel between the organization and the user: 

“we have a double channel. On the internet, at most you will send an email, and someone 

will respond to you. For example, in a video on the internet, you will watch, will only 

consume that content and period”. He also brings out that is not possible to compare a video 

campaign to a chatbot, because the user investment and interaction is different.  

Paulo Henrique highlights that experimenting with this new medium is a response to the 

noisy environment that it is the Internet. He says that “the complexity of Fabi's construction 

is a consequence and it is a response to the complexity that the Internet is taking and the 

amount of stimulation that people receive on the Internet. So, if we are more complex in the 

sense of, if you make a video of your campaign, in your timeline there will be another three 

or four videos in less than a minute you scroll. The competition is very big. With the chatbot, 

you will have a lot more work to produce, but you end up having a much more relevant entry 

and possibility of engagement”. 

Finally, on the impact of Projeto Caretas on the organization’s work, Camilo tells us that 

the objective is to “take it to the offline world”. Findings of the conversation of adolescents 

and Fabi as well as a survey with users will help UNICEF to develop a project to “train 

adolescents to do workshops in schools, for example, so that they train and they are the pairs 

that the girls look for and do not have”, which connects to the idea of the chatbot being a 

place to talk and listen. Camilo affirms that this is the great use of Caretas. “We are talking 

about closing the cycle. There I interacted, talked to almost a million people, I researched, I 

brought enough data and now I'm applying it there on the edge, in the programmatic part”. 

Nicolás also mentioned that the version of Fabi on Argentina, called Nati, will be part of a 
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project of the Ministry of Education. The chatbot will be used in the classrooms to start a 

conversation about sexting.   

The opinion of experts thus confirms our previous findings of storytelling being a means of 

generating empathy and connecting people to a cause through a personal story. Nonetheless, 

whether the story is interactive or not is a point where literature and experts are not a hundred 

per cent in line. While applying the codes based in the literature review, we have found 

Projeto Caretas to be low in interactivity, experts consider it to be high. However, we can 

assume that the discrepancy comes from the fact that literature was more focused on users’ 

choices on the story, whilst experts were talking about the mere possibility of a two-way 

conversation that is not allowed in most of other mediums.  

Another point of intersection between previous studies and the interviewees’ view is the use 

of new technology as a strategy to stand out on a noisy environment. Literature points out 

the use of social media by nonprofit organizations as a means to be up to date and connected 

to the audience, specially the youth, and the novelty of the chatbot and its possibilities is 

seen by the experts as a way to grab the audience’s attention. 

The concept of the chatbot being a “safe space” to talk and listen is new – we did not find it 

in the literature review – and still to be explored. We believe this can be the most important 

and differentiated characteristic of chatbots, once it is something that we do not find in other 

mediums and can be a good source of data to understand the audience and, as mentioned by 

the expert, be applied in further activities and enhance advocacy actions.  

4.1.3 The word of users 

Projeto Caretas’ generated conversation in different social media. On YouTube, we can find 

around 20 videos of people who interacted with Fabi Grossi and decided to share the 

experience with their followers. Although some are just people telling jokes such as “my 

girlfriend is jealous of Fabi Grossi”, the majority of videos are truly talking about the 

experience and recommending it to followers. A thing to notice is that many of them thought 

Fabi was a real person that committed suicide; or that the story on the chatbot had many 

endings, such as Fabi taking her own life, and that the goal of the user is to prevent her 

suicide.  
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On Facebook, the fan page where you can talk to Fabi has 317000 likes, 15650 reviews and 

994 recommendations. Fabi’s profile picture has more than 22000 reactions, over 35000 

comments and 5100 shares. For this case study, we analysed 200 comments on her profile 

picture. 

We planned on selecting the first 200 from the “most relevant” in order to build a random 

sample. However, some comments were just a screenshot of the user conversation with the 

chatbot, without any further remark. Thus, we skipped those messages and considered the 

first 200 that had any message written, with no criteria of length. We considered comments 

that had screenshots only if they also had a written comment. 

We analysed the comments using thematic analysis. We grouped comments that expressed 

the same words or ideas and identified 21 categories: 

1. Show bot's angry answers 

2. Explain Fabi is not a real person 

3. Say they liked the experience 

4. Reprimand others for joking 

5. Feel weird talking to a robot 

6. Feel sad/empathic 

7. Feel scared 

8. Say Fabi was a real person 

9. Feel like friends with Fabi 

10. See no point in "helping" a robot 

11. Find the experience very real 

12. Say they feel what people in the same situation feel 

13. Feel confused/ ask for explanation 

14. Share a personal story 

15. Give a random warning 

16. Are annoyed by Fabi 

17. Think Fabi might commit/ commits suicide in the end of the story 

18. Make jokes 

19. Question the functionality of the bot 

20. Do not like the initiative 

21. Other 
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Below, we have a graph that shows the percentage of comments per category. 

 

 

Figure 2 - Percentage of comments per category 

We found that the majority (32) of the comments analysed were from people reprimanding 

other commentators that made some kind of joke about Fabi or her situation. They follow 

the same line as this one: “It's amazing to see that there are people who do not give a damn 

whatsoever, that called her to see what it was about, and they were idiots. Meanwhile, I'm 

desperate trying to help her after the audios in which she cries. I just wanted her to be alive 

and that none of this had happened”. 

Following closely, with 27 comments, is the category “Say they liked the experience”, with 

comments from people that praise the initiative and encourage others to try. There we can 

find messages such as “it's a very nice experience, it seems like I'm helping and talking to a 

friend! It's a really cool project! I loved it while it lasted! Very nice indeed! From this I 

wondered how much is sad those cases that occur in the day to day, unfortunately it happens 

often! And talking to Fabi warned me about these things! Know who to trust ... That is, no 

one but you! I loved this experience, it’s a pity that it ended”. However, almost the same 
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number of people (24) said they were scared to talk to Fabi, which we can assume is due to 

a number of people (15) affirming Fabi was a real person that committed suicide and now is 

having her story told through a chatbot; or that the character sends audios the real Fabi 

recorded when alive in the middle of the night and/or Fabi commits suicide in the end if the 

user cannot help her. Although we see a lot of comments explaining that it is a fictional 

piece, besides the scared people, we also have 8,5% of comments saying, “I’m confused” or 

“Please explain”.  

A great number of comments, in comparison to other categories, fall in the category we 

called “Feel sad/empathic”, with comments of people that had an emotional connection to 

Fabi and her story. We found comments such as “Man, I don’t want to let her go, I don’t  

want to, I know she's fictitious, but for me it's like she's real, I've already cried and 

everything” and “I'm talking to ‘her’ and honestly, her despair is contagious! Real sad 

indeed!”. Others (9) highlighted how real the experience felt: “she sends pictures, audios and 

prints. I am amazed with so much reality”; “People!!! It's like you're standing next to her 

watching every scene”; “It seems so real, sometimes I feel like hugging her”. Following what 

we assume is the same feeling, we have commentators that shared their own stories. Among 

the comments we analysed, 5 women shared their experience with leakage of images, 

depression and suicide attempt.  

On the other side of the coin, we had people making jokes (8) such as “I wanted to see the 

video” or “Should I light a candle for her soul?” and showing screenshots of their ironic 

conversations with Fabi. Some (3) even showed that the bot answered angrily to their insults. 

In addition to that, we have the commentators (4) that do not see a point in “helping” a robot, 

thus, do not feel empathy towards Fabi. An example is this: “please understand, the girl of 

the photo may have died but this does not change the fact that you are talking to a bot and 

no one cares about a bot, a bot is not a person, so stop the mimimi”. We also had users (2) 

annoyed by Fabi and asking how to make her stop talking. Among the comments we 

analysed, only one person said straight away that she “hated” the experience because it 

"influences young people".  

A few people (7) questioned the functionality of the chatbot, complaining about the lack of 

personalization of Fabi’s responses: “I only answer her with a dot (.) and she responds 

normally to me”; “the problem is that she sends a thousand times the same thing, everything 
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is programmed, nothing we say will help her”; “the conversations don’t have cohesion, I say 

something she says something else”.  

We also found commentators (2) giving random warnings to others and saying that the 

project was a Facebook’s plot to “find podophiles” or “analyse your profile, and even delete 

your account”. Finally, we created the category “other” for comments that did not belong on 

the previous categories, but we did not believe needed a category of their own. They were 

comments such “Does anybody have the link to the video?” or “This seems fake”.  

We can say, then, that users reactions to Projeto Caretas are not flat and not reduced to like 

or dislike, but have layers of different feelings and thoughts that go from not understanding 

at all what it is about, to believing fake stories, connecting to it to the point of crying and 

loving or even hating it. Another interesting thing to point out is that many of the comments 

had people tagging friends, which means that liking it or not, or even when scared, users 

shared the initiative with others. 

