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CHAPTER ONE

A New Era of NGO-Driven News?

In 2010, the photographer Platon took an assignment that brought him
to the border of Thailand and Myanmar." Then a photographer with the
New Yorker magazine, Platon was paid by the Manhattan-based advocacy
group Human Rights Watch to accompany a research team on a trip to
the region. With elections coming later that year, Human Rights Watch
wanted its researchers to gather the latest information on political repres-
sion in the country. Moreover, it wanted to relay that information to
policy makers and relevant publics around the world in the hopes of gen-
erating a more robust international response to ongoing human rights
violations committed by the government. Platon, Human Rights Watch
believed, would prove useful to realizing the latter aim.

‘There on the border of Thailand and Myanmar, the group went about
its double mission: researchers conducted interviews; Platon shot his
photographs. Best known for his portraits of world leaders, Platon aimed
to transfer the visual tactics of celebrity photography—soft frontal light-
ing, an absence of background or contextual imagery, a wide-angle lens
centered solely on the subject’s face—to photographing a motley crew
of political dissidents: Buddhist monks, land-mine victims, sex workers.
Asked to describe his approach to the assignment, he answered that
his aim was to put the facts and figures of Human Rights Watch's

reporting into terms that could render political dissidents half a world
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away accessible to Western audiences, “The project with Human Rights
Watch,” he said, “is predominantly about humanizing their statistics”
(Platon 2o11).

When the research team returned to New York, Human Rights
Watch officials went to the New Yorker offices with Platon’s photographs
and a pitch. The magazine could use the photographs free of charge, but
with a single stipulation: Human Rights Watch wanted, after a brief
embargo, to send the images to other news outlets, too. According to a
Human Rights Watch official, the New Yorker editors were keen to use
the images, Platon, after all, was their photographer; the issue, given
upcoming elections in Myanmar was both newsworthy and under-
reported; and the financial cost to the publication of using the photo-
graphs was nonexistent. The proposal seemed like a win-win.

Yet the MNew Yorker staff had some concerns of their own. Who would
get credit for the images—Platon or Human Rights Watch? Whose story
was it, ultimately? Would other outlets’ use of the same photographs
diminish the cultivated and unique style of journalism that the New
Yorker sought to project of itself? Both parties felt to a certain extent to
be entering unchartered waters. Perhaps not sur prisingly, then, unfamil-
iarity carried with it an undertone of anxiety concerning each other's
motivations. This anxiety came to a head at one point in the negotiations
when David Remnick, the magazine's editor, asked a Human Rights Watch
official outright whether the organization was going to turn around
right away and give the photographs to Time magazine,

‘The official assured Remnick that Human Rights Watch had no such
intention. In fact, Human Rights Watch in this instance cared little about
the American audience. American foreign policy toward Myanmar, in
its view, was excellent. What it did care about was the prestige of being
in the New Yorker. This prestige, organization officials assumed, would
make other news outlets in countries where the group sought to change
policy toward Myanmar—India, Japan, South Africa, and others—more
likely to use the photographs and to draw attention to its accompanying
report. It might also, they acknowledged, catch the eyes of the organiza-
tion's donor base, which tended to read publications such as the New
Yorker.

Fears assuaged, the New Yorker published the photographs in print
and online,” And Human Rights Watch in turn later sent the images to

2 A New Era of NGO-Driven News?
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news outlets in target countries around the world in the hopes of open-
ing doors to government officials in countries where those doors had pre-
viously been closed. Months after their publication, the deputy director
of external relations at Human Rights Watch told me that the photo-
graphs had reached more people around the world, in more places the
organization wanted to be, than any other infor mation product the group
had ever made—be it a research report, a press release, or an online
feature® And vet when asked whether the publicity vielded real-world
impact—that is, whether government officials in India, Japan, and South
Africa changed their country’s position toward Myanmar—the official
acknowledged that it was hard to know.

In many ways, the Platon project was a logical extension of the advocacy
work that Human Rights Watch has long conducted. Founded in 1978,
the group has from its earliest days used on-the-ground reporting to
identify human rights violations around the world* In the 1980s, for
example, the group regularly sent researchers to various countries in
Central America to document war crimes by government and rebel
groups (Neier 2003). Moreover, interaction with journalists has always
been central to the group’s “naming and shaming” strategy.® This strat-
egy, which asserts that human rights violators can be publicly pressured
into improving their human rights practices, relies crucially on the news
media to publicize its findings. Seen from this vantage point, the Platon
project simply used digital communication to amplify Human Rights
Watch's existing work and reach a more global audience,

In other ways, though, Human Rights Watch's project with Platon
signals a broader transformation in how the group conducts research
and pursues publicity. With four hundred staff members, the group is
able to conduct on-the-ground reporting in a far wider range of coun-
tries and on a broader array of human rights topics than it could with the
approximately ten staffers it had for much of the 1980s. And witha larger
budget, the group is able to hire journalists and photographers, such as
Platon, who can produce materials that are likely to attract journalists'
attention. Finally, digital technologies diversify the range of publicity
options that groups such as Human Rights Watch have at their disposal.
These groups can use existing media organizations, such as the New

Yorker, to attract attention; however, they can also publish materials on
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their own websites and social media feeds in order to better achieve their
advocacy aims. Seen from this vantage point, the Mlaton project is not
simply an extension of past practices but also part of a larger growth and
diversification of those practices that makes Human Rights Watch a key
participant in the production of contemporary human rights news.

‘This transformation is not limited to Human Rights Watch. In recent
years, a number of leading inter national nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) have ramped up their communication efforts. Amnesty Inter-
national, which has long conducted reporting around the world, now
staffs a “news unit” charged with being the online portal for human
rights news (Bartlett 2011). Oxfam sends “firefighter” reporters to gather
information and provide analysis in the midst of humanitarian emergen-
cies (Cooper 2009). Médecins Sans Frontitres contracts with photo-
journalists to boost the visibility of its advocacy efforts both in the mass
media and online (Powers 2016a). In these and related instances, NGOs
play an increasingly crucial role in shaping and in some cases directly
producing news coverage about some of the most pressing humanitar-
ian and human rights issues of our time.

This book provides an in-depth examination of the communication
efforts by these and other leading humanitarian and human rights orga-
nizations, Drawing on interviews, field observations, and longitudinal
content analysis, it charts the dramatic growth in these organizations’
communication efforts, examines whether these efforts increase the
organizations’ chances of garnering news coverage, and analyzes the role
of digital technologies in shaping the organizations' choice of publicity
strategies. It asks why these groups pursue the communication strate-
gies they do and investigates how journalistic norms and practices struc-
ture the news media's reception of these efforts. Finally, it details the
consequences of these developments for the types of humanitarian and
human rights news that citizens receive,

At its core, this book argues that the growth of NGO communica-
tion is a double-edged sword for both advocacy organizations and the
public that consumes the information they produce. On the one hand,
such efforts diversify the news. As the Human Rights Watch case sug-
gests, the increased resources these groups commit to publicity means
that they are more likely to appear in the news today than they were

in the past. News consumers are thus exposed to a wider range of
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institutional voices, and at least sometimes these voices contrast with the
views expressed by the government and business elites who have long
dominated the news agenda. Moreover, NGOs can and do use digital
tools to strategically shape news coverage in ways that seek to maximize
their organizational objectives, as Human Rights Watch did by target-
ing its publicity to news media in countries where policy needed, in its
view, to be changed.

On the other hand, these efforts also have costs. In their quest to
garner publicity, NGOs adapt to news norms that give journalists and
government officials the upper hand in defining what counts as news,
‘This means that although advocacy groups produce information about
a broad range of topics from a large number of countries, they tend to
appear in places that the news media are covering and speak on issues
in which the news media are already interested. Moving the media spot-
light to Myanmar, as Human Rights Watch did, is thus an important
exception, not an emergent rule. Moreover, despite the potential to use
digital technologies to circumvent these patterns of control, NGO use
of such tools centers primarily around interacting with journalists and
protecting the NGOs' own organizational credibility. Exploring alterna-
tive forms of public engagement—using, for example, social media to
bypass the news media and directly target relevant stakeholders—is an
aim that proves secondary at best.

Beyond documenting the mixed effects of NGO communication
efforts, this book also offers an explanation for this state of affairs, It
argues that advocacy groups see communication as both a way to garner
credibility as actors in international politics and a means to raise the
funds—either directly (through public donations) or indirectly (via
branding)—that are necessary for their survival and growth. NGOs hire
journalists in part to help achieve these dual aims, and these journalists
bring a news-making sensibility to advocacy organizations, Although the
development of such sensibilities boosts these organizations’ overall
chances of garnering news coverage, it also ensures that advocacy groups
produce information that largely accords with rather than challenges media
preferences. Donors, government officials, and news organizations—each
in different ways and for distinct reasons—further reinforce these ten-
dencies by incentivizing NGOs to focus their efforts primarily on appear-

ing in the mainstream news media. As a result, advocacy groups play less
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attention to using digital technologies, which might cultivate alternative
forms of public engagement.

On the whole, then, this book portrays a news landscape that both
offers NGOs greater opportunities to shape the news and subjects them
to long-held norms of news construction. [t illustrates how the expec-
tations of donors, government officials, and journalists help to create
this state of affairs and how these expectations lead advocacy groups
to devote considerable resources to publicity, despite uncertainty as to
whether these efforts aid in achieving their advocacy aims. Finally, it
explains how the very uptake in communication efforts by NGOs helps
to reproduce news norms that might otherwise be expected to change
as a consequence of the legacy news media’s diminished international

footprint.

THE CHANGING CONTEXTS OF
NGO COMMUNICATION

The growth and diversification of NGO communication have arisen amid
dramatic changes in journalism, advocacy, politics, and technology. In
journalism, diminished revenues and intensified profitability expecta-
tions have led many North American and western European news orga-
nizations to reduce the resources they commit to international news
gathering, while the rise of satellite and online news providers has diversi-
fied the number of globally oriented news organizations. In advocacy, the
professionalization of activism, the growth of the organized advocacy
sector, and that sector’s incorporation into governance have led NGOs to
increase the amount and types of information they produce. In politics,
public skepticism toward government has led many to view NGOs as
credible sources of information and potential organizers for political
action. Finally, the growth of digital technologies has expanded the land-
scape of public communication by diversifying the number of voices in
the public sphere. Together, these changes have created the context in
which it has become possible to explore transformations in NGOs' com-
munication efforts.”

