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Review of human rights messaging so far

What’s our story been for the last 30 years? 

• Doom, gloom, disaster

• Governments failing to do this and that 

There is a constant stream of negative priming from them 

BUT ALSO FROM US. 

• Our opponents want less government, less regulation etc 

• Our positive vision involves government playing a 

constructive role, yet our stories are ones of government 

failing – again and again. 
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Value-based communication

Common Cause recommendations: 

•The human rights sector’s language 

should be firmly rooted in the values of 

universalism – broadminded, equality, 

unity with nature, inner harmony, a world 

at peace, wisdom, social justice, 

protecting the environment. 



What impact do we seek on our target?

Anat Shenker-Osorio

An effective message will: 
• Excite your supporters
• Persuade the neutral
• Infuriate your opposition 



How to make human rights popular?

• Synonyms

• Try replacing the 

words « human 

rights »

• Show your 

audience how they 

can change the 

world



Example of a joint web piece



Example of a joint web piece

HRC40 | States should defend environmental human rights 

defenders

12.03.2019

We all want to breathe clean air, drink safe water, and to be able 

to provide sustenance and a healthy, dignified life for our 

families. Human survival and well-being rests on a biodiverse 

and healthy environment and a safe climate. Environmental 

human rights defenders help us to achieve that - they defend 

the planet and their communities from the impact of harmful 

resource extraction or pollution by unscrupulous companies or 

governments. Their work is essential to attaining the sustainable 

development goals and ensuring that no-one is left behind.



Example of a joint web piece

How was it drafted?

“It’s a collaborative effort. Phil was the goalie who kicked 

the ball off, I’m the mid-fielder who continued and sped up 

the game, with some dribbling and tricks by players lent to 

us by HRW, Global Witness and other teams, and Salma 

putting the ball into the goal”.



Example of an A/B test: AZIZ

“It is a policy that has been 

designed to dehumanise people 

and to take people’s identity away 

and replace it with numbers,” says 

Abdul Aziz Muhamat. 

Aziz was intercepted by Australian 

authorities upon arrival in the 

country, and he was transferred to 

its offshore immigration system at 

Lombrum naval base on Manus 

Island where he has been held for 

six years. 



Example of an A/B test: AZIZ

“To defend human rights you need to 

put others’ rights in the front and be the 

first person who takes the bullet for 

other people. You need to process the 

negative into positive energy. There is 

nothing impossible on this planet” –

says Abdul Aziz Muhamat, advocate 

for refugee rights and the 2019 Martin 

Ennals Award Laureate. 

Aziz has been held on Manus Island in 

Papua New Guinea for six years in the 

frame of Australia’s offshore 

immigration system. 



Example of an A/B test: IWD

Women human rights defenders are 

leaders of change: they have 

contributed their voice and leadership 

to all social movements, and 

strengthened efforts for justice, 

equality, and peace around the world.

On International Women’s Day, 8 

March, we will celebrate the millions of 

women who’ve transformed our lives. 

Let’s stand with them, share their 

stories & amplify their voices. Like our 

page.



Example of an A/B test: IWD

Women human rights defenders across 

the world are being threatened, 

harassed, intimidated, stigmatised, 

jailed, forcibly disappeared, and killed 

because of their work to promote 

human rights. 

On the International Women’s Day, 8 

March, we reiterate the call for their 

protection. We won't stop until there's 

justice for women and girls 

everywhere.  It's time to demand 

change. Join Us. Like our page.



Example of a mailing: 2018 in review

Moving towards freedom, equality and justice | 2018 in 

review
Human rights defenders strive to ensure that all people can enjoy freedom, equality 

and justice. They are the advocates who hold governments and bureaucrats 

accountable to the people they serve. They are the activists who expose 

corporations which fail to operate responsibly and sustainably. They are the 

dedicated individuals and non-profit organisations who work so that all people –

even the most poor and marginalised – are able to access adequate housing and 

health care, fair and just conditions of work, and a healthy environment.

Clearly, defenders should be supported and celebrated. Instead, they are 

increasingly subject to stigmatisation, restriction and attack. They are attacked by 

the populist governments and unscrupulous corporations they hold to account, as 

well as by religious and other institutions whose power and prejudice they challenge.



WHRDs in Saudi Arabia campaign



Hope-based communication

FROM TO

Problems Solutions

Victims Actors of change

Threats Opportunities

Against For



FRAMING

is about trying to choose the 

best prism through which to 

view a topic 



FRAMING



FRAMING

Example: HRLC’s work on teenage prisoners being sent to a maximum security 
adult prison 

• If community safety is the framing, the people in uniform are always going to 
win. (Besides, complete safety is unobtainable goal.) 

• So we moved away from countering the safety arguments with what we 
thought were better safety arguments (because we were just reinforcing their 
frame) and towards our own values: 

‘As a society we should never give up on our kids. We need to do all we can to 
help support them get their lives back on track etc’. 



DON’T ENGAGE IN YOUR 

OPPONENT’S FRAME

• Yes, you want to make all the good points and say “yes, 

but, yes, but” and look very clever. Don’t.

• You can always be right, or you can win. 

• You win by finding a good story – your story – and 

telling it again and again. 