Here too we find some overlapping ideas if compared to our literature review and previous 

findings. Analysing the text of the chatbot, we affirmed that the characteristic of immersion 

was present, especially due to the sharing of pictures and audios, which was also mentioned 

by the experts. The comments confirm that, once users affirm that the experience was very 

real, and it felt like they were by Fabi’s side. Identification is another concept we found in 

our previous analysis and in the experts view that is confirmed by the comments, with users 

affirming that talking to Fabi is like talking to a friend. The fact that the story inspires 

empathy is also reinforced by the commentators. 

There are, however, some themes that we did not find before and appeared to be strong here. 

The first one is the fact that people do not seem to understand that it is a fictional piece, and, 

second, that users are scared to interact with the chatbot. The two are interconnected and can 

be related to a lack of clarity that Fabi is not real nor a representation of a dead person and 

the fact that “fake news” on the comments are easily and quickly spread and turned into the 

real story.  

To sum up, we could group the categories in three groups: positive, neutral and negative. 

We labelled as positive the categories that showed comments in favour of the initiative and 

the character, negative those that are not in favour of the initiative and unfriendly towards 

the character, and as neutral those that we could not fit in the previous ones. 
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Positive Neutral Negative 

Say they liked the 

experience (27) 

Explain Fabi is not a real 

person (12) 

Show bot's angry answers 

(3) 

Reprimande others for 

joking (32) 

Say Fabi was a real person 

(15) 

Feel weird talking to a robot 

(1) 

Feel sad/empathic (20) Feel confused/ ask for 

explanation (17) 

Feel scared (24) 

Feel like friends with Fabi 

(3) 

Give a random warning (2) See no point in "helping" a 

robot (4) 

Find the experience very 

real (9) 

Think Fabi might commit/ 

commits suicide in the end 

of the story (2) 

Are annoyed by Fabi (2) 

Say they feel what people in 

the same situation feel (1) 

Other (5) Make jokes (8) 

Share a personal story (5)  Question the functionality 

of the bot (7) 

  Do not like the initiative (1) 

Total: 97 Total: 53 Total: 50 

Table 2 - Categories of comments grouped 

As we can see, comments labelled as positive are twice as those labelled as negative. Thus, 

we could assume that the initiative was mainly well received by the audience. In another 

interpretation, however, instead of placing “explain Fabi is not a real person” and “say Fabi 

was a real person” in the neutral group, they could be labelled as positive and negative 

respectively, because making people able to understand whether it is a bot or a real person 

is also an important asset that influence the success of the project. In that sense, “Feel 

confused/ ask for explanation” would also fall into the negative pile. We would have, then, 

109 comments in the positive column and 82 in the negative, considerably reducing the 

difference between the two groups. So, we can conclude that the audience is still adjusting 

to this type of content and is not possible yet to affirm with precision if they are moving 

towards liking or disliking it the most.  
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4.1.4 Secondary sources 

To get more in-depth data, we also analysed documents related to the chatbot that were 

produced by secondary sources. The main document we used was the brochure published by 

UNICEF on their website called Projeto Caretas — Teens and the risk of leakage of intimate 

images on the internet. From this document we obtained important statistical data of the 

chatbot. The numbers are from November 2018. Below is the information we retrieved from 

the report. 

● Almost 1 million people interacted with the chatbot; 

● 537 thousand people completed all stages of the interaction; 

● 93% of users evaluated the experience as good or very good; 

● 92% of users affirmed they have learned about the subject of sexting and image 

leakage with Projeto Caretas. 

 

Another document we had access to was the transcript of an interview given by the Talk2U 

team (a company that is, in Nicolás Ferrario’s words, a “spin-off” of Sherpas and Chat-

Tonic, companies responsible for developing Projeto Caretas). 

By analysing this interview, we identified challenges developers face when working with a 

chatbot: making it as human as possible; allowing the user to live the story; maximizing the 

amount of users that stay until the end of the story; determining the frontier of what can be 

done and extend this frontier.  

One of the interviewees, Gaston Gertner, policy and effectiveness Officer at Talk2U, 

reinforces that “the images and voice audios that Fabi sends during the experience greatly 

strengthen the user experience and empathy”. He also says that the experience was primarily 

thought to be like a theatrical experience with minimum intervention of the spectator, but 

“the level of protagonism that the user has is something that still continues to surprise us. 

People talk, and much, throughout the story”.  

To conclude, Gaston explained the level of engagement of the chatbot: “the conversation 

rate of the chatbot with the users was 1.4: 1. That is, every 1.4 messages that chatbot sent to 

each user, the users sent 1 message (on average). This data is strong in terms of the 



                                                                               

53 
 

effectiveness of the chatbot to establish a 1-to-1 conversation with users, in the same 

parameters that a real conversation between people takes place”. 

4.1.5 Conclusions about the case 

Connecting our literature review to the empirical data of this case study, we would like to 

emphasize a few points and point out some conclusions. First, we can affirm that Projeto 

Caretas is engaging, since it complies with our criteria of allowing direct and engaging 

conversation and building emotional connection with users. It was successful in placing the 

users in the shoes of the main character (Siegel, 2016), thus, developing empathy. Our 

analysis of comments endorses this by showing that many users not only liked the experience 

and felt empathy towards Fabi, as well as had the need to reprimand others that did not take 

the story seriously. One point to notice, thought, is that many people were confused about 

the story and whether Fabi was real or not, which is a problem that needs to be addressed. 

The chatbot can also be considered a proper story, once it has the main characteristics of 

one: characters, conflict and message. However, when analysing the interactive 

characteristic of the story, we found some low points. Although it complies with the 

procedural and encyclopedic properties listed by Murray, it lacks the third property: 

spatiality. Nonetheless, we do not believe this harm the user immersion in the story, since 

we have audios and pictures that help create an ambience. On the other hand, the agency 

aspect is lower, because, as much as the users can give advices, talk and even unlock 

different scripts, they do not have a say in the end of the story, it will always be the same. 

This is something we found on the comments analysis that upset the users. As for 

interactivity as a conversation, we can say that Projeto Caretas is in the way to achieve that 

by developing new scripts to embrace users’ questions as told by our interviewees. In that 

sense, following Crawford’s definition, we can say Caretas have a degree of interactivity.  

An important thing to highlight here is the two-way conversation ability of the chatbot. As 

stressed many times by our interviewees, Caretas was built as a safe space for adolescents 

to talk. So, more than a place to tell a story and educate, it was an open channel between the 

organization and its public. Through this conversation, the organization can get to know its 

audience better than through surveys, likes or comments, because ideas can come freely on 

a conversation with someone that looks like a friend, but is not a real person from your real 

life circle that could judge you. In that sense, we could argue that the chatbot helps the 
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organization achieve what Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) found to be the two reasons to adopt 

new media: information-sharing and relationship-building. As said by our interviewee 

Camilo Leon, is a double channel. 

Other significant matter is Paulo Henrique’s affirmation that the chatbot is a response to 

noisy environment that it is the Internet, which we have identified in our literature review 

that is a challenge for organizations.  

Regarding user engagement, we can apply a ladder of engagement identified in our literature 

review using the numbers and interactions identified in our empirical work. Considering 

Kanter and Paine (2012) ladder, we can see we have users on the three levels of engagement. 

Since, as mentioned before, the fan page has 317000 likes, but only 15650 reviews, 994 

recommendations and 35000 comments, we can see that there are more people on the low-

level than on the mid-level. But one important point is that there are users also on the high-

level, not only tagging friends to share the experience, but going to their own YouTube 

channels to talk about it and mobilize their community.  

However, when talking about a storytelling chatbot, the engagement that matters the most 

might not be any of the above, but how long in the story the user went. Projeto Caretas had, 

until November 2018, almost one million people talking to Fabi. Of those, 537 thousand 

completed the interaction. To address this different type of engagement, we might need a 

new type of ladder.  

Nevertheless, another fact might be even more important: that 92% of users affirmed they 

have learned about the subject of sexting and image leakage with Projeto Caretas. This 

shows that a chatbot can be a good tool for organizations to bring awareness about their 

causes and educate their audiences. 

There are, though, some negative points we have identified in the users’ comments: lack of 

clarity of it being a fictional piece and fear of interacting with the chatbot. Although when 

you first send a message to Fabi, you can see “fictional character” written under her name, 

and in the “About” section of the Facebook page is stressed that is a “piece of fiction per 

chat”, we must take into consideration that, probably, the first thing users will read is the 

comment section, especially if they get there by being tagged by a friend. So, the first 

narrative will be the one from the first users and if it is not clear to them that it is not real, 

they will pass along all sorts of “fake news”. Thus, is important to highlight, from the very 
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beginning, that the story is not real and not based on a real person, and that is a robot 

answering, particularly when dealing with such a sensitive topic and an easily influenced 

audience such as adolescents. 