For much of the latter part of the twentieth century, international
news was a prestigious, if costly, type of coverage for news organizations
to provide (Hamilton 200g). In both North America and western Europe,

6 A New Era of NGO-Driven News?
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print newspapers and television stations maintained sizeable foreign-news
bureaus, and assignments within these bureaus were prized positions
reserved for highly regarded reporters (Hess 1996; Sambrook 2010). As
news audiences have fragmented and advertising revenues have tumbled
in recent years, news organizations have cut back on the number of for-
eign-news bureaus they maintain and full-time correspondents they
employ (Carroll 2007 Kumar 2011)." In the latter's place, freelance report-
ers and parachute journalists are increasingly common, as are satellite
and online-only news providers (Hannerz soo4; Reese 2o10; Sambrook
2010; Volkmer 2014)" These developments diversify the total number of
news providers, but many remain skeptical as to whether they can offset
the losses stemming from legacy media cutbacks. Thus, although schol-
ars have long critiqued international news coverage as ethnocentric
(Galtung and Ruge 1965; Gans 1979), today many wonder how news
organizations —whether legacy, satellite, or online—will be able to mon-
itor international affairs with their own network of correspondents.
This situation informs what anthropologist Ulf Hannerz calls the “par-
adox” of contemporary inter national news: “In an era of intense global-
izations, foreign news coverage in many media channels has recently
been shrinking” (2004, 23).

At the same time, as news media have experienced these massive
changes, NGOs have undergone transformations that have led them to
increase both the amount and the types of information they produce. For
starters, they have become institutionalized —that is, established as
durable organizations rather than remaining ephemeral volunteer efforts
(Keck and Sikkink 1998; Lang 2013). This institutionalization requires
NGOs to produce a wide range of information materials—reports, pol-
icy statements, press releases, and so forth—for a diverse array of stake-
holders that includes donors, government officials, and journalists. These
groups have also professionalized. Their staff —whether researchers,
advocacy officers, or communication professionals—are competitively
hired in part for their capacity to produce these information materials
(Powers 2016a). Finally, as the number of NGOs has grown, the whole
sector has become more competitive as individual groups compete for
limited funds and public attention (Cottle and Nolan 2007). Each orga-
nization therefore dedicates growing resources to managing its “brand”

by maximizing its chances for positive publicity while minimizing its
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negative exposure (Orgad 2013). Together, these changes mean that
NGOs today produce more—and more types of—information for a wider
range of audiences than they did in the past.

Amid changes in journalism and advocacy, the political contexts in
which both entities operate has also changed. Across western Europe and
North America, notions of citizenship have expanded from infrequent
participation in the political process via voting to perpetual efforts by
NGOs, among other civil society actors, to hold governments—and, per-
haps to a lesser degree, businesses—accountable for their actions (Ben-
nett 2003 Friedland 1996; Rosanvallon 2008; Scammell 2014; Schudson
2015). These efforts span the gamut from street-based protests, which
NGOs help organize, to advisory government fora, in which NGOs par-
ticipate. These changes have led NGOs to interact more regularly with
government and business officials, whether in providing services or
reporting on key social issues (Lang 2013 Volkmer 2014). Beyond these
interactions and in the midst of public skepticism toward government
action, many view NGOs as both trusted sources of information and
potential organizers of political action (Castells 2009; Lang 2013). Onthe
whole, then, changes in politics appear simultaneously to give official
legitimation to NGO s—that is, to include them within the range of offi-
cial viewpoints—and perhaps to decenter government officials as the pri-
mary authority on certain topics.

Changes in technology cut across these transformations. Digital
technologies potentially reshape the landscape of public communication
by diversifying the tools available for producing and disseminating
information. The relatively low costs associated with digital technolo-
gies make it possible for advocacy groups to produce their own audio-
visual materials and to monitor issues of interest online (McPherson
2015). Sizeable budgets also give NGOs the resources to utilize more
costly technologies, such as satellite imaging, to inform their reporting
efforts (Aday and Livingston 2009). Furthermore, if NGOs were once
reliant on the news media for visibility, today these groups have at their
disposal a range of tools through which they can try to cultivate differ-
ent forms of public attention (Bennett and Segerberg 2013; Chadwick
2013). Across all these settings, NGOs compete with other information-
producing organizations—including businesses and governments, which

B A New Era of NGO-Driven News?
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often marshal far greater material and symbolic resources (Davis
z2o0z)—for attention.

Taken together, these changing contexts raise the questions that this
book seeks to answer: Do NGOs enjoy greater publicity today than they
did in the past? How and in what ways do these groups use digital tech-
nologies in their communications? And what effects have these changes
had on the work produced by both NGO professionals and journalists? To
date, scholars have given opposing answers to these disparate questions.

NGO COMMUNICATION: BOON OR BANE?

Two primary tropes characterize the existing scholarship on NGO com-
munication. A first argues that such groups are best understood as a
boon for public communication. According to this view, NGOs take seri-
ously the precepts of factual reporting and provide news coverage from
locales or on topics that otherwise receive scant attention (Russell 2o13;
Schudson 2011; Zuckerman zoo4)? Such efforts are posited to help offset
some of the losses in international news coverage. Several case studies
provide supporting evidence for such claims. In comparing NGO cover-
age of a United Nations Climate Summit with the reporting provided by
American news outlets, Adrienne Russell found that NGO coverage,
relative to legacy news media coverage, was "exhaustive and included the
actions and comments of high-profile international and national officials,
scientists, civil society and locally focused grassroots groups” (2013, 917).
In fact, NGO coverage of the summit was so exhaustive that many news
organizations simply directed their own readers to it for more complete
coverage of the events. Ethan Zuckerman extends this point by suggest-
ing that advocacy reportage often comes from places that otherwise
receive minimal news coverage. Drawing on the example of human rights
abuses in the Darfur region of Sudan, he remarks that advocacy groups
produced and published reports many vears before the issue ever sur-
faced in the Western news media. In his telling, human rights groups
“did the first round of investigative journalism that news organizations
failed todo” (2004, 53).

Beyond directly producing news, tropes of NGOs as a boon for pub-
lic communication also stress these groups’ capacity to instantiate new

A New Era of NGO-Driven News? o
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forms of civic engagement. One criticism of international news cover-
age is that it describes social problems while offering little sense of how
such problems can be remedied. As a result, audiences develop a picture
of the world as fragmented and frequently riven by seemingly senseless
violence and hopeless tragedies (Moeller 1999). For some, advocacy
groups do not merely describe social problems but also constitute the
organizational backbone of what Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink
(1998} call “transnational advocacy networks.” These networks by design
seek to insert advocacy recommendations into their communication
efforts. As Jiirgen Habermas notes in his reformulated vision of the pub-
lic sphere, advocacy groups not only have informed the public about the
“great issues of the last decades” (environmentalism, human rights, fem-
inism) but also have shown the public concrete steps to take in order to
remedy these problems (1996, 381). More recently, Stephen Reese (2015),
in his research on environmental groups working in China, has suggested
that through this very “problem-solving” orientation, NGOs may contrib-
ute to the overall quality and transparency of public communication
more generally. These and related comments suggest thatin their com-
munication efforts NGOs help instantiate a cosmopolitan vision that
enlarges the perspectives of citizens both within and beyond the nation-
state (Appiah 2006; Beck 2006; Silverstone soo7).

A final point made by those who see positive potential in NGOs' com-
munication efforts pertains to their use of digital technologies. According
to these scholars, such tools make it possible for these groups to improve
their information gathering and refine their publicity efforts. Sean Aday
and Steven Livingston (200g) describe how advocacy groups use satellite
imagery to aid in their information-gathering efforts. Such tools make it
possible for these groups to extend their capacity to witness human
rights from afar, even when their research personnel are not directly
on the ground, Dave Karpf (2012) has shown that advocacy groups can
and do use digital tools to test their messaging strategies in order to
identify the issues and frames that best resonate with their supporters.
Finally, several authors argue that social media tools make it possible
for advocacy groups to bypass the news media and directly target rel-
evant stakeholders (Bennett and Segerberg 2013; Madianou 2013; Volk-
mer 2o14; Wells 2015). Taken together, these authors fill out the view

10 A New Era of NGO-Driven News?
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that NGOs' communication efforts can be viewed primarily as a posi-
tive development.

A second trope is less sanguine about NGOs' communication efforts.
According to this view, NGOs' uptake in publicity work is better char-
acterized as a bane for journalism and advocacy, respectively. From the
perspective of journalism, advocacy groups are said to threaten to turn
the news media into a platform for advocacy and fund-raising. Alex de
Waal (1998), for example, has argued that when journalists depend on
NGOs for access to news stories, they are unlikely to see NGOs as any-
thing but part of the solution to the problems they are observing This
perspective results in a situation wherein advocacy viewpoints are uncrit-
ically passed on to news consumers, More broadly, multiple scholars stress
that NGOs are not only or perhaps not even primarily principled actors;
rather, they are organizations with needs and interests, and this fact
sometimes leads them to act in ways that are at odds with their values
and that provide misleading perspectives on global affairs (Bob 2006;
de Waal 1998; Rieff 2002). They further argue that NGOs manufacture
and overhype existing problems in ways that maximize the financial ben-
efits to themselves without substantively changing the situations they
profess to address (Cohen and Green 2o012; M. Scott 2014; Wright 2016h).
As one analyst writes, because of their fund-raising needs NGOs “tend
to focus not on what has been accomplished but on convincing people
how much remains to be done. . . . These pressures create incentives to
present as gloomy a picture . . . as possible in order to keep attention and
money flowing” (Rothmyer 2011, 18)"" As the resources that news orga-
nizations commit to international news decline, these authors worry
that journalists will unwittingly permit advocacy groups to turn the
news media into a platform for their advocacy and fund-raising aims,

Skeptics also worry about the negative impacts of NGOs' news-
making efforts on the NGOs themselves. This view shares the premise
that expanded NGO communication efforts in principle boost NGOs'
chances of appearing in the news. But those articulating this view argue
that, in an ironic twist, rather than challenge news norms the NGOs
adapt their messages to fit them, Simon Cottle and David Nolan (2007), for
instance, argue that the subservience to the news media norms of time-
liness and newsworthiness lead NGOs to sensationalize their causes in
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ways that are meant to appeal to media outlets rather than to address the
deeper, more structural issues at the root of the ills addressed. Further,
they see the bulk of media work itself to be indicative of the time, resources,
and energy that NGOs must commit to ensuring their organizational
reputations and credibility against the possibility of media-driven scan-
dals. As such, their communication efforts are largely a necessary distrac-
tion, the result of living in a media-saturated age (Jones 2017). Relatedly,
Natalie Fenton (zo10) and Silvie Waisbord (zo11) argue that NGOs tend to
adopt pragmatic approaches to the news media. That is, although NGOs
remain critical of news coverage, they prefer to cooperate with journalists
out of fear that opposition will result in their exclusion from the public
sphere. These authors see the importance of media coverage to be disad-
vantageous, in varying degrees, to the cosmopolitan project upon which
many NGOs are founded !