Test results (Amnesty)



Human rights as …

Source: Amnesty



20 top tips for “re-energising the human 

rights narrative”

1. Test your message to determine what works to engage and influence people.

2. Use frames and prime values that are associated with support for human rights (eg, fairness, 

justice, equality, dignity, compassion) and avoid reinforcing those that are often used to undermine 

rights or that evoke responses or associations that may be detrimental to rights (eg, security, stability, 

sovereignty, order).

3. Build listening into our human rights practice. People generally have reasons for thinking what 

they think and doing what they do. It is important to try to understand these reasons. What are the 

issues that matter to them? What are their realities, priorities and aspirations? How can human rights 

improve their lives?

4. Tell positive and surprising stories with places and characters with which people can relate.

People don’t want to be made to feel sad, helpless or guilty.

5. Use authentic storytellers – rights holders, defenders and victims of violations. Even better than 

telling a story is empowering people to tell their own story. First-hand testimony can be very powerful 

when used in an ethical and empowering way.



20 top tips for “re-energising the human 

rights narrative”

6. Identify influencers – people that can carry a message with legitimacy and impact in their 

communities, including those who may not be traditional human rights messengers (eg, ‘YouTubers’
with a big youth following).

7. Get visual, both through the use of photos, videos and graphics and visually through the use of 

metaphors and visually and sensorialy evocative language.

8. Use evidence to persuade. People are not entirely irrational. Appeals to values and stories should be 

complemented with compelling and memorable facts. 

9. Embrace simplicity and avoid jargon and acronyms. Communicate more about human rights 

visions and values, and less about human rights laws and mechanisms.

10. Be prepared to be bold, controversial and to spark debate. Our message will be successful when 

people start talking about and debating it



20 top tips for “re-energising the human 

rights narrative”

11. Articulate what we stand for, not just what we stand against.

12. Don’t be afraid to identify perpetrators or villains and expose their interests and prejudices. 

13. Think about where people want to go or are prepared to go next, not only where we want to 

ultimately take them. Start where you can and go where you can.

14. Include a call to action that is concrete and practical and through which people can see how 

they can make a difference (eg, ‘don’t ride the bus’ rather than ‘end segregation and racism’). 
Generally, people want to make a difference. They don’t just want to receive a message but to do 

something about it.

15. Give feedback to people on the outcomes and impacts of their individual and collective actions.

It is very disempowering to be consulted or take action without then being informed of the outcomes. If 

someone takes action, think of ways to continue and escalate their engagement. 



20 top tips for “re-energising the human 

rights narrative”

16. Don’t let brand get in the way of message. Sometimes the message will be more resonant and 

become more viral if it is not associated with a particular brand and if people can adapt and personalize 

it. If you want the crowd to take action you need to be prepared to give up some ownership and control.

17. Stay positive and celebrate and communicate incremental steps and small wins on the path to the 

big goal.

18. Focus less on building support for ‘human rights’ writ large and more on building support for 

particular human rights issues or causes through issue-specific campaigns (eg, #MeToo). Aim for a 

‘messy coherence’ of micro-narratives (or stories) underpinned by a more coherent meta-narrative or 

vision. 

19. Use a variety of media and distribution channels. Use social media – not only Facebook and Twitter, 

but also WhatsApp and SMS – to distribute the message and call for action in words, images, voice 

memos and videos.

20. Be prepared to experiment with our communications and evaluate their impact. This can be 

relatively light touch. Using a simple A/B split in MailChimp or FB, for example, we could determine 

which of two very different narratives works better.



Resources

Anat Osario Shenker’s work: https://asocommunications.com

FRA work: http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2018/10-keys-effectively-communicating-human-rights

Tech Soup: http://megaphone.techsoupeurope.org/

European Union: https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/51241/good-human-rights-
stories-coalition-launched_en

Pew Research Center: http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/10/03/attitudes-toward-human-rights-organizations-
india-indonesia-kenya-mexico/

Open Global Rights: https://www.openglobalrights.org/new-year-new-human-rights-narratives/

Open Global Rights: https://www.openglobalrights.org/hope-guide/ New Hope-Based Comms guide by 
Amnesty Thomas Coombes

Wilton Park Conference: https://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/WP1655-Report.pdf

https://asocommunications.com/
http://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2018/10-keys-effectively-communicating-human-rights
http://megaphone.techsoupeurope.org/
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/51241/good-human-rights-stories-coalition-launched_en
http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/10/03/attitudes-toward-human-rights-organizations-india-indonesia-kenya-mexico/
https://www.openglobalrights.org/new-year-new-human-rights-narratives/
https://www.openglobalrights.org/hope-guide/
https://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/WP1655-Report.pdf


Quote



Thank you



10 WRITING TIPS

1. Lead by values (« why this matters »)

2. Make it relevant for your audience (connect with their lives)

3. Use inclusive language («as a community, we all need to…)

4. Write short sentences (15-20 words max)

5. Use common, everyday words, avoid acronyms and jargon

6. Prefer the active voice

7. Prefer verbs to nouns

8. Prefer shorter words

9. Add videos, visuals, tables, graphics

10.End with a call to action



Tips for proofreading

 Read the text out loud

 Print it out and read it again

 Read it twice – once for meaning, once for spelling

 Read it backwards for spelling

 Read it once more tomorrow morning

 Swap with a colleague