Another point of concern raised in three stages of our research, the chatbot text analysis, 

comments and interviews, is the fact that Fabi cannot respond to everything the users say. 

As told by interviewees, this is something that they are working on, but it requires human 

force and money which is, as we have seen in our literature review, a struggle nonprofit 

organizations face. 

4.2 Case: Me Chamo Paz (I am called peace) — Salam Nuri 

Me Chamo Paz is an initiative by UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency in Brazil in partnership 

with Facebook. The experience is defined as an invitation to “know the journey that millions 

of women, children and men face in search of security” and “the pain of being forced to 

leave their home, their family and their roots in the unknown, without losing hope”. 

According to the organization, the story in the chatbot is inspired by true stories and the 

narrative has been validated by Syrian refugees now living in Sao Paulo. 

The character the users talk to in this chatbot is Salam Nuri, a Syrian refugee whose name 

means peace in Arabic. Salam narrates to the users her escape from Syria and her new life 

in Brazil as a refugee. 

For this case study, we analysed the content of the chatbot through content analysis, analysed 

Facebook comments by users and explored secondary sources. 

4.2.1 Analysis of the chatbot text 

During the interaction with Salam Nuri, users will manly receive only one type of media: 

written text. The bot also shares two pictures, but there are no video or audio clips. We have 

analysed the text of the chatbot, as well as the response latency, following the three topics 

and categories mentioned on Methodology. 

4.2.1.1 Is it engaging? 

First of all, it is important to remark that the interaction with Salam Nuri happens through 

buttons and the user is given only two choices that differ in caption, but mainly mean to 

continue the conversation or finish it — sometimes there is the third option “I need help”, or 
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options that jump a few parts of the story. This means that the interaction is limited. If the 

user types something else, they will receive the message “Sorry, I could not understand what 

you said to me. I'm still learning to interact with you. Want to keep hearing my story?”, 

followed by the buttons “yes” and “no”. 

The first criterion we have identified to analyse if the chatbot is engaging is the possibility 

of allowing direct conversation. Salam asks the users some questions such as “Do you want 

to know more about my story?”, “Do you know what happened to my city?” and “Do you 

think that refugees can contribute for the development of Brazil?”. This might give the users 

an idea that they are part of a conversation, since they can answer it by pressing buttons. 

However, exactly by the fact that they can only choose between two pre-established answers, 

and not say whatever they like, the users might feel that it is not a real conversation. Using 

small talk is also something to define whether a chatbot is engaging. Although at the start of 

the conversation the character uses sentences such as “Hello, how are you?”, small talk is 

rarely throughout the interaction and the user cannot answer it, since there is no button for 

small talk. These criteria are related to the one of engaging conversation. If there is only one 

possibility of answer that will keep the conversation going — the other will finish the 

experience, will it keep the user engaged? At the same time, since the only thing users need 

to do is press a button, they can find it easy and keep the conversation going. 

Other criteria to evaluate if the chatbot is engaging is its ability to build emotional connection 

with users. Me Chamo Paz attempts it by telling about what happened in Salam’s city with 

statements such as “My city suffered greatly from the war. There have been many bombings 

and today it is a city virtually ruined. As my heart when I remember it” and sharing a picture 

of the ruined city. Salam briefly describes how her life has changed and “suddenly having 

nothing more, lose autonomy, depend on others to have a place to sleep and what to eat”. 

The character also talks about other refugees and highlights how it can be worse for children: 

“More than half of the world's refugees are children and many have to flee unaccompanied 

because they are lost or lost their parents. This pain I cannot imagine. A lost child having to 

survive alone”. Salam tries to put the user in her shoes saying that she only wants a good 

future for her children and asking, “Don’t you want the same for your children?”. In addition, 

the chatbot asks the users to imagine how would it be if they had to leave all they have 

behind. Salam shares her feelings like being afraid when she disembarked in Brazil, having 

the dream to bring her parents to live with her and feeling that not everyone wants her to be 
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where she is. This sharing of feelings and situations help the users to identify with the 

character, because they can put themselves in her position or recall situations where they felt 

the same way.  

In terms of language, Salam uses informal language, which helps to make the interaction 

feel like a conversation with a real person. The fact that the narrative is also entirely told by 

Salam’s perspective, in first person, also helps to make the experience engaging, as we found 

in our literature review. However, something that makes it clear that we are not talking to a 

real person there, but to a robot, is the response latency. Me Chamo Paz does not have a 

“human-like” response latency. When the users click the button of choice, they receive the 

answer immediately, even if the text is long and would take a person some time to write it. 

Besides, if the user stops interacting, the bot does not follow up with questions such as “are 

you there” or similar, the conversation simply ends at that point.  

Other criteria we used to analyse the engaging aspect of the chatbot is whether there are 

different scenes unlocked or a redirection of the conversation by specific keywords. As the 

interaction only happens with the use of buttons, there are no keywords that can be used. 

Nonetheless, some answers can make the story a bit longer or shorter. For instance, when 

Salam talks about her parents, she gives the user the option of hearing more about her family 

or about her arrival in Brazil. If users choose the option “Brazil”, they will jump two blocks 

of conversation that they would get if they have chosen the option “Family”. This criterion 

relates to other: the active role of the user. Here we have a paradox: while the conversation 

will only happen if the users press a button, they do not have the power to decide their 

answer. If they want the conversation to continue, there is only one right option. In that 

sense, we cannot consider it a two-way conversation.  

In that sense, we could conclude that the chatbot is engaging in terms of emotional bonding 

with users, but not much in terms of creating conversation. 

4.2.1.2 Is it a story? 

As mentioned before, here we consider a story the narrative that has three key elements:  

characters, a conflict and a message. In Me Chamo Paz we were able to identify all of them. 

The main character is Salam, but she also mentions her husband, her children, her parents 

and her cousin. Then, we have the conflict: her city, Homs, suffers with the war and there is 

a lack of food and basic products. Her family and her need to escape. First, they go to her 
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cousin’s house in Lebanon. Later, they learn of a humanitarian visa granted by Brazil to 

Syrians and decide to go to Sao Paulo. She describes her adaptation in the country and how 

she finally managed to get a job. However, one conflict remains: she still suffers xenophobia.  

The message is related to this unresolved conflict. The idea is to reduce the xenophobia by 

making people aware of the refugees’ trajectory, their situation in the country and how they 

only want, in Salam’s words, to live in peace and have a safe place for their children. One 

of Salam’s messages makes this very clear: “What I wanted to say is that a refugee is a 

person like you. Not only because we are all human. Because, like you, we share family life, 

references, cultural habits, tastes and dreams. We just want a life in peace, a future for our 

children. I want them to have access to education, to have a good life, without fear and with 

many dreams. I want them to be happy. Don't you want the same for your children?”. 

Thus, we can affirm that Me Chamo Paz is, in fact, a story. 

4.2.1.3 Is the story interactive? 

By using properties and characteristics of the narrative in the cyberspace identified by 

Murray (2016), and the definitions of Crawford (2013) we have analysed if the chatbot has 

the quality of interaction with the users.  

Regarding the two properties responsible for the interactive characteristics of the 

environment, we can affirm that Me Chamo Paz is procedural, since there are rules that 

define the interaction: the story only goes forward if the user presses the “yes” or similar 

button. And, since the user is in charge regarding the rules, we can also say that it is 

participatory. In relation to the properties that make the environment immersive, we cannot 

say that there is spatiality in Me Chamo Paz, because the medium is not graphic. On the 

other hand, we can affirm that it is encyclopedic, once there are plenty of information 

regarding procedures that refugees have to make when they come to Brazil and how they 

can get help with it.  

As for the characteristics immersion, agency and transformation, we could not say the 

chatbot is successful with immersion, once it does not describe well places and situations in 

a way that the users can place themselves there and get a sense of simulated environment. 

Agency is also weak because the users are not free to decide their own answers, they have 

to use only the pre-defined ones if they want the story to go on. This means that 

transformation is also not a strong characteristic because the users cannot make changes on 
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the environment or story but can be in a high level if we consider that it is a real story and 

the users can try to put themselves in the protagonist’s feet. 

When applying Crawford’s idea of interactivity, we cannot affirm that the interaction with 

Salam is a proper conversation, since, according to the author, it would imply action from 

both sides, which does not happen. The only action available to the user is pressing a button 

and, if they try to type anything else, the bot will not be able to give an answer. Another 

criterion defined by Crawford is richness of choice available to the user: the richer the 

choices, the more interactive the conversation. In Me Chamo Paz, the choices are very 

restricted: if the user wants the interaction to continue, there is basically only one choice. 

Thus, the level of interactivity is very low. 