Finally, those who evaluate the uptake in NGO communication
primarily in negative terms argue that it fails to enhance civic engage-
ment. Because advocacy groups rely on media and political elites for legit-
imacy, they exhibit a tendency to orient their communication practices
toward these entities. In Sabine Lang’s (2013) evocative phrase, this ori-
entation leads organizations to function as “proxy publics” that stand in
for rather than discursively engage with diverse constituencies (see also
Bob 2006). Moreover, scholars suggest that to the extent that these
groups harness the affordances of online tools, they direct them primar-
ily to enhancing this legitimacy. Accordingly, researchers have docu-
mented a range of highly targeted campaigns that seek primarily to
engage political elites (Bob 2006; DeMars 2005; Lang 2013). Lost in the
mix are efforts to use NGOs' communication tools to facilitate novel
forms of civic engagement.

Boon-and-bane tropes thus provide different descriptions, analyses,
and evaluations of NGO communication efforts. Rather than prove or
disprove either, | suggest that each provides important insights into
NGOs communication efforts and these efforts’ effects on public com-
munication. Optimists correctly note that advocacy groups can and do
provide coverage from places and on topics the news media routinely
ignore. Moreover, these groups do indeed fuse their advocacy recom-
mendations into their reporting. In doing so, they provide potential

solutions to the problems their reporting describes, At the same time,
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skeptics show how the need for fund-raising and legitimacy vis-a-vis both
the news media and political officials lead advocacy groups to produce
communication that limits their potential for challenging news norms
or cultivating novel forms of civic engagement. Skeptics also make the
important point that the rise of NGO communication is no substitute
for independent and rigorous reporting by news organizations.

In short, NGO communication efforts are neither wholly a boon nor
wholly a bane. A better trope for capturing their mixed effects, | sug-
gest, is that of a double-edged sword. The growth and diversification of
NGO communication efforts gives rise to both the favorable conse-
quences that optimists desire and the unfavorable ones about which
skeptics warn. This book empirically shows where and how these differ-
ent consequences arise. It explores which news outlets are more or less
likely to feature NGOs, what types of messages are most likely to gain
acceptance in the news media, which advocacy groups are more or less
likely to challenge extant news norms, and how digital technologies both
contribute to and detract from advocacy aims. It suggests throughout
that NGOs' communication efforts are strongly marked by patterns of
both change and continuity. On the one hand, advocacy groups have
strongly ramped up their communication efforts in recent years, and
these efforts do lead them to appear in the news more often and to use
digital tools to supplement these efforts. On the other hand, journalists
continue to subordinate advocacy messages to the views articulated by
government officials, and advocacy groups retaina strong interestin get-
ting their messages out in the legacy news media. In making this argu-
ment, | draw on an emergent literature that documents the mixed effects
of NGO communication ( Litck, Wozniak, and Wessler 2016; McPherson
2015; Moon 2017; Nolan and Mikami 2013; Orgad 2013 M. Scott 2014;
Stroup 2012; Van Leuven and Joye 2014; Wells 2015; Wright 2016a, 2016h).

At the same time, | want to move beyond simply documenting the
mixed effects of NGO communication. The fact that NGO communica-
tion is not neatly captured by either side of a simple binary is perhaps
unsurprising. Therefore, [ want also to analyze why NGOs pursue the
communication strategies they do, to explain the reception of these strat-
egies by journalists, and to explore why, despite reasonable expectations
to the contrary, we see a dynamic mixture of continuity and change in

NGOs" communication practices. To do this, | draw on the analvtical
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tools provided by institutional and field theories and suggest that jour-
nalism and NGOs can be conceptualized as independent but interact-
ing institutional fields. This perspective allows me to examine the norms
and practices that shape each of these separate fields and gives me tools
for better understanding the interactions within and across them. In par-
ticular, as [ discuss in the next section, it offers a tool kit well adapted to
making sense of the mixture of continuity and change that characterizes

contemporary advocacy organizations’ infor mation efforts.

NGOS AND JOURNALISM AS INTERACTING
INSTITUTIONAL FIELDS

Institutional theory begins from the premise that contemporary societ-
ies are composed of semiautonomous social fields or orders (Bourdieu
1993; DiMaggio and Powell 1991; Fligstein and McAdam 2012; Martin
2003)."* Within any given field, actors compete for recognition and pres-
tige according to the “rules of the game,” which are enacted consciously or
unconsciously by actors in the field. These actors can be individuals (e.g.,
researchers, journalists), groups (e.g., research departments, newsrooms),
organizations (e.g, NGOs, news organizations), firms, or states. Key to
each actor is that it takes into account the actions, perceptions, and prac-
tices of others within the field in an effort to accrue both resources and
recognition. Institutional theory thus articulates a “meso”level view of
social life in that the actions within any given institutional field cannot
be reduced to any macro social process that operates independently of
social actors, nor can they be ascribed solely to individuals' preferences
and idiosyncrasies.!”

Advocacy work and journalism constitute clear examples of institu-
tional fields. Each has some degree of autonomy from external forces.
Although journalists’ everyday work is shaped by commercial and political
forces, decisions about what and how to publish as news cannot bereduced
solely to these forces* Similarly, although NGOs' work is strongly shaped
by donors and government officials, decisions about what humanitarian
and human rights issues to engage in and how also cannot be reduced
to these considerations. There are instead constant internal struggles
within any given institutional field about how and in what ways the

“game"” should be played. The first task for uncovering these struggles
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is therefore to re-create, through historical analysis, how they came to be
in the first place. Moving away from the presentism of current debates,
I show that NGOs developed their communication efforts initially as part
of a strategy to legitimate themselves as a social field. In their earliest
days, NGOs dedicated time and resources to support credible reporting
about their chosen topics as a way to more effectively pursue their advo-
cacy goals, This reporting helped these groups gain legitimacy from polit-
ical officials, jour nalists, and donors, vet it was accompanied by recurrent
debates about what form NGO communication ought to take—that is,
about the degree to which communication should be used for fund-rais-
ing, branding, advocacy, and research as well as the extent to which a
focus on communication distracts from other organizational aims.
These debates are part of the basic struggles that inform tensions within
organizations today, and they preexist transformations in journalism
and technology.

Because fields are sites of struggle, different organizations within a
given field pursue different paths in order to distinguish themselves from
others."” Although communication is becoming more important to all
NGOs, 1 use this insight to show how the pursuit of publicity varies
across organizations. Whereas some organizations are interested mostly
in attracting the attention of elite, agenda-setting news outlets, others
spend a great deal of time and effort engaging general media. Rather than
being idiosyncratic preferences, these differences are shaped by the types
of funding these groups receive and the relative balance of power between
different departments within any single group. This account of variation
stands in contrast to sweeping statements that see all advocacy groups as
moving on a similar trajectory. It also shows the divergent (i.e., double-
edged) impacts that NGO communication has on public communication,

Institutions are in a basic sense social achievements. They require a
great deal of effort to establish. As a consequence, there are strong incen-
tives to protect such orders. This protective sensibility informs the
pragmatic approach that many organizations take with respect to digi-
tal tools in technology. Although these groups in principle grasp the
potential ways such tools could alter their relationship with the mass
media, they in practice tend to use them inways that reinforce the impor-
tance of mainstream publicity. Institutional theory helps ex plain why

digital tools should be used in pragmatic ways rather than as some
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irrational approach to publicity. Established advocacy groups see digital
tools to some degree as a threat. The same tools that allow advocacy
groups in principle to bypass the news media also enable their oppo-
nents to attack and challenge their reporting in real time, NGOs work to
preserve their organizational reputation by falling back on some of the
strategies that secured their legitimacy in the predigital era (e.g., on-
the-ground reporting, often based on months of research). Because this
use of earlier strategies requires time and resources, it is often out of
sync with the digital-news cycle.

Inertia is an outcome, one that is actively produced through insti-
tutional dynamics. For institutional theorists, a key concept in explain-
ing this inertia is path dependence (Pierson 2000; Thelen 2002). This
concept suggests that past decisions shape present actions and can lead
to asort of inertia that might otherwise seem unexpected. [t costs a great
deal of money for NGOs to create their press offices, and these high
startup costs serve as an incentive to continue working through the
mainstream media. Moreover, all NGO professionals—researchers, com-
munication officers, advocacy officials—accumulate knowledge over
time about how to interact with mainstream journalists. Semiregular
contact with journalists provides feedback that further encourages
NGOs to continue working with and through the mainstream news
media, In journalism, too, similar dynamics prevail. Although NGOs
are regularly onthe ground with reporters in crisis situations, journalists
for the most part continue to see NGOs primarily as “advocates” whose
agenda can supplement but not supplant their own reporting,

While drawing from institutional theories, | seek also to extend
them. For the most part, the concept of path dependence is used to
describe continuity within an institutional field. Less attention has been
paid to the role of external influences in shaping continuity of behaviors
and norms. When institutions do not change, theories of path depen-
dence mostly ascribe resilience to the power of institutions. 1t is when
institutions do change that institutional theories focus on external pres-
sures (Thelen 2o002). Yet these external pressures are usually discussed
in broad terms, as can be seen in the concepts "exogenous shocks” and
“ritical junctures” (R. Scott 2014; Starr 2004). This broad discussion has
the unintended effect of leaving undertheorized the degree to which
related institutional fields shape the behavior of a single field. In the case
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of NGOs, these pressures mean that publicity strategies sometimes fol-
low in step with the strategies of those located in more powerful fields
{politics, philanthropy, and journalism),

To address this shortcoming, | draw on the “field” variant of insti-
tutional theory, which situates individual institutional fields within a
broader constellation of power relations. | suggest that part of the path
dependence in NGOs' practices derives from path dependencies in other
institutional fields. Donors still look to the news media as a signal of
NGO influence, and they are relatively hesitant to fund large-scale proj-
ects related to digital technologies because of their own path dependen-
cies: this is how they have always funded organizations, and these are the
rubrics they use to understand success, Similarly, government officials still
look to mainstream news coverage as a proxy for public opinion. Although
occasional efforts to bypass the news media provide glimmers of hope for
change, NGOs still prioritize mainstream media coverage in part because
government officials want to see NGOs covered there, [ suggest that these
path dependencies “reinforce” one another—that is, each path dependence
operates in order to ensure relative continuity in NGOs' communication
practices over time. | also suggest that this argument provides a more
precise account of the durability of social practices than current theo-
ries of path dependence allow.

My emphasis on NGOs and journalism as interacting fields also
enables me to further understand the relative durability of news norms
over time. Theorists of change have good reason to imagine that the
social dynamics between NGOs and journalists might be changing (for
all the reasons already mentioned). Yet analyzing the two fields allows
me to identify a process that | term fleld diffusion. By this term, | refer
to the process in which former (and sometimes still current) reporters
gain employment in the NGO sector on a temporary or full time basis.
In their new roles, these journalists diffuse the sensibility and norms of
journalism into the advocacy sector. This is a model of continuity that
changes in both journalism and advocacy paradoxically enable.

Beyond analyzing NGO-journalist interactions, | utilize institu-
tional theory in part to draw attention to the importance of institutions
as such. In contrast to accounts that focus almost exclusively on what
W. Lance Bennett and Alexandra Segerberg term “digitally-enabled

activism” (2013, 22), institutional theory examines the social fields in
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which all forms of social action are embedded. Although my own empir-
ical analysis focuses on NGOs, 1 suggest that such groups are merely
one instance of a broader development in public-communication efforts
that cuts across many other institutional fields, including but not lim-
ited to business and government. There is thus a need to understand the
empirical specificity of each institutional setting as well as a need to
develop a larger account of how these shifts together shape contempo-
rary public communication. Indeed, such analyses are important in part
because many of the gains achieved by NGOs that | describe could con-
ceivably be overtaken by developments in other, more symbolically and
economically powerful, institutional fields.

In sum, | draw on—and extend—the tools of institutional and field
analysis in order to better explain the complex mixture of continuity and
change that mark NGOs' information practices. These conceptual tools
enable me to situate the current efforts of advocacy groups within a larger
history related to the role of communication in the work of advocacy
groups. This history helps to explain how and why NGOs have developed
their capacity for providing what [ refer to as “boots on the ground” cov-
erage (Powers 2016a) as well as how these developments do not reshape
NGO-journalism relations in the fundamental ways predicted by other
boon-or-bane theorists. The dynamism of this relationship is instead
complex, but it mostly leads NGOs to utilize their new tools in ways that
reproduce—rather than challenge—basic news norms and practices.

STUDYING NGO COMMUNICATION

The term nongovernmental organizations refers to groups that are nom-
inally independent of government, voluntary in nature, and interested in
the pursuit of a common good (e.g., working on an issue such as human
rights, gender equality, or environmental protection).” They can be found
working at various levels (local, national, international) on a range of
issues. Since the end of the Cold War, such groups have become the dom-
inant organization form of civil society (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Lang
2013). [f in the past labor unions and social movements were the primary
organizations that raised social justice issues, today NGOs are, for bet-
ter or worse, the primary organizers of attention to such issues and

producers of related discourses.” In this position, they communicate to
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achieve a range of objectives: to boost awareness of important social
issues, to lobby political and business actors to alter their behaviors, to
raise funds, and to promote their organizational brands. The relation-
ship between NGOs and communication is therefore important for
understanding the organizational basis of activism, the degree to which
news media are open to advocacy messages, and the role of digital tech-
nologies in the production and distribution of advocacy materials.

‘This book examines the communication efforts of leading human-
itarian and human rights NGOs, an important subset of the larger
institutional ecology of advocacy organizations. These groups provide a
“maost likely” research design. As some of the best-funded civil society
organizations, with explicit missions to produce and publicize informa-
tion that can bring attention to neglected issues, these groups are argu-
ably best positioned to influence humanitarian and human rights news
coverage.” If Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch struggle
to getinto the mainstream news and to balance the demands of public-
ity with their other organizational aims, it seems reasonable to imagine
that smaller groups with fewer resources and less symbolic prestige
face similar problems.

Historically, human rights advocacy and humanitarianism were sep-
arate discourses, with the former focused on protecting citizens against
state violence and the latter centered primarily on the reduction of suffer-
ing (Calhoun 2008). These differences inform distinctive communicative
functions in these organizations, Because humanitarian organizations
need access to conflict and disaster zones, they tend not to speak out
against the policies and politics of host governments. By contrast, human
rights organizations do not provide services on the ground and so regu-
larly engage in criticism of governments around the world. Since the
end of the Cold War, though, the two fields have become increasingly
intertwined, with both relying on human rights discourses to publicly
justify their work, Humanitarian groups regularly evoke human rights
principles, and recurrent debates among members of the field ask about
the extent to which such groups ought to speak out against host govern-
ments, even if access might be cut off as a result (Kennedy 2004; Rieff
z002; Terry 2002). At the same time, human rights groups today extend
their work well beyond the issue of state violence and address a range of

economic, cultural, and social rights, As the historian Samuel Moyn
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explains, “Today, human rights and humanitarianism are fused enter-
prises, with the former incorporating the latter and the latter justified in
terms of the former” (2010, 221). This fusion enables me to explore the
prevalence of these groups within a single discourse—human rights—
while also building variation into the sample. In other words, by bring-
ing together groups with potentially different relations to media, [ am
able to explore in a more parsimonious fashion the factors shaping con-
temporary NGO communication efforts.

Central to this book is the empirical study of the following leading
advocacy organizations: Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch,
World Vision, Save the Children, Concern, Oxfam, CARE, International
Medical Corps, Médecins Sans Frontiéres, Mercy Corps, and the Inter-
national Crisis Group. Together, these groups constitute some of the
largest and most active NGOs working on issues of human rights and
humanitarian relief and thus offer a glimpse into the roles played by the
field’s most established organizations. These groups are also among the
most active in developing staff and practices aimed at contributing to
their public-communication efforts. Furthermore, by examining a rela-
tively small number of organizations in detail, | am able to analyze the
full circuit of information production—from the dynamics shaping its
production within advocacy organizations to its reception by journalists
and its circulation through various online distribution channels. Of
course, the NGO field is far broader than these limited number of groups
(Reese 2015 Waisbord 2o11). It is unlikely that the findings discussed in
this book can be applied wholesale to all other humanitarian and human
rights groups, many of which are less interested in cultivating publicity.
The degree to which these findings pertain to other thematic arenas of
NGO advocacy, such as environmental groups, is also an open question.
I return to the question of generalizability in chapter 7.

I bring a range of methodological tools to study NGO communica-
tion efforts. The book is based primarily on interviews with and observa-
tions of more than seventy professionals working in these organizations
as researchers, advocacy officers, and public-relations professionals. These
interviews were often preceded by my attendance at an organization’s
daily meetings, where the day's agenda was discussed and decided. Over-
all, I attempted to interview a cross-section of professionals, including
both individuals who had been at their respective organizations for a
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relatively long period of time (five years or more) and those who had
joined more recently. Further, [ contacted both junior and senior staff
to provide a cross-section of viewpoints within any one organization.
sSnowball sampling identified key individuals for subsequent interviews,
typically by asking interviewees at the end of an interview whom else
would be appropriate to speak with about these matters. lasked how and
in what ways these groups pursued publicity, how these practices have
and have not changed over time, and what types of opportunities and
challenges have emerged from their practices. (See the methods appen-
dix for the semistructured interview protocol.)

[ supplement and contextualize these data with three additional data
sources, First, [ utilize primary and secondary sources—annual reports,
media accounts, memoirs by key participants—to trace the growing
resources that NGOs dedicate to communication efforts over time (in
terms of staff size, number of research reports, press releases, advocacy
campaigns, total number of countries and topics that their reporting
covers, and the diversification of information formats with the advent of
digital technologies). 1 situate these figures within a historical narrative
that explains how and why NGOs decided to ramp up their information
offerings. Specifically, | show how the institutionalization of NGOs in
international affairs, the professionalization of NGOs' staff, and the
growing competition among NGOs have led humanitarian and human
rights groups to diversify their information offerings.

Second, the book presents the results of an original content analysis
to analyze how NGOs' growing efforts fit into established theories of
news access. Drawing on a twenty-year content analysis of humanitar-
ian and human rights news coverage in leading US news outlets, it exam-
ines whether the reduction of foreign-news bureaus helps to open the
news gates for those NGOs interested in making the news or has estab-
lished patterns of news construction that minimize both the amount and
type of news coverage NGOs receive. Further details on the data and
methods for this content analysis—including my decision to focus on
legacy news outlets—can be found in chapter 3, and the coding protocol
is located in the methods appendix.

Third, | draw on interviews with reporters and editors at leading
international news outlets in regard to their reporting on humanitarian

and human rights issues for Syrian refugees in Turkey. This case, although
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possessing a multitude of unique features, contains many typical features
of humanitarian and human rights situations: it occurred ina geographic
setting where news outlets have few regular reporters and thus rely on
stringers and “parachute” reporting efforts from journalists stationed
elsewhere. In 2011, | visited the border region of Hatay, a point from
which journalists conducted much of their reporting, which allowed me
to meet with and observe in real time how journalists reported this story,
including but not limited to their interactions with NGO professionals,
Further details of this case study as well as the conditions that led to my
research are provided in chapter 6.