4.2.2 The word of users 

Me Chamo Paz have not generated a lot of buzz yet. We could not find videos on YouTube 

such as in the previous case or conversations on Twitter. On Facebook, the fan page has 

2211 likes, no reviews and no recommendations. Fabi’s profile picture has 709 reactions, 

355 comments and 55 shares. For this case study, we analysed 200 comments randomly 

chosen from the page’s profile picture. We selected the first comments that appeared, 

whether they were written or a meme, if the meme had written text on it, with no criteria of 

length. In case it was just an image, we skipped it.   

We analysed the comments using thematic analysis. We grouped comments that expressed 

the same words or ideas and identified 17 categories: 

1. Deus vult 

2. Negative religious 

3. Positive/welcoming 

4. Positive religious 

5. Think she is a real person 

6. Confused 

7. Against prejudice 

8. Say it is not a real person 

9. Want to block it 

10. Like the initiative 
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11. Unwelcoming 

12. Want to help 

13. Political comment 

14. Question the functionality of the bot 

15. Against UN’s initiative 

16. Relates refugees to terrorism 

17. Other 

 

Below, we have a graph that shows the percentage of comments per category. 

 

 

 

The most commented category is a tie: “Deus vult” and “Think she is a real person” had 62 

comments each. “Deus vult” means “God wills it” and was the battle cry of soldiers of the 

Figure 3 - Percentage of comments per category 
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First Crusade. Now the expression is seen as a symbol of the far right since it became a 

meme used by gamers, 4chan-shitposters, Trump supporters, and protesting Islamophobics. 

The only article2 we have found about the beginning of the meme argues that the online 

origins of it can be found in the forum 4chan, in 2014. For instance, in November 2014 there 

was a topic with the title “POPE CALLS CRUSADE FOR SYRIA” and a piece of news in 

which Pope Francis condemned violence in Syria. The comments below are full of hate 

messages against Muslims containing the meme. We can assume that the amount of 

comments on Me Chamo Paz’s page using the “Deus Vault” meme (31%) shows the 

disapproval of refugee reception and of the UN’s initiative. A remark we would like to make 

is that, although we did not have access to the age of all commentators, judging by the profile 

picture, all of those that commented “Deus Vult” seemed to be between 15 and 25 years old, 

and were mostly men — only one comment was from a woman that appeared to be in the 

same age range. We highlight that because, by observing the profile pictures of all 

commentators — with the exception of those that had an illustration and not a picture of a 

real person as a profile — the group commenting “Deus Vult” seemed to be the youngest of 

all commentators. Thus, we could conclude that Me Chamo Paz is struggling to create 

empathy among younger audiences. 

As for the category “Think she is a real person”, we see that is not clear for the audience that 

Salam Nuri is a fictional character and a chatbot. Many people commented “Good morning, 

friend, how are you?”, “where do you live?”, and “are you and your family ok?”, while others 

asked “why can’t we see your real photo of you?” or “show us pictures from after you got 

to Brazil”. A great amount of people, mainly men, commented on her looks saying “you are 

beautiful” and some were apparently hitting on her with messages such as “come here so I 

can take care of you”, “send me your WhatsApp number” or “in spite of all your suffering 

you remain very beautiful, in your city women are very attractive and that messes with the 

feelings of us men, isn’t it, beautiful?”. In that sense, we can see that is not clear to a great 

part of the audience that Salam Nuri is just a representation of Syrian refugees. Again, even 

though we did not have access to the age of the commentators, from the profile pictures we 

could assume that almost all of the 62 commentators in this category seemed to be over 40 

years old. This could lead to a discussion about whether there is a generation gap when it 

                                                           
2 ‘Deus Vult!’: Tracing the Many (Mis)uses of a Meme. Available at: http://oilab.eu/deus-vult-tracing-the-

many-misuses-of-a-meme/ 
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comes to the use of Social Media and the understanding of the functionalities of a chatbot. 

Nonetheless, in our research, we did not find anything relating a generation gap and the use 

of chatbots. 

In opposition, we had only 2 commentators saying that it was not a real person: one only 

posted a link to an article about Me Chamo Paz, while the other said it was a robot or a 

“scheme”. We also have the category “Person is confused”, with 2 comments, with messages 

of people asking, “who is this woman?” and “someone please explain what is going on”. 

The next category with most comments (25) is the “Positive/welcoming”, which is composed 

of comments that show receptiveness to Salam Nuri and refugees in general. In some of 

them, people refer directly to the character, which can make us assume that the commentator 

thinks she is a real person, such as in “Salam, I would receive with open arms any of you”. 

Others are more general like “The land here is for everyone and God, all can see that Brazil 

is open to all the people of the world, nobody rules it” and “Let us help and welcome our 

refugee brothers”. Two categories are related to this one. The first is “Against prejudice”, 

with 2 comments, in which one person posted excerpts of Law regarding discrimination and 

another posted a link of an article of Pope Francis saying that “It is better to live as an atheist 

than to go to church and hate others”. The second is “Want to help”, with 3 comments from 

people asking how they can help a refugee. 

Going on the other direction, we had 7 comments classified as “Unwelcoming”. They 

contained messages such as “I advise anyone who is of the Islamic religion to look for a 

country of their religion, Dubai is beautiful, rich and speaks the same language!” and “Get 

out of Brazil, killers”. This category is related to another one we called “Relates refugees to 

terrorism”, with comments making jokes and references to bombings and explosions, such 

as “Bum!” and “This is an EXPLOSION of peace and love”. 

We identified 10 comments that focused on religion, but they had a different tone, that is 

why we decided to separate the category in two: “Positive religious” and “Negative 

religious”. The first one, with 7 comments, have messages such as “May God help every 

refugee” and “God loves you”, while the second have comments like “This is the end of 

time. It is written that the Apocalypse is real ... Many would be obliged to worship other 

gods and those who did not obey would be dead”.  
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Another category we identified is “Political comment”, which contains 6 comments with a 

political perspective related to Brazil, UN or the United States. Some examples are “The UN 

has relaxed with the question of rulers and political groups that destroy a nation and forces 

its citizens to take refuge in other countries, the UN has powers but prefers to cross arms, 

until when?”, “The US should stop promoting world wars. The Syrian war is yet another US 

crime against humanity” and “Brazil is so good that it doesn’t even have Law”. 

Only 6 messages comment on the actual project and we divided them into two categories: 

“Like the initiative” and “Against ONU's initiative”. The first contains 4 comments of people 

complimenting UN on the project. An example is: “Congratulations to the UNHCR for the 

initiative. The conversation with Salam Nuri was enlightening. I recommend to anyone who 

wants to know more about the situation of refugees and also for those who have lost empathy 

and humanity in some corner out there”. The second has only 2 comments: “A UN Thing to 

spread refugees and terror worldwide” and “Go fucking. You bastards from Facebook plus 

your pro-sharia propaganda. I want to live in a democratic and free country and not in a 

Muslim dictatorship that reduces me to a slave of medieval rules”. 

Regarding specifically the bot, we have one person on the category “Want to block” that 

commented “block” trying to block the bot. In addition to that, we have 2 comments on the 

category “Questions the functionality of the bot”, in which one person complains that “She 

does not understand what I say in the message” and the other complains that he cannot access 

it.  

Finally, we have a category called “Other”, in which we placed comments that did not belong 

in the other categories, but we did not think required a category for themselves because they 

would not add much, or when we could not understand them. Examples are: “Peace & Love”, 

“tell me what you had to talk”, and “kkk”.  

By analysing the comments, we can see by the difference in numbers of those comments that 

are against refugee asylum and that think Salam is a real person and those that actually refer 

to it as a bot and a good initiative, that the chatbot was on the shadow of its content. It is 

unclear if the majority of commentators have even interacted with the chatbot, since many 

seemed averse to the subject in a deep level.  
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However, regarding those comments that do not show aversion against refugees, we can see 

that the story inspired empathy and built an emotional connection with users, as pointed out 

in our literature review and in the content analysis of the chatbot. Comments such as “I can 

only imagine how it is leaving your origins behind in search for peace” and “I’ll be praying 

for you and your family” show that some of the users tried to put themselves in Salam’s 

shoes and that they cared about the character. Nonetheless, we could say that the story might 

have been “too real”, since many people did not understand that it was just a fictional 

narrative.  

To conclude, we can try to group the 17 categories in three major ones: positive, negative 

and neutral. 

Positive Neutral Negative 

Positive/welcoming 

(25) 

Think she is a real person 

(62) 

Deus vult (62) 

Positive religious (7) Confused (4) Negative religious (3) 

Against prejudice (2) Say it is not a real person (2) Want to block it (1) 

Like the initiative (4) Political comment (6) Unwelcoming (7) 

Want to help (3) Other (5) Question the functionality of the 

bot (2) 

  Against UN’s initiative (2) 

  Relates refugees to terrorism (3) 

Total: 41 Total: 79 Total: 80 

Table 3 - Categories divided in three groups 

With this division we can see that the negative reactions are much stronger than the positive 

ones. And for the biggest part of the negative, the “Deus vult” comments, we can assume 

people did not even interact with the chatbot, given the size of their aversion to refugees.  