Together, these diverse materials provide me with the empirical and
analytical depth necessary to assess the roles that NGOs play in the chang-
ing news landscape and to analyze the degree to which these roles depart
from established theories of news production. To be sure, these data are
not exhaustive. A study of a single organization would provide more depth
than is available here. Moreover, these groups’ communication strategies
are likely to evolve as new information technologies continue to provide
new tools with which their work can be done. Nonetheless, this book aims
to draw on the data I gathered to provide as clear a portrait as possible
of the information efforts of leading humanitarian and human rights

groups in the twenty-first century.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

Chapter 2 charts over time the changes in the amount and types of
information work that NGOs conduct. | argue that advocacy groups'
contemporary information efforts are best understood as the result of
three developments: first, the professionalization of advocacy, which
has led to an emphasis on credible reporting as a way for NGOs to pur-
sue their advocacy goals; second, growing competition among advocacy
groups, which intensifies the use of communication to secure donations
and promote organizational brands; and third, changes in journalism and
technology, which make advocacy groups more aware of the news media’s
norms and preferences even as new technologies allow groups to experi-
ment with new digital formats. Together, these shifts create the conditions
in which NGOs have come to be viewed as “boots on the ground” that

blur the lines separating journalism, advocacy, and public relations.
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Chapter 3 then examines whether NGOs enjoy greater news access
today as a result of these developments. It presents the results of a con-
tent analysis of human rights coverage in a strategic twenty-year sample
of leading US news outlets. On the whole, the findings reveal what | refer
to asa “partial opening of the news gates” for humanitarian and human
rights groups. On the one hand, NGOs—especially those with a high
degree of media savvy—are more likely to appear in the news today than
they were in the past, and they are increasingly able to insert human
rights frames into stories that are already circulating the news media.
On the other hand, how these groups appear in the news continues to
follow well-established theories of news access: they tend to appear late in
news stories and after other news sources, especially government offi-
cials, Moreover, efforts to drive news coverage to new issues or topics are
seldom successful. Finally, despite efforts by humanitarian and human
rights groups to expand their advocacy to include economic, cultural, and
social rights, news coverage continues to privilege political and civic vio-
lations. Taken together, the data suggest that although NGOs enjoy
greater news access today than they did in the past, the power to shape—
or challenge—the rules of news access continues to exceed their grasp.

Chapter 4 asks how and in what ways advocacy groups use digital
tools in their communication efforts, In contrast to arguments about a
new era of direct-to-public global communication, it finds that NGOs
use digital tools primarily to capture the attention of journalists and only
secondarily to communicate with supporters. Moreover, advocacy groups
facea conundrum in that the very visibility afforded to them in the online
environment also enables politically motivated critics to launch public
criticisms that aim to delegitimize the advocacy groups’ role as a source
of information. This criticism in turn leads humanitarian and human
rights groups to be cautious about utilizing some of the Internet's more
interactive features. The result is that they tend to minimize public
engagement and instead utilize highly strategic forms of information
management. [n addition to frustrating the expectations of a new era of
public communication, NGOs' publicity strategies also complicate the
view that online efforts dilute their advocacy aims. These groups see
online news as chaotic and thus to a certain degree permeable: they mon-
itor the news with the hopes of grafting their advocacy reporting and

action recommendations onto news flows. Although their overall rate of
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success in getting their messages picked up is low, they are sometimes
able to insert their advocacy agenda into the mainstream news. Their
highly strategic efforts thus help to diversify the news agenda by adding
advocacy frames to extant coverage.

Chapter 5 questions why NGOs should continue to favor mainstream
media coverage, despite new digital possibilities. Drawing on and con-
tributing to theories of path dependence, | argue that humanitarian and
human rights groups are incentivized in three ways to pursue the pub-
licity strategies they do. First, donors continue to value media coverage
as a platform to learn about NGOs and as a mechanism for measuring
NGOs' impact on political discourse. They are also hesitant to fund new
areas such as analytics and content management that would allow advo-
cacy groups to further develop their online strategies. Second, political
officials continue to value media coverage asa way to learn about advo-
cacy demands. Although digital technologies create new avenues for
interactions with government officials, most examples of successful
advocacy are connected to mainstream coverage. Third, NGOs occupy
a position that is socially proximate to journalism, which leads the for-
mer to see the latter as an ally in the pursuit of publicity. These data both
confirm and extend theories of path dependence and lead to use of the
term reinforcing path dependencies.,

Chapter 6 probes why journalism norms endure despite massive
downsizing in the news industry. Drawing on interviews with journal-
ists and fieldwork at the Turkev=Syria border, | identify two mechanisms
that enable these norms to endure. The first, which 1 call “field inertia,”
shows that journalists remain wedded to a view of NGOs primarily as
advocates and look to NGO professionals to accomplish a prearranged set
of tasks (e.g., provide on-the-ground news and analysis, respond to gov-
ernment statements, offer dramatic visuals), which are slotted into stories
driven primarily by other sources. Editors, who remain hierarchically
powerful vis-a-vis reporters, are primarily responsible for maintaining
this inertia. The second process—what [ term “field diffusion"—shows
how the economic crisis in journalism has pushed journalists into fields
such as the NGO sector, In their new roles, former (and sometimes still
active) reporters bring the sensibility of journalism to advocacy groups’
news-making efforts, which allows journalism norms to diffuse into

other sectors, which in turn makes it more likely that advocacy groups
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will produce information in keeping with the news media’s preferences.
Paradoxically, this diffusion is enabled by the NGO sector’s own efforts
toward professionalization, which puts a growing emphasis on publicity.

Chapter 7 discusses the possibilities and limitations of NGO com-
munication. | suggest that, on balance, NGO communication closely
approximates representative liberal and participatory theories of public
communication while frustrating deliberative and radical ideals. 1
situate the study of NGOs within the broader rise of “news-oriented
practices”—that is, efforts by nonjournalistic actors to directly shape
public communication—and 1 conclude with a discussion of what | see
as the book's core analytical contribution: how institutions matter.

In general, my findings capture simultaneously the possibilities and
limits of NGO communication efforts. Although I share with the opti-
mists the sense that advocacy groups are important actors in contem-
porary news and deserve further study as such, 1 am also cautious about
too quickly writing off the importance of an independent news media.
Despite various well-chronicled problems, there continues to be a need
for professional journalists to perform their gate-keeping and status-
conferring roles. I therefore conclude by suggesting that although advo-
cacy groups play an important role in shaping news coverage, their
presence does not obviate the need for careful, independent reporting
conducted by journalists. New developments do not obviate old prob-
lems. They multiply them.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Changing Faces of NGO

Communication Work

Hanging on a wall in one of Amnesty International’s primary meeting
rooms is a framed black-and-white photograph in which a man leans
overan open newspaper. He holds a large pair of scissors in his right hand
and cuts an article from one of the newspaper's sections. Beneath that
image, a caption explains that the man was one of the organization’s earli-
est volunteers. In his role as a “press cutter,” the caption reads, he was
tasked with coming into the organization’s London headquarters to iden-
tify newsarticles about human rights violations that could be clipped from
newspapers and then further researched by Amnesty Inter national —with
the ultimate aim of publicizing those findings in newspapers. For these
efforts, the volunteer was given an annual stipend of fifty-two pounds
plus another fifty-two pounds in lunch vouchers.' Such efforts, the cap-
tion continues, were “central to the lifesaving work” that Amnesty Inter-
national undertook in its early vears on behalf of individuals around the
world subject to political abuse.

The man in the picture is in many wavs quite different from the
people who meet today in the room where his picture hangs, He was a
modestly compensated volunteer; today, Amnesty International hires
mastly professionals who are trained in their work and compensated rea-
sonably well for their labor.” The volunteer relied on the daily newspa-

per for awareness of and publicity for human rights abuses; today's
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professionals maintain broad contacts around the world that make them
aware of issues that could never have been clipped from the pages of a
daily newspaper, and they have at their disposal digital tools that make
mainstream media coverage just one of many targets for their publicity
efforts. Moreover, many of these professionals work in the field rather
than in London in the belief that being closer to events will enable the
organization to respond more quickly and effectively to human rights
violations. Finally, the volunteer in the picture worked at a time when
Amnesty International was one of just a handful of internationally rec-
ognized NGOs; today, the organization numbers as one among many
groups that work on human rights issues.

The case of Amnesty International is indicative of the broader trans-
formation of communication work at large humanitarian and human
rights NGOs. Whereas many organizations began as volunteer groups
dependent on the news media for both awareness of and publicity for
humanitarian and human rights issues, today they are highly profession-
alized and conduct a range of infor mational activities. Ox fam—originally
the Oxford Committee for Famine Relief—was started in w42 by a group
of Oxford Quakers and academics with the aim of persuading the British
government to permit food supplies into Axis-occupied Greece (Black
1992). Today, it produces research on topics related to poverty and human
development around the world, and it sends communication staffers—
“firefighter reporters” in the organization’s current parlance—into the
field to provide news and information from the scene of various human-
itarian crises (Cooper 2o11). CARE—originally the Cooperative for
American Remittances in Europe—was set up as a way to enable Amer-
ican citizens to send food parcels to relatives and friends in Europe
(W. Campbell 1990). Today, it employs researchers, advocates, and
public-relations professionals, all of whom are tasked with producing
and disseminating information across a range of platforms that seek to
inform and persuade stakeholders, build the organization’s brand, and
raise the funds necessary for the organization to function.

How did NGOs evolve from the volunteer-driven, media-dependent
work of their early days to the highly professionalized, multilayered
efforts that characterize their aims today? One leading historian has
written that the history of NGOs is “barely assaved” (Movn 2010, 316),

and this is true as well of their communication efforts: very little
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available scholarship examines the historical development of the amount
and types of information that advocacy groups produce. This histori-
cal absence sometimes leads contemporary observers to view NGOs'
communication efforts as the result of changes in journalism and tech-
nology. On this view, diminished newsroom resources and low-cost digi-
tal technologies have created openings in the public sphere for a range of
third-party sources: as a result, NGOs, eager to exploit the new opportu-
nities, can dedicate more resources to their publicity efforts (Bristol and
Donnelly 2010; Sambrook 2010; Zuckerman 2o13), This view leads to
evaluations that are alternatively favorable or unfavorable of NGO com-
munication efforts. Some see advocacy groups as providing the news that
journalists would provide if they had the time and resources to do so
(Gillmor 2014; Schudson 2011; Zuckerman 2013). Others worry that such
efforts threaten to turn the news media into a platform for advocacy or to
dilute NGOs" advocacy aims (Cottle and Nolan 2007; Fenton 2010),

These boon-and-bane views are not wrong, but they canbe mislead-
ing. NGOs developed and diversified their communication efforts well
before either the dawn of the Internet or the decline in foreign corre-
spondence, and the effects of this diversification are neither wholly salu-
tary nor deleterious. From their incipience, NGOs have sought to gain
credibility as actors in international politics, Dedicating time and money
to the production of credible research was viewed as a way to garner
legitimacy vis-a-vis political elites. Moreover, as the overall NGO sector
has expanded, these groups have also recognized the importance of pub-
licity for raising funds and branding. These developments help to fuel a
growth in both the amount and types of information work such groups
utilize. Crucially, changes in journalism and technology intensify pre-
existing tensions between these different types of information work;
they do not introduce them wholesale,

‘This chapter tells the story of how NGOs developed these styvles of
communication work. A synthetic historical account—based on organi-
zational histories and interviews withlongtime professionals—describes
how and why leading humanitarian and human rights groups developed
the diverse communication functions —research, advocacy, branding,
fund-raising—that they have today® Although such an account simpli-
fies complex realities at individual organizations, it makes visible the
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basic factors driving the development and diversification of NGO com-
munication efforts over time. Specifically, | argue that advocacy groups’
contemporary communication efforts are best understood as the result
of three developments: first, the professionalization of advocacy, which
has led to an emphasis on credible reporting as a way for NGOs to pur-
sue their advocacy goals; second, growing competition among advocacy
groups, which intensifies the use of communication to secure donations
and promote organizational brands; and third, changes in journalism
and technology, which make advocacy groups more aware of the news
media’s norms and preferences even as new technologies allow groups
to experiment with new digital formats. Together, these shifts created
the conditions in which NGOs have come to be viewed as "boots on the
ground” who blur the lines separating journalism, advocacy, and public
relations.

This account suggests a mixed picture of the factors shaping con-
temporary NGO information work. In contrast to rosy evaluations of
NGO efforts, it shows that competitive pressures can and sometimes do
lead advocacy groups to produce information that is either inaccurate
or driven primarily by the need for organizational branding, Although
this concern is not novel, it has intensified in recent vears due to the
intensification of competitive pressures within the advocacy sector, At
the same time, | also argue that NGO efforts to produce credible reports
cannot be seen merely as advocacy or public relations, as critics some-
times suggest: NGO professionals view the production of credible infor-
mation as the backbone of their legitimacy and as something to be
defended carefully. This production does overlap with, even if it is not
reducible to, some of the core aims of journalism in its focus on accu-
racy, pluralism, and timeliness. Moreover, it suggests a mixed picture
that results not simply because of recent changes in journalism and tech-
nology. Rather, it shows that these tensions are part of the very pro-
cesses of professionalization and competition that make contemporary
debates about the role of NGO s possible, Whether these efforts are suc-
cessful and how they might affect journalism and advocacy are questions
| explore in subsequent chapters. How this situation came to be is the
question that drives this chapter.

The Changing Faces of NGO Comimunication Work  2g
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DEVELOPING BOOTS ON THE GROUND:
THE DRIVE TO PROFESSIONALIZE

The founding dates of the world's largest humanitarian and human rights
groups vary—Save the Children was formed in 1919, Human Rights Watch
in 1978—but each in its earliest days confronted a similar dilemma,
Although their causes often generated a degree of public support, their
specific claims found limited credibility among political elites. Therefore,
to establish credibility, each organization had to develop policies for
producing information that political elites could see as legitimate and
trustworthy, They added credible research to their work not to remove
advocacy from it but rather as a way to advocate more effectively. The
degree to which they publicly shared this research varied, and the efforts
to cultivate credibility vis-a-vis political elites were contentious, with
competing factions in organizations debating the efficacy of such a devel-
opment for achieving advocacy goals, Nonetheless, all organizations
dedicated resources to the production of credible information about
humanitarian and human rights issues—and they did so wellin advance
of either reductions in foreign correspondence in mainstream media or
the advent of digital technologies.

‘The basic processes undertaken by NGOs roughly corresponds to
what scholars refer to as “professionalization.™ In using this term, schol-
ars highlight a shift in authority toward expertise and away from other
forms of authority, be they coercive or moral in nature. For humanitar-
ian and human rights groups, professionalization took the form of rely-
ing increasingly on paid staff rather than on volunteers to conduct
research, advocacy, and fund raising work. As [ discuss later in this chap-
ter, these staff possessed educational backgrounds in law, politics, and
sometimes journalism, and these backgrounds enabled them to produce
information about humanitarian and human rights issues in formats that
interested parties (e.g, national governments and international organi-
zations such as the United Nations) could deem credible.®

Prior to their professionalization, most of the large NGOs studied
here began as single-issue efforts. Save the Children and Oxfam, for
example, started in war situations as part of an effort to protest British
wartime policies that resulted in the starvation of civilians in Europe
(Black 1992 Mulley 2009; Rootes and Saunders 2o07). CARE was founded

30 The Changing Faces of NGO Comimunication Work

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines
Authenticated

Download Date | 101149 4:13 AM



with the limited goal of enabling A merican citizens to send food parcels
torelatives and friends in wartime Europe (W. Campbell 1990)* Amnesty
International was initially designed to run as a year-long publicity cam-
paign on behalf of specific “prisoners of conscience” around the world
(Buchanan 2002). Médecins Sans Frontiéres started as a protest against
the Red Cross by several French doctors volunteering for the latter
organization in Biafra (Bortolotti 2004). Even Human Rights Watch,
whose founding was more closely linked to political elites, had the
limited aim of monitoring enforcement of the Helsinki Accords (Deza-
lay and Garth 2002).

Perhaps unsurprisingly given these origins, most groups relied heav-
ilv on volunteers in their earliest days. Oxfam produced newsletters that
could be distributed to local churches in Oxford and the surrounding
areas. These newsletters contained limited information about the effects
of the British blockade on Greek civilians in World War 1l and provided
church-goers with suggestions on what they could do to help (Black 1992).
‘The group also relied on sympathetic allies to help promote its cause.
A shopkeeper on a main Oxford street, for example, agreed to donate
his window space, which the group used to display images of starving
Greek civilians. This approach was in many ways typical of the volunteer-
driven nature of most of these groups. At Amnesty International, for
example, one early staff member remarked that in the organization's
earliest days “a lot of the researchers were people that . . had sort of
walked in the office and said, ‘Is there something I can do?” (quoted in
Dezalay and Garth 2002, 261).

Although NGOs enjoyed a degree of public support, they mostly
lacked credibility among political elites. Ox fam was supported by church
groups, but because its members were critics of the British government's
wartime policy, they were derided by politicians as “fanatics, soft-heads,
and sentimental idealists” (guoted in Black 1992, g). Similarly, when
Amnesty International was founded, governments around the world
treated it with skepticism and suspicion. Diplomatic reports circulating
in the United States suggested that the group was “a communist front
organization” (Dezalay and Garth 2002, 70). Conversely, Communist
countries widely believed Amnesty International to be a “front organi-
zation for western political interests” (Buchanan 2002, 588). Even those

not suspicious of the group's motives thought the idea of using public
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opinion to address human rights violations was hopelessly idealistic. One
critic went so far as to call Amnesty International “one of the larger lunacies
of our time” (guoted in Power 2001, xi).

NGOs developed strategies to address these criticisms, and the pro-
duction of credible information was a central component of these strate-
gies (Heins 2008). Oxfam’s early founders set for themselves a basic goal
that they wrote down at their first meeting: “To obtain authentic informa-
tion as to the food conditions in German-controlled or invaded countries;
to promote schemes for the sending of food, vitamins, and medical aid
into such countries” [quoted in Black 1992, g—10). In order to do accom-
plish this goal, the group sought to “cull from all sources of information
of unimpeachable veracity and circulate it as dispassionately as pos-
sible” [quoted in Black 1992, 10). In reality, this meant that it—like
Amnesty International and its scissor-wielding volunteer discussed at
the start of the chapter—relied on press clippings from newspapers. This
approach was typical for most NGOs, where efforts to develop credibil-
ity in claims making preceded the hiring of professional staff capable of
conducting research on humanitarian and human rights issues. It led
groups such as Oxfam early on to conduct surveys of need in local pop-
ulations as well as to develop new expert vocabularies” In the 19505,
Oxfam helped bring into being the term displaced persons, which would
become the dominant way for the international community to concep-
tualize the effects of war on humans (Shephard 2008, 408). This approach
also necessitated the hiring of staff with technical expertise to deal with
issues, not simply to provide remedial relief.

Amnesty International also developed methods for selecting cases
and reporting human rights violations in direct response to political
elites suspicions. The organization's early leaders, for example, developed
the notion of the “Threes Group,” which required the adoption of any
political prisoner from one faction in the Cold War (West, East, non-
aligned) to be balanced by the adoption of a prisoner in each of the other
two factions (Clark 2zoo). They also wouldn't allow volunteers to work
with fellow compatriots; instead, volunteers had to engage with victims
of human rights violations in other countries, As Ann Marie Clark notes
in her history of Amnesty International, such rules were meant to pro-
tect volunteers from potential government repercussions “while enhanc-

ing their capacity to be impartial” (2001, 13).* In their reporting of
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potential human rights violations, volunteers and staffers strenuously
sought to produce a credible empirical account of what happened. Indeed,
one longtime staffer recalled that the organization developed a “quasi-
obsessional identification with neutrality” in its quest for legitimacy
(quoted in Scoble and Wiseberg 1974, 25-26).°

Human Rights Watch developed a similar strategy, even as the orga-
nization developed under different circumstances. Whereas Amnesty
International began as a popular movement that needed to earn legiti-
macy vis-a-vis political elites, Human Rights Watch came into being as
a result of intraelite US foreign-policy debates. In the 19705, American
political elites debated how best to manage America'’s role in a world
riven by oil crises, inflation, the dollar crisis, and claims to sovereignty
throughout the Global South (Guilhot 2005). The American Right's
favored solution was a turn to the language of the free market. Milton
Friedman and his "Chicago Boys"—the all-male group of young conser-
vative economists educated at the University of Chicago—are the most
prominent example of this constituency. In much of Latin America,
Friedman and his acolvtes established contact with local conservatives
and stressed the need for free-market economic policies. This strategy
garnered its first victory when Augusto Pinochet came to power in Chile,
displacing the socialist regime of Salvador Allende and installing a pro-
US, free-market leader (Dezalay and Garth 2002).