Most of the comments are related to the subject of the project, not the idea of a chatbot. If 

we consider only the categories that can be directly related to the chatbot, we would take 

“like the initiative”, “think it is a real person”, “say it is not a real person”, “against UN’s 

initiative”, and “want to block it”, because those are related to understanding it as an 

initiative and it is a robot. In this context, however, we could interpret “Think she is a real 



                                                                               

65 
 

person”, the one with most comments, as negative instead of neutral, because that would 

mean it is not clear that Salam is a chatbot, which is fundamental for the success of the bot.  

We can see, then, that whether we consider the comments related to the subject of Me Chamo 

Paz or only the ones that are focused in understanding and using the chatbot, the outcome is 

the same: the negative reactions overmatch the positive. 

4.2.3 Secondary sources 

Since we could not get interviews with experts for this case, we decided to use as secondary 

sources articles published by websites that were able to interview the chatbot’s developers, 

as well as an official press release by UNHCR. 

In the official press release3, the organization affirms that the objective of the bot is to 

“sensitize the public to the reality faced by refugee people who seek a life in safety protection 

and a dignified life”. In the same text, the UNHCR representative in Brazil, José Egas affirms 

that "UNHCR's Facebook Bot will give users of this social network the opportunity to 

sensitize themselves to the difficult journey of Salam in search of protection, understanding 

the cause of the refuge. His story is an example of resilience and overcoming the challenges 

faced by thousands of refugees during the process of integration into a new country". 

Another expert, Eduardo Lopes, Manager of Facebook's Public Policies in Brazil, says that 

"Salam's story has the power to raise awareness and generate empathy".   

Another source we analysed is an article in the newspaper Metro4. In that text, the Director 

of Operations of Nama, a company that develops artificial intelligence for chatbots and is 

responsible for Salam Nuri, Marcela Fiamenghi, says some things regarding the functionality 

of the bot: “During the conversation, Salam asks the questioner, and according to the answer, 

which can be 'yes' or 'no', it continues with other information [...] From time to time, we will 

add information, according to the main doubts that arise”. The article also mentions that 

Eduardo Lopes declared that Facebook has 127 million users in Brazil, "which allows an 

ample work of sensitization and formation of empathy of the Brazilians for the drama of the 

                                                           
3 With Facebook support, UN Refugee Agency launches Bot with Syrian refugee profile. Available at: 

https://www.acnur.org/portugues/2018/11/29/com-apoio-do-facebook-agencia-da-onu-para-refugiados-lanca-

bot-com-perfil-de-refugiada-siria/ Accessed in 24/06/2019 
4 Meet Salam, the UN robot on Facebook who talks to Brazilians about refugees. Available at: 

https://www.metrojornal.com.br/foco/2018/11/29/conheca-salam-robo-onu-facebook-brasileiros-

refugiados.html Accessed in 24/06/2019 
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refugees". Another expert mentioned in the article is the head of the UNHCR Partnerships 

Unit in Brazil, Natasha Alexander, that affirms that “conquering empathy is the first step of 

the UNHCR, and then seeking support and contribution to the cause of refugees”.  

We also consulted an article by the Brazilian magazine Superinteressante5. In that article, 

Natasha Alexander said that “Not everyone has the opportunity to talk to a refugee to get to 

know their story [...] With Salam, we hope people can get to know her story to break down 

the information barriers that may end up leading to prejudice”. The article also points out 

that, according to Natasha, “Salam personifies a refugee in general, since parts of her story, 

the country's escape journey to the problems of adaptation in a new culture are recurring 

issues for many refugees”. To Superinteressante, Eduardo lopes also talked about the 

functionality of the chatbot: “The UNHCR bot recognizes the demand of users [...] As people 

start talking to Salam, we will be able to understand what subjects they want to know - and 

are not yet in the repertoire - to make the story of the character even more complete”.  

Finally, we consulted the article from ItMidia6. In that one, Natasha Alexander again said 

the objective was to generate empathy and knowledge regarding the refugees’ lives and 

talked a little about results: “We have collected good results. We realize that by interacting 

with Salam, people can better understand the cause of the refuge and the difficult journeys 

of the Syrians in search of protection”.  

By analysing these excerpts, we can highlight two prominent themes. The first one is the 

objective of generating empathy with the chatbot, by making people sensible to refugees’ 

journeys, raise awareness about the situation and “break down the information barriers”. 

This is in line with our literature findings that highlight how stories can be useful to generate 

empathy and chatbots can be a means for that in that sense that the character’s conversation 

with users can build emotional connection and, thus, empathy.  

The other point in the experts’ discourses regards the functionality of the bot. They affirm 

that there is going to be new information in the chatbot text related to the input of users. This 

speaks in favour of the project, since we have already found in literature that, the more 

                                                           
5 Meet the Brazilian UN robot set up to talk about refugees. Available at: 

https://super.abril.com.br/ciencia/conheca-o-robo-brasileiro-da-onu-criado-para-falar-sobre-refugiados/ 

Accessed in 24/06/2019 
6 UN Robot Responds to Doubts about 8-Year Syrian War. Available at: https://itmidia.com/robo-da-onu-

responde-a-duvidas-sobre-guerra-da-siria-que-completa-8-anos/ Accessed in 24/06/2019 
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information and choices the users have, the more interactive and engaging the chatbot is. 

This is also reinforced by comments from users that complain that the chatbot does not 

answer them according to their inputs.  

4.2.4 Conclusions about the case 

To sum up the findings on this case and connect it with our literature review, we would like 

to highlight some points. Regarding the three points mentioned in the methodology and used 

to examine the chatbot text – if "the chatbots can be considered engaging"; "the 

conversations consist of stories"; and "the stories are interactive" – we have some 

considerations. First, it is difficult to reach a verdict on whether Me Chamo Paz is engaging 

or not. If in one hand it is successful in building an emotional bond with Salam’s story, the 

conversation aspect lacks important characteristics such as allowing a direct conversation 

and having some adaptations to users’ inputs. Only pressing a button might not be enough 

for a user that looks for a real interaction with a character.  

As for being a story, which we concluded it is, there are some improvements that could be 

made to make it more interactive. For instance, it is important to work on spatiality. Although 

the medium Facebook messenger is not graphic, there are a few strategies that could be 

explored to create a more reliable and immersive environment in order to make the user feel 

the story. The use of images as well as videos and audios are overlooked in Me Chamo Paz 

and could make a huge difference on the immersive capability of the project. 

The agency is also an issue with the chatbot. The user is “trapped” in a two-option answer 

conversation – which is really a one-option, if the user wants to keep going – and cannot 

really say or ask what they want. According to experts, the project is being adapted according 

to users’ inputs, but since Salam answers that “does not understand” if you type something 

instead of clicking a button, the chatbot is not really encouraging people to step out of the 

script. In that sense, we cannot say it is a two-way conversation. 

Regarding the empathy, it is unclear to us Salam’s real ability to generate it, since we do not 

have enough data on it. One of the experts in the articles we analysed affirmed that they 

“have collected good results” and “realized that by interacting with Salam, people can better 

understand the cause of the refuge”. The comments we analysed showed more negative than 

positive reactions, but we cannot affirm that those that wrote negative comments actually 
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interacted with the chatbot. However, even if they did not, it would also be a low point for 

the project, because it shows that it was not successful in getting people that are against 

refuge to chat with Salam and maybe change their minds. And if they did interact, the story 

was not enough to make them more sensible towards refugees. 

Nonetheless, it is fundamental to keep in mind that Me Chamo Paz’s topic is a very sensitive, 

from which arouses strong and divergent opinions. In that sense, getting people to open 

themselves for a conversation about it is hard enough. To convince them to do it on the 

internet, with a chatbot, is double trouble. Salam’s story is able to generate empathy and 

create awareness, but the main challenge is to get the audience to hear it.  
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5 Discussion 

After the analysis of our findings, we are able to attempt an answer to our research questions. 

We will start from the sub questions and finalize with the main research question, that is the 

umbrella that covers all the others. 

5.1 Nonprofit problems 

RQ: What are problems for non-profit organizations in terms of being heard in a digital 

age? 

In our literature review, we have identified some of the challenges nonprofit organizations 

face when it comes to engage their audiences in the cyberspace. The main problem, as 

pointed out by Guo and Saxton (2017), is that, while the Internet democratizes the media 

space by giving voice to almost everyone, it makes it a noisy information environment and, 

thus, is harder to get people’s attention. Our findings confirmed this challenge. Paulo 

Henrique Alves, expert from UNICEF, highlighted this point and affirmed that investing in 

a new medium — the chatbot — is an attempt to stand out in the crowd by enabling a 

different kind of interaction with content. 

Another point to emphasize is not restricted to the digital environment, but also affects the 

nonprofits in that space: budget. While some might think that adopting digital tools such as 

social media is cheap, we already pointed out in our literature that it is not cost free. When 

it comes to a relatively new technology such as chatbots, it can demand a lot of resources. 

One of the experts we interviewed, Nicolas Ferrario, affirmed that, to solve one of the biggest 

problems with the chatbots — the ability to give more personalized answers — would 

require money to invest in technology and human help. 

In that sense, we can see that chatbots can be a good move when it comes to a certain type 

of nonprofit problem but is not the answer to all of it. 

5.2 The use of chatbots by nonprofits 

RQ: How do non-profit organizations use Facebook messenger chatbots? 
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As mentioned before, we can see that nonprofit organizations are using chatbots as a means 

of standing out in an overcrowded cyberspace. From our findings, we can also affirm that 

they are using it as a medium to tell stories and develop empathy towards people in certain 

situations. Regardless of the way they use it, as mimicking a real conversation such as Fabi 

Grossi or with buttons such as Salam Nuri, the storytelling and empathy variables stay. 

We have identified in our literature research that stories as a means of advocacy are meant 

to inspire emotions that will lead to actions and to develop empathy by making the audience 

connect with individuals, not statistics. Our interviewees reinforced this statement by 

affirming that stories are instruments of greater engagement and retention of audiences and 

are interesting to make users experience the conflict. In the case of chatbots, we also have 

the characteristic of conversation, that, according to the experts, can make the character seem 

like a friend to which individuals can talk about sensitive topics. By this conversation, 

organizations can also collect information about how their audiences feel and how they 

respond to certain issues. 

All in all, nonprofit organizations are using chatbots as a safe space where individuals can 

listen to a story and empathize with the characters and, thus, the people in real life they 

represent; but also as a way to identify what audiences have to say and their reactions to 

certain topics. This can lead, as affirmed by experts from UNICEF, to actions in the offline 

world, such as the creation of public policies.  

5.3 Interactive stories 

RQ: To what extent does this use of chatbots fall into the category of interactive storytelling? 

As seen in our literature review, the narratives in cyberspace have different properties than 

the offline ones (Murray, 2016), and, among those, is interactivity. In that sense, being 

interactive is an important asset of stories being told in the digital environment. It also makes 

the chatbot closer to a real person and, the more human the bot seems, the more engaging it 

is, according to literature. Crawford (2013) determines that stories have degrees of 

interactivity instead of just “being” or “not being” interactive. So, considering Murray’s and 

Crawford’s concepts and the two case studies, we can affirm that storytelling chatbots have 

some degree of interactivity, but it is not the highest. 
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While chatbots are procedural and participatory, agency is still an issue in the cases analysed. 

Users do not have much power to make changes on the environment or in the story. The 

concept of agency developed by Murray is connected to the factor of choice considered by 

Crawford as key to determine the degree of interactivity. When it comes to the chatbot that 

uses buttons for users’ answers, the choice is very limited, which makes the interactivity 

degree very low. In the case of a more “open” conversation, in which the users do not press 

buttons, but are free to type anything, the lack of personalized answers makes the 

interactivity degree, again, low.  

In conclusion, it is possible to affirm that a chatbot can be used for interactive storytelling, 

but the degree of that interactivity will depend mainly on how immerse can the users feel in 

the story — that can be helped by the use of different media such pictures and audios, like 

in Projeto Caretas; the agency — can the user change the course of the story?; and the 

quality of personalized answers and choices the users receive. 

5.4 Opportunities and Threats — our main question 

Finally, we get to the point of answering our main research question: 

RQ: What are the opportunities (as well as threats) storytelling Facebook messenger 

chatbots offer to enhance the engagement of citizens with non-profit organizations? 

Creating engagement seems to be the focus of organizations dealing with social media, being 

them for-profit or nonprofit. The number of shares, likes and comments are seen as proof of 

a campaign’s success. However, as we mentioned in our first chapter, the effectiveness and 

the quality of this engagement are more important (Zakaria, 2011). Getting many likes from 

people that are not the audience you planned for, for example, might not mean anything. 

And more participation not necessarily means the better, since individuals can be frustrated 

by not seeing their point of view represented (Vanhaeght, Lunt and Donders, 2016). We have 

seen both of these arguments illustrated in our case studies.  

We found that in Projeto Caretas, which had a clear audience — adolescents between 13 

and 18 years old, the majority of comments were positive, there were a lot of likes and some 

users went to YouTube to talk about the initiative. In Me Chamo Paz on the other hand, in 

which the audience is not clear, we had few likes, a lot of negative comments and people 
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that did not really understand what was going on. In that sense, we can see that chatbots are 

able to create engagement once they are focused on a specific audience.  

Anyhow, we found that engagement in terms of likes and number of comments was not the 

focus of both initiatives, but the creation of awareness and empathy, which, as we affirmed 

before, can be more important to nonprofit organizations than a ladder of engagement. So, 

instead of encouraging users to donate to a cause or to engage in other actions related to the 

institution, the goal was to make the audience aware of a problem and to create empathy 

towards people in the situation described, in order to affect the way people behave in “real” 

life. In that sense, we believe chatbots can be of good use.  

5.4.1 Opportunities 

The biggest opportunity we see in the use of chatbots is what the experts we interviewed 

referred to as the creation of a “safe space”. The chatbot, when constructed as a character 

the audience can identify with, is able to open a dialog in which the user might feel free to 

talk without receiving judgment by other humans — what could happen in the comments 

area of a website or social media site, for example. This is useful not only for keeping the 

user engaged in the conversation, thus sharing more information, but to also collect data 

about the individuals’ opinions, doubts and other types of information they may share in the 

conversation and might not share in a survey, for instance. It creates a double channel 

between organization and audience, which, according to Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) is where 

true engagement begins, with users joining the conversation and providing feedback. This 

type of feedback and opinions collected can be used by the organizations in different forms. 

With Projeto Caretas, for instance, UNICEF will use it to develop educational groups related 

to the cause in the “offline world”. 

The fact that the users would share their personal stories with a fictional character/robot was 

the most surprising part for us as researchers. It strongly emphasizes the idea of the audience 

seeing the chatbot as a friend to whom they can make confidences, and, thus would have 

empathy towards because they see it almost as a real person going through something they 

already have. 

Another high point in the use of chatbots is their novelty and ability to create curiosity. This 

type of initiative stands out among thousands of videos and standard posts on social media. 

People get intrigued, as we could see in the comments about Projeto Caretas. Even those 
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people who said they were scared talked to Fabi Grossi anyway and tagged friends to see it 

too. The chance to talk in first person with someone and be able to give their opinion on their 

life motivates people. 

The mix of story and conversation is good, because while you give the user a line to follow 

— the story being told by the character, it is not a guide to how to act and there is space for 

the user to even contradict the persona. Is not, as the experts said, professorial, is an exchange 

of ideas. And a story can be a good way to “lock” the users to receive as much information 

as the organization wants because they will probably want to know what happens in the end. 

A story gives the audience a character to root for and a conflict that could be faced by 

themselves. In Projeto Caretas, for instance, users affirmed they stayed until the end to see 

if Fabi Grossi would stay alive, and how they could help her in that. In fact, this was another 

surprise for us, that so many people stayed until the end: according to numbers from 

UNICEF, half of those that started the experience stayed until the end. Besides that, as said 

by Gaston Gertner, from Talk2U, in terms of engagement, “the chatbot's conversation rate 

with users was 1.4: 1. That is, every 1.4 messages that chatbot sent to each user, users sent 

1 message”. This means that the users were very talkative and engaged in the conversation, 

which is also surprising. 

Besides that, a story told in first person as a conversation with someone that could be you or 

your friend can make users put themselves in the protagonist’s shoes, enhancing the 

emotional connection and the development of empathy.  

5.4.2 Threats 

There are, however, some negative parts when deciding to employ chatbots in an advocacy 

campaign. The first is something we already mentioned: user’s expectations. When the 

organization tells the users they can have a conversation with a character, those users expect 

some kind of personalized interaction, as we found out by analysing comments that 

complained about that. As defined by Crawford (2013), a conversation requires “listening, 

thinking and speaking” from both sides and, if what the user says makes no difference in the 

course of the conversation, can we really say it is a conversation at all? This can make the 

users frustrated and undermine their willingness to engage with the chatbot. 