At the same time, the liberal wing of the American foreign-policy
establishment saw in human rights a tool that could be used to publicly
argue that right-wing governments needed to be held to the same human
rights standards as Communist regimes (Neier 2003). For liberals, human
rights formed the discursive terrain upon which they could do combat
with the likes of Friedman. Arthur Goldberg, then an ambassador at
large under the administration of Jimmy Carter, prevailed upon Ford
Foundation president McGeorge Bundy to create Human Rights Watch.
Ford's initial grant was $500,000, given to Robert Bernstein, then pres-
ident of Random House publishing, to “establish liaison” with groups that
could be formed following the Helsinki Accords. These groups were the
various “watch” groups that would ultimately coalesce into Human
Rights Watch."

As for other organizations, for Human Rights Watch fact finding

proved crucial to waging this battle. In the organization's earliest years,

The Changing Faces of NGO Comimunication Work 33

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines
Authenticated

Download Date | 101149 4:13 AM



Aryeh Neier—its first executive director—conducted public campaigns
against the Reagan administration. In particular, he engaged in debates
with Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights and Humanitarian
Affairs Eliot Abrams over US foreign policy in Central America (Jacoby
1986). Seizing upon the administration’s nominal commitment to human
rights, Neier used highly detailed, on-the-ground reporting to demon-
strate human rights violations in countries receiving American sup-
port. The two debated both on television (Ted Koppel's Nightline) and
in print (New York Times and New Republic). "As combatants go,” the
journalist Morton Kondracke wrote at the time, “vou could not ask for
a better match . . . than Abrams and Neier” (1988, 9). Years later Neier
would remark on the importance of fact finding in these publicity
duels: “Abrams and his colleagues made a quarrel over the facts, The
style of Human Rights Watch evolved directly out of this. We started
producing thick, amply documented reports. .. . Our emphasis was on
providing the evidentiary bases for the claims we were making” (quoted
in Rieff 1999).

As this Human Rights Watch example implies, NGOs developed
their information strategies in conjunction with broader changesin the
world of politics. In the post—World War 11 era, political elites through-
out western Europe and North America dedicated growing time,
resources, and energy to humanitarian and human rights issues, The
United Nations, for example, was founded in the immediate aftermath
of the war. From the outset, it stressed themes of human development
and caring for individuals beyond national borders (White 1951; Willets
2011). State funding for humanitarian causes in particular grew in part
as a result of this development (Fearon 2008). The explosion of human
rights discourses came later (in the 1970s), but the growing use of such
discourses created spaces in which advocacy groups could communicate
with political elites (Keys 2014). Thus, although the exact trajectories of
humanitarianism and human rights efforts differ, credibility was a key
resource for groups that sought to involve themselves in these debates, "
Producing research, moreover, was viewed as a way of cultivating such
credibility.

Growth in organizational resources dedicated to the production of
credible information was in part the result of these developments, Exact

figures are difficult to obtain for all groups; however, those that are
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available tell a story of dramatic growth in this area. In the early 19705,
Amnesty International emploved 14 researchers, each of whom was tasked
with investigating human rights violations in specific countries (Hopgood
2006, 85). By the early 1980s, that figure had more than doubled, and
overall staff size at the organization's London headquarters totaled 150
(Dezalay and Garth 2002, 71). By the 1990s, the group had 73 dedicated
research staff (Hopgood 2006). Today, the organization has about 130
researchers, and they are supported by about 500 additional staff mem-
bers.” Similar growth can be seen at Human Rights Watch. Throughout
the 1980s, the organization employed only about 10 paid researchers
(Kondracke 1988). [n 1987, it published fourteen reports in the entire year,
which one writer at the time described as “prodigiously productive” (Kon-
dracke 1988, g). Today, the group has a staff of about 400 employees (the
specific number of researchers is not available), and it produces fourteen
reports in a month or two,

Professionalization is often described in positive terms (though see
Lebon 1996 for a critical discussion). It is important to note, though, that
this development not only enabled NGOs to bolster their credibility but
also forced them to make trade-offs in their quest for such credibility.
‘The early history of Amnesty International highlights such a trade-off.
In the mid-1960s, many members of the group wanted to take up the
cause of Nelson Mandela, who was at the time the imprisoned leader of
the African National Congress. Yet doing so was heavily contested within
the organization. In the drive for credibility, Amnesty’s early leadership
had created the rule that in order to qualify as a “prisoner of conscience,”
one had to renounce all forms of violence. Because Mandela had endorsed
violence against apartheid as a “last resort,” the Amnesty leadership
refused to take up his case (Williams 2010, 1-23). This refusal led to
heated debate within the organization, and some members ultimately left
the group over the decision not to endorse Mandela.”

Beyond specific instances of ideological disagreement, professional-
ization can also create tensions with the volunteer spirit that gives
NGOs their initial energy. For example, A mnesty International’s status
as a mass movement was predicated in large part on its broad member-
ship, institutionally organized in distinctive national sections (e.g, the
United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, etc) that organized letter-

writing campaigns on behalf of prisoners. The organization’s professional
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legitimacy, however, stemmed from research reports produced by the
London-based International Secretariat. The national sections often saw
the International Secretariat as being too removed from campaigning
and too elitist—a worrying concern for an organization that sought to
connect with individual citizens (Clark 2001, Larsen 1978; Scoble and
Wiseberg 1974). Members also pushed researchers to examine new top-
ics, which in the organization’s early vears revolved primarily around vio-
lations of political and civil rights (Clark 2001, 103).

If professionalization is not abways positive, it is also not inherently
publicly oriented. Many groups developed research functions, but they
discussed the findings of such research mostly with government officials
behind closed doors, For instance, although Oxfam sought information
about conditions in Greece to aid in its relief efforts, it had few incentives
to make that knowledge public. Ameliorating the suffering of innocent
civilians was relatively popular among the populace, but the more infor-
mation the Oxfam committee gathered, the more data it had to suggest
that the British blockade was in part responsible for that suffering, As
Oxfam’s own historian explains, “To suggest, however circumspectly, that
Britain's war policy was causing starvation among women and children in
friendly countries was, at best, unpatriotic” (Black 1992, 10). Better, the
group reasoned, to petition British leaders behind closed doors that they
change course and to leave publicity to the realm of branding and fund-
raising.'

Despite variation across the different organizational cases, it is none-
theless true that all NGOs developed research functions. Changes in
journalism and technology did not initiate these developments. Rather,
they resulted primarily because of a desire by NGOs to cultivate credi-
bility among political elites, who increasingly used or interacted with the
language of humanitarianism and human rights in their foreign-policy
efforts. The fact that advocacy groups today conduct research that observ-
ers can view as “almost journalism” (Gillmor 2014) is in part the result
of this history.

THE IMPERATIVES OF FUND-RAISING AND BERANDING

Although research brought credibility to NGOs, the provision of impar-

tial information was never the sole aim of their communication efforts.
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Since their beginnings, advocacy groups have utilized communication
strategies to raise funds and to promote their organizational brands.
Indeed, as the field of NGOs has grown denser over time, the impera-
tives of fund-raising and branding have only intensified. To differentiate
themselves from other NGOs, organizations have dedicated time and
money to public-relations and marketing departments, These depart-
ments are tasked with fulfilling short-term strategies related to generat-
ing donations and media impressions, and this task recurrently creates
tensions with research and advocacy staff about its impact. Thus, in addi-
tion to credible information, all organizations use communication to
achieve a range of organizational objectives. Like research, these efforts
also precede changes in journalism and technology and stem primarily
from developments within the NGO sector and the fields that immedi-
ately surround it (politics, philanthropy).

From their earliest days, NGOs have used communication to raise
funds and promote their organizational brands. One of Save the Chil-
dren's initial staff hires was Lewis Golden, a public-relations pioneer who
lobbied the group to use pictures of emaciated children for fund-raising
purposes (Mulley 2009, 263-265). Oxfam held lunchtime concerts, staged
variety shows, and ran a gift shop to raise funds for its mission to Greece
(Black 1992, 16). Beyond that, "it was newspaper advertising, using increas-
ingly striking images as the 19505 progressed, which did most to famil-
iarize the British public with [Oxfam's] name” (Black 1992, 36). CARE
created promotional tie-ins with the wedding of Princess Elizabeth,
setting up booths at Sears storefronts, advertising on a weekly radio show
for ABC, and even getting the United Fruit Company to sponsor a contest
to find the best new banana recipe in which the company would donate
twenty-five cents per entry to CARE (Campbell 1990, 53). One of CARE's
founding members would later remark on the organization's early
fund-raising efforts, “If there was any publicity stone left unturned, 1
can't think what it could have been” (quoted in Campbell 1990, 113).
More generally, marketing and fund-raising were the activities that were
usually first to be taken away from volunteers and given to professionals
because publicity departments tended to be some of the first hires (Bar-
nett 2011, 42),

Many of these publicity efforts were controversial from the outset,

Save the Children distributed “Starving Baby" leaflets, which implored
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citizens to give pennies in order to help save the lives of dying children
(Barnett 2011, 42). More generally, the very choice of children as the orga-
nization's object of care was itself motivated not by any love for children
on the part of its founder, Eglantyne Jebb, who, upon giving up an ear-
lier career in teaching, had stated, “I don't care for children, | don't care
for teaching” (quoted in Mulley 2009, 63). The decision was instead a
calculated way to get donations from people otherwise reluctant to give
money to “the other side” inthe war Similarly, Oxfam pioneered publicity-
driven clothing campaigns, whose effect in addressing humanitarian
issues was questionable. These campaigns did much more for Oxfam's
recognition in Britain than they did for the clothing’s intended recipi-
ents in the Global South. One historian wryly notes that “the tvpes of
clothes that the wool-wearing British tended to donate hardly
matchfed] the needs of, say, the famine stricken Indians in Bihar” (Bar-
nett 2011, 43). Despite the lack of a donor match, clothing could be reg-
istered under British law as monetary equivalents, lowering Oxfam's
overhead expenses to around 10 percent of its operating budget (Black
1992). In short, celebrity endorsements, advertising campaigns, and
branding considerations have been with advocacy groups since their
beginnings.