Another issue concerns the creation of empathy. As much as the identification with the 

character may happen, we identified that the fact that the character is not a real person might 
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weaken the development of empathy. In the case of Projeto Caretas, for instance, we see 

that many people feel concerned because they think Fabi Grossi is real and, on the other side, 

there are people saying that there is no point in “helping a bot” and others joking and asking 

for her video. In that sense, we see that part of the audience will struggle in seeing the chatbot 

as a representation of real people.  

Other matter that can be seen as a threat is that, although being a novelty might bring up the 

curiosity of people and make chatbots stand out among other types of content, it can also be 

a complication: people will need to allocate more time in their lives to interact with it. 

Projeto Caretas, for instance, lasts more than a day. The attention span can be lost very 

quickly and, added to the lack of personalized answers, might make people give up on the 

experience. And, not staying until the end might make the person lose the most important 

information. 

Finally, a chatbot implies that the audience is open to a conversation in the first place. In the 

case of Me Chamo Paz, for example, we have seen a lot of comments against refugees that 

lead us to think that those people are not open to a dialog and would not even start a 

conversation with Salam Nuri. So, all the information that the chatbot had to share, those 

commentators would not receive because someone with so closed ideas would not “work 

hard” such as talking to a bot to receive information. In that sense, a chatbot hardly can be 

used to change someone’s idea about something if they are too restricted to talk about it and 

to make an effort that is bigger than watching a video or reading a post. This leads us to the 

next topic. 

5.4.3 A good resource for sensitive topics? 

Both of our case studies deal with sensitive topics: sexting and refugees. While a dialog 

might be the best way to approach these issues, does a conversation with a bot have what it 

takes to deal with it? 

We tend to agree with the idea of the chatbot being a safe space to talk about things you do 

not want anyone else to know, especially if you are a teenager. However, as much as it can 

be helpful to collect opinions and ideas that will be future projects, we also need to think on 

an individual level. The experts we interviewed affirmed that if a user tells Fabi Grossi that 

they want to commit suicide, there is a script related to it unlocked. But how personalized 

can this be to really help someone that wants to take their own life? Won’t the lack of a good 
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answer make the adolescent even more frustrated? So, a different script can be helpful, but 

not as helpful as seeking a professional in real life. In that sense, is important to be careful 

not to turn the safe space in the main, or even only, space in which adolescents will feel free 

to tell their problems. It is essential to make clear that the chatbot is not there to be a 

substitute of a real person. 

Another problem we see is also connected to the lack of personalized answers. If we take 

Me Chamo Paz, for instance, that does not unlock different scripts — at least yet, anything 

the user types instead of pressing a button will remain without an answer. So, if the user is 

“sitting on the fence” and has not decided yet if is pro or against receiving refugees, they 

cannot ask a question that would change their mind. The same would happen if someone 

started saying bad things to Salam Nuri, she would not be able to respond or try to change 

the person’s mind. To be fair, in Projeto Caretas we see some difference in that matter: if 

the user starts saying bad things to Fabi, she will reply or even end the conversation. 

Besides that, as we said before, for it only being bots, some users do not have any empathy 

or respect towards the character, which instead of making them more sensible to the situation 

when it happens around them in real life, can make them even more close minded and 

prejudiced, since they will not open themselves for a real dialog with the chatbot. So, a bot 

might not be the ideal tool when there is a big aversion to the topic. 

5.4.4 Human vs Machine 

We cannot overlook that having a chatbot can save time, costs of having a big team and the 

technological novelty has an appeal that attracts audience. Besides, a chatbot can enable 

conversations that would be hard to reproduce in real life. For instance, let us take our two 

case studies. An organization putting a real teenage victim of revenge porn or a real female 

refugee to openly talk about their situations to strangers, in a one-to-one dialog is probably 

impossible, but a chatbot allows a persona based on them, with the same story and mimicking 

their personalities, to do that.  

Another advantage chatbots might have over humans is that, as we said before, people might 

feel that they are safer to talk to a bot because it will not judge them as a real person might. 

On the other hand, as mentioned in the last section, bots cannot give completely human 

answers. They cannot process all the information, especially in dealing with sensitive topics, 

to give an appropriate answer in extreme cases, such as when someone wants to commit 
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suicide. In that sense, bots can be a useful tool to talk about a topic in a superficial level, but 

if we go to a deeper and more individual level, they will not do the job. In Projeto Caretas, 

for instance, if users start a conversation in order to only listen to Fabi’s story and give some 

advice, the bot is great, but if people think they can get help for themselves, then it will 

disappoint.  

In conclusion, we can say that chatbots can be a good tool to tell stories and to be an open 

space for telling certain types of personal tales, but when it comes to actually dealing with 

sensitive topics and people in need of advice, we still need to rely on humans. 
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6 Conclusion 

For our final considerations, we would like to reinforce that storytelling chatbots can be used 

as a tool for digital advocacy, once they combine stories that apply to real-life people, thus, 

being able to generate empathy; and at the same time have a degree of interactivity, which 

is essential for communication on a digital environment. As described in our findings, these 

tools can be successful in putting users on the character’s shoes, mainly if the audience 

identifies with the protagonist of the story and sees it as someone that could be a friend or 

even themselves. It can also generate buzz due to its novelty. Besides that, the conversational 

bots can be a way of collecting impressions and better understanding the audience through 

conversation. However, there are some points to which we must pay attention. 

Organizations willing to invest in storytelling chatbots need to be aware of a few issues. 

First, the character and the story must speak to the audience, so, this type of tool would be 

of better use when it talks about situations related to a specific group, such as Projeto Caretas 

and adolescents. By doing that, the organization will make sure that the users identify and 

feel comfortable to talk with the protagonist of the story. Second, it is important to make 

explicit and very visible that it is a fictional character, not a real person. This will prevent 

the spread of fake news regarding the project and decrease frustrations on the part of users. 

Besides that, this precaution can encourage people to open themselves while making sure 

they know it is only a robot and if they need real help, there are other channels. Third, 

investing in the personalization of answers is key. Although it will make the project more 

expensive, it will also guarantee more engagement with the story, thus, keeping users’ 

attention for more time and increasing audience’s satisfaction with the experience.  

6.1 Recommendations for future research 

Our study has faced some challenges such as not being able to talk to all the experts related 

to the two cases. We also did not have access to raw data and needed to rely on the 

interviewees and the secondary sources to some information such as the types of scripts the 

chatbots have or the amount of people that got to the end of the experience. In relation to 

users reactions, it would have been more accurate to have interviewed a sample in order to 

discover if those that commented actually interacted with the chatbot — especially those that 

seemed averse to the content, and if so, if the interaction was before or after their comments 
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and if their idea might have changed. We tried to contact a sample of people to ask for 

interviews but did not obtain responses.  

For further research on the topic, then, we believe that a comparison between the influence 

on engagement and advocacy of storytelling chatbots and question and answer chatbots 

could be interesting to analyse if it is the story, the conversation, simply the novelty of the 

technology or other reasons that motivate and engage the audience. A deeper study on how 

people react to sensitive topics in conversations with chatbots versus with real people would 

also be important to grasp the differences between those and conclude if chatbots are, in fact, 

a good tool for that purpose. 

6.2 Final considerations 

In conclusion, is important to highlight that chatbots are yet to be able to compare to a 

conversation with real-life people or to a human storyteller. Whereas they can be seen as 

better than people for providing a space for conversation without judgement, it cannot offer 

a proper conversation in terms of adapted answers or changes in the course of story 

depending on the audience’s questions or remarks. It is, thus, an evolving tool. 

All in all, we can affirm that, although this technology has already been around for a while, 

its use, particularly to storytelling and advocacy, is new and the organizations are yet to find 

the better applications for it. The audiences are also still adjusting to the idea, as we could 

see in the reactions to the objects of our case studies. We believe chatbots are a technology 

with a lot of potentialities that, with the right use, can enhance the work of nonprofit 

organizations.  
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8 Appendix 

Below can be found the interview questionnaires, the category/code system and the tables 

with the criteria to analyse the chatbots we used in our case studies. 

8.1 Questionnaire – Communication experts 

1. How did you come up with the idea of using a chatbot for this campaign? 

a. And why the persona of Fabi Grossi? 

2. Why did you decide to use storytelling and not a regular Q&A chatbot? 

a. Why did you choose Facebook? 

3. How was the process of developing the story and the persona? 

a. Was it somehow different from developing a story for other tools? 

4. Can you compare the development process of a chatbot campaign to another 

communications campaign? 

5. Did you have any expectations regarding users’ interactions with the chatbot? 

a. If so, were they fulfilled? 

b. What were the reactions you got? 

6. UNICEF has a bigger campaign regarding revenge porn. Can you compare the 

engagement with the other pieces of the campaign and with the chatbot? 

a. Did you expect it to be like that? Why? 

7. What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of using a chatbot for an 

advocacy campaign?  

8.2 Questionnaire – Developer 

1. Did UNICEF come to you already with the idea of building a chatbot for the 

campaign or was it your idea to use this type of tool? 

2. Why did you decide on using a chatbot for that purpose? 

a. And why the persona of Fabi Grossi? 

3. Why did you decide to use storytelling and not a regular Q&A chatbot? 

a. Why did you choose Facebook? 

4. How was the process of developing the story and the persona? 

a. Was it somehow different from developing a story for other tools? 
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5. Do the user’s inputs have any impact on the experience? 

a. Why did you decided to build it this way? 

6. Did you have any expectations regarding users’ interactions and engagement with 

the chatbot? 

a. If so, were they fulfilled? 

b. What were the reactions you got? 

7. What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of using a chatbot for a 

campaign like that?  

8. Do you think we can compare this campaign with other types of communication 

campaigns? Are there any differences? 

 

8.3 Category/Code system 

Since there would be too many pages, and we have already explained the categories on 

findings, we will attach only a few excerpts here as example. 
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8.4 Chatbot’s text analysis – Tables  

• Projeto Caretas 

 

Does the chatbot… Allow direct 

conversation? 

“How old are you?” 

Have you sent nudes to anyone?” 

“Do you know anyone in this 

situation?” 

“Do you think it is my fault?”  

“Should I tell my parents?” 

“How many people do you think film 

themselves?” 

“Do you know Safernet?” 
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Build emotional 

connection? 

Talks about her feelings 

Cries 

Send pictures when angry 

Send audios when sad 

Have the immediacy 

of a first-person 

narrative? 

Talks in first person 

Share pictures of “herself” 

Send audios  

Have stories/scenes 

that are unlocked by 

correct answers? 

no 

Redirect the 

conversation 

according to 

keywords? 

no 

Creates an engaging 

conversation? 

[ask questions to the user, but do not 

follow up on them] 

[sends different types of media] 

“You won’t believe what just 

happened...” 

“How many people do you think film 

themselves? …” 

“Look at this” + send a picture 

Utilizes small talk? “I had to go heavy on the concealer” 

You can see that I haven’t slept at all 

last night right :D” 

“Ohh this is me!” 

“My phone is dying 

We talk when I get home” 

“Crazy, right? 

Haha I didn’t know!” 

“Am I bothering you?” 

Allows a two-way 

interaction? 

Not much 

Have an entertainment 

value? 

 

Allow the users to 

have an active role? 

Not really 

Users answers do not interfere in the 

story 

Have a “human-like” 

response latency? 

• Sometimes answers 

immediately 
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• Sometimes takes a few 

minutes:  

o 9 min (“my phone is 

dying”);  

o 26 min (getting home);  

o 2 min (researching 

something on the 

internet);  

o 1h21 min (conversation 

with her parents);  

o 41 min (after no answer 

from user, asks “r you 

there?”); 

o 28 min (having a 

“hysterical attack” and 

breaking the mirror); 

o 1h09 min (after no 

answer from user, asks 

“Hi…?”) 

o 4h (after no answer 

from user, asks 

“WHERE r you?”). 

• Asks if the user is there if there 

is no reply to her messages 

Is it a story? Does it 

have... 

Characters? Fabi, Diego, people that share her 

video and send her messages, her 

parents, the lawyer  

Conflict? Leaked video 

A message? 
 

 

Does it have 

the cyberspace 

narratives’ properties 

and characteristics? 

(Interactive) Is it 

procedural? 

Rules: 

If user says STOP, the interaction is 

over; 

The user needs to keep responding for 

the story to continue; 

(Interactive) Is it 

participatory? 

Users decide the behaviour related to 

the rules, but not the story 

(Immersive) Is it 

spatial? 

There is no space to navigate in 

(Immersive) Is it 

encyclopedic? 

There is a great amount of information 
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Fabi gives information researched on 

the Internet 

Immersion Simulated environment: the 

description of Fabi’s situation, 

conversations and places 

Agency We cannot see the result of our choices 

in the conversation 

Transformation A real situation is represented, but the 

user cannot make changes on the 

environment/story 

Is the story interactive?  Is it a conversation? [ask questions to the user, but do not 

follow up on them] 

Users actions change 

the story? 

no 

Richness of choice There is no choice 

Do the characters… Share feelings and 

thoughts with the 

user? 

“But if I don’t talk, I’ll explode” 

“I hate myself so muuuuch!!!!” 

“I wanna die” 

“I’m so angry” 

“I hate this world” 

“I’m desperate” 

“I had a hysterical attack” 

“I’m in the mood to change 

everything!!!” 

“I woke up feeling different” 

Have similar language 

and behaviour to the 

audience? 

[use of emojis] 

 “Man… it’s kinda weird” 

“It sucks” 

“Vraa!!” 

Are identifiable with? User similar language 

Has a story similar to many others 

Share her fears and feelings 
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• Me Chamo Paz 

 

Does the chatbot… Allow direct 

conversation? 

“Do you want to know more about my 

story?” 

“Do you know what happened to my city?” 

“Do you think that refugees can contribute 

for the development of Brazil?” 

 

• However, the user can only answer 

the pre-established answers on the 

buttons 

Build emotional 

connection? 

“My city suffered greatly from the war. 

There have been many bombings and today 

it is a 

city virtually ruined. As 

My heart when I remember it.” 

 

• Shares pictures of the ruined city. 

 

“Can you imagine suddenly having 

nothing more, lose autonomy, depend on 

others to have a place to sleep and what to 

eat. This is not life.” 

 

“We just want a life in peace, a future for 

our children. I want them to have access to 

education, to have a good life, without fear 

and with many dreams. I want them to be 

happy. Don’t you want the same for your 

children?” 

 

“More than half of the world's refugees are 

children and many have to flee 

unaccompanied because they are lost or 

lost their parents. This pain I cannot 

imagine. A lost child having to survive 

alone.”  

Have the immediacy 

of a first-person 

narrative? 

Talks in first person 

Talks about herself, her family, her work  

Have stories/scenes 

that are unlocked by 

correct answers? 

Yes, story about her parents 

Redirect the 

conversation 

no 
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according to 

keywords? 

Creates an engaging 

conversation? 

Ask questions, but the choices of answers 

are reduced and only one answer keeps the 

conversation going 

Utilizes small talk? “Hello, how are you?” 

“Well, where can I start?” 

Allows a two-way 

interaction? 

Not really, since users can only press 

buttons 

  

Allow the users to 

have an active role? 

By deciding when to finish the 

conversation, yes, but not where the story 

goes 

Have a “human-

like” response 

latency? 

No 

Is it a story? Does it 

have... 

Characters? Salam and her family 

Conflict? Having to run from their country and start 

a new life in another one 

A message? Empathy towards refugees 

 

Does it have 

the cyberspace 

narratives’ properties 

and characteristics? 

(Interactive) Is it 

procedural? 

Rules: 

Only keeps going if the user presses a 

button; 

Finish the conversation at anytime the user 

wants 

(Interactive) Is it 

participatory? 

User can rarely choose something that 

makes a difference in the path of the story 

(Immersive) Is it 

spatial? 

There is no space to navigate in 

(Immersive) Is it 

encyclopedic? 

Yes, give information regarding refugees 

 

“Arriving in São Paulo, we searched for 

information in a mosque and they sent us 
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to a UNHCR partner, the UN Refugee 

Agency. They helped us to take refuge.” 

 

“With the protocol of refuge, my husband 

and I 

got the job license.” 

 

“In the Portuguese course, I knew that I 

could try to 

revalidation of our university diplomas in 

Brazil. The State of São Paulo does not 

charge refugees for this. A partner 

organization of UNHCR, the UN Refugee 

Agency, helped us with the process.”  

Immersion There are no detailed descriptions that can 

allow the user to create an image to be 

immersed in. There are only two pictures 

sent during the entire conversation. There 

are few descriptions. 

Agency We cannot see the result of our choices in 

the conversation. 

Transformation A real situation is represented, but the user 

cannot make changes on the 

environment/story 

Is the story 

interactive?  

Is it a conversation? No 

Users actions 

change the story? 

No 

Richness of choice Low, only a few choices change a bit the 

path of the conversation, but it eventually 

comes back to the same line 

Do the characters… Share feelings and 

thoughts with the 

user? 

“We were afraid when we disembarked in 

the 

Brazil”. 

 

“My dream is to bring my parents to Brazil 

so I can take care of them. It would be the 

happiest day of my life.” 

 

“Sometimes I feel like not everyone likes 

that I 

am here.” 
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“We want to live in peace, we want our 

children to live in safety.”  

Have similar 

language and 

behaviour to the 

audience? 

Utilizes informal language 

Are identifiable 

with? 

Yes 

 