At the same time, as the NGO sector has grown, the drive to use
communication to raise funds and boost brand awareness has intensi-
fied. In 1960, the Interational Yearbook of Organizations—a primary
source for data on the nongovernmental sector—reported that 1,000
NGOs existed. By the turn of the twenty-first century, that number had
risen to more than 5,500 (Cooley and Ron 2002, 10). In 2015, the Year-
book reported more than 12,000 NGOs. This growth is especially sharp
in the areas of humanitarianism and human rights. In 1953, there were
33 human rights NGOs. That number rose steadily through the w705 and
exploded thereafter: in 1963, there were 38 such groups in existence; in
1973, there were 41; by 1983, the figure had doubled to 79 and doubled
again in the next decade, reaching 168 by 1993 The most recent figure
suggests there are at least 257 NGOs working on human rights issues
(Thrall, Stecula, and Sweet 2014). The growth figures are similar for
humanitarian groups: 3 in 1953 and 1963; 7 in 1973 13in 1983 14 in 1993;
and 75 by 2015 (Keck and Sikkink 1998, 11)"" These figures almost
undoubtedly undercount the total number of such groups because many
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organizations do not bother to register with the United Nations and are
thus not captured in the available data,

This growth is driven by a range of phenomena, but chief among
them are the opportunities generated by nation-states. Since the 1970s
in both the United States and Europe, governments have devolved state
functions to nonstate actors. In the realm of international relations,
humanitarian and human rights work has been a key arena in which this
devolution has occurred. Rather than directly conduct humanitarian or
human rights work, nation-states fund NGOs to do it.'” This change has
been overlaid by the growing prominence of foundations, who fund the
vast majority of the work by humanitarian and human rights groups. As
Kim Reimann argues, the growth of NGOs is in part a response to the
incentives provided by states and foundations: “It is impossible to under-
stand the explosive growth of NGOs in the past several decades without
taking into account the ways in which states, international organizations
and other structures have actively stimulated and promoted NGOs from
above” (2006, 46).

Public relations and marketing are used in this context as a way for
organizations to differentiate themselves in a crowded advocacy sector,
Concrete data on growth over time is difficult to ascertain. NGOs are
not required to disclose employment figures by department, and they
gain little by emphasizing the extent to which they staff public-relations
and marketing efforts in contrast to research functions. Moreover, as
Michael Barnett notes, “until a few years ago, the perpetual struggle of
NGOs to keep their operations running was barely mentioned, convey-
ing the impression that staff were so consumed by saintly principles that
they gave little thought to earthly matters like budgets” (2011, 41—42).
Nonetheless, there exists widespread agreement among observers that
the use of communication to boost fund-raising and brand awareness
has intensified over time (see, eg,, Cottle and Nolan 2007 Fenton 2010;
Waisbord 2011; Wright 2016a)."*

In fact, in Oxfam'’s case it seems public relations and marketing
helped drive overall growth. With a small core of initial employees drawn
from the fields of public relations and marketing, the group developed
hard-hitting and often controversial advertising campaigns. It placed
pictures of starving children in newspapers and hinted that failure on

the part of the newspaper reader to give made the reader complicit in
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the children’s suffering. This approach was controversial, “but any nega-
tive impact was more than outweighed in financial terms” (Black 1992,
8o). In the 19505, Oxfam reported raising five pounds for every one pound
spent on advertising. In the 1960s, the ratio rose to thirty-one pounds
to one pound spent on advertising. This boost was created by “bumping
up the advertising budget at key psychological moments, particularly at
disaster times” (Black 1992, 80). Without breaking down specific figures,
the organization’s own historian notes that “the rise in income enabled—
indeed, forced—Oxfam to take on more staff” (Black 1992, 8o).

The case of Oxfam points to one prominent strategy that NGOs
developed to bring in funds and raise brand awareness: exploit emer-
gency situations for funding purposes. One of Médecins 5ans Fron-
titres’ founders, Bernard Kouchner, famously called this strategy “la loi
du tapage” (the law of hype). This law states that organizations must not
simply advertise the existence of a humanitarian crisis but also embel-
lish the crisis in order to generate the maximum amount of donations
(Barnett 2011, 43). Advocacy groups realized that in the early aftermath
of an earthquake or a tsunami or at the height of a famine or drought,
captivating visual material could bring in funds that they might other-
wise struggle to obtain. This lesson was learned early and remains in
effect to this dav. Early in my own fieldwork, for example, one press offi-
cer explained that in emergency situations her organization makes sure
to bring “visibility items”—T-shirts, hats, and stickers, all affixed with the
organization’s logo—with it to disaster areas in an effort to draw public
attention and, it hopes, funding to its work."” Someone else at a different
organization—Save the Children—echoed this sentiment: “A lot of the
fund-raising we do during big emergencies [earthquakes, tsunamis,
etc.] comes from the media profile we get at those moments. 50 it's
absolutely critical that we build that profile in those first few weeks, or
first few days even. That's why we basically just push everything else
aside. .. . Fund-raising in those moments keeps our programs funded
for the next few vears.™

Beyond using emergencies to raise funds, NGOs also cultivated rela-
tionships with celebrities in an effort to boost their brand visibility. In
the 19705, groups began to experiment with organizing concerts that
could be broadcast to viewers worldwide: first, George Harrison'’s Con-
cert for Bangladesh (1972) and later Bob Geldof's Band Aid (1984). NGOs

40 The Changing Faces of NGO Comimunication Work

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines
Authenticated

Download Date | 101149 4:13 AM



clamored to take advantage of such publicity events even as they came
under fire for the messaging techniques used to raise funds. Band Aid,
for example, was designed to address the Ethiopian famine, but its pub-
licity referred to the entire continent of Africa. It also drew attention less
to the causes shaping the famine and more to the kindness of potential
donors.

How NGOs have deployed celebrities has changed over time. For
example, Lilie Chouliaraki (2013) has explored the different strategies
used by organizations utilizing Audrey Hepburn in the 19805 and Ange-
lina Jolie in the 2010s: whereas Hepburn was integrated into appeals by
emphasizing her commonness with others and a sense of service to dis-
tant strangers, Jolie is deployed primarily in her capacity as a global
megastar. My emphasis here is somewhat more basic: simply put, celeb-
rities have been and continue to be important for NGOs as a strategy
for raising funds and cultivating brand awareness.

Perhaps the most basic aim of NGO communication is simply get-
ting the organization’s name out. “Our fund-raisers do better when we're
in the media,” one person explained to me. “So there is an objective in
just keeping Amnesty out there.™ Another echoed the theme: “We will
sometimes speak out or communicate purely to serve our objectives: to
expand operations, to open up programs, .. . Fund-raising is an objec-
tive. Communications and media coverage has [sic] a direct correlation
with fund-raising support that we receive*

‘The growth of marketing and public-relations departments within
NGOs has not occurred without controversy. In his history of Amnesty
International, Stephen Hopgood (2006) documents recurrent tensions
within the organization about the extent to which it ought to embrace
marketing and public-relations techniques. In the 19905 and 2000s, the
group found itself embroiled in contentious debates about how best to
promote its aims in a crowded advocacy sector. Researchers argued that
their work was central to the group's core mission, and they worried
that public-relations and marketing techniques would cheapen the
image that the organization had cultivated. By contrast, public-relations
and marketing professionals argued that the organization had become
too focused on research and that it was limiting Amnesty’s capacity to
promaote itself. As one person told Hopgood, “We are a textbook case of a
lopsided organization, high on production and low on marketing, . . . The
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time has come for management to bring marketing in line with produc-
tion so that the high quality of our product is not spoilt in stock-piling”
(2006, B2),

To varying degrees, these tensions can be seen across all humanitar-
ian and human rights organizations. Researchers sometimes see the rise
of marketing and public relations as a threat to their work. Because the
production of credible research takes time and money, they worry that
resources spent elsewhere might reduce the resources available to them.
Marketing and public-relations professionals in turn sometimes see
researchers as detached from the work that is required to procure those
resources. Pointy heads is the term that one public-relations officer used
for researchers, infusing the expression with enough jest and honesty to
convey both the envy and frustrations felt toward them.™

In organizations where the research staff holds greater sway, public-
relations professionals spend much of their day waiting for researchers
to give them information on which to base their work. “The day is basi-
cally structured around getting your story approved through all the dif-
ferent elements of the institution,” explained one person. “Usually, we
decide we are going to do a story, and we sit there until a researcher gives
us information to base the story on.” This person explained further how
difficult it was to get research staff to care about reaching the general
public.

[ was asking one researcher to make a call to a family of a person
who had been unfairly imprisoned for a long time on spurious
charges, and [ asked her to help nail down the facts, which is obvi-
ously of primary importance. But they find the idea difficult to
grasp sometimes of color or quotes or something that will catch the
eye of the reader. And we say, "Can you ask them how they felt
about it And they will respond: "Why should [ ask them how they
felt about it? Isn't it obvious how they felt? They felt bad!” And we'll
say: “Can you get them to say it in their own words?™ And some-
times [ think they think that it is so trivial that it's not worth doing,
But even if it seems trivial or cosmetic, if you can't sell the story to
a shallow-minded reader who wants to identify with the person,
then that information won't be read necessarily by the general
public.**
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These tensions exist because of the growth of public relations and
marketing, All organizations use communication to achieve strategic
objectives and not just to produce credible research. These functions,
too, developed well prior to declines in foreign correspondence or the
advent of the Internet. Together, the growth of research and the expan-
sion of public relations and marketing are the major developments in
NGOs' communication efforts. Although this growth preceded changes
in journalism and technology, those changes have intensified the pre-

existing tensions,

NGOSIN A CHANGING MEDIA LANDSCAPE

Although publicity was always important to NGOs, knowing how to
achieve it was part of a long-term learning process. Advocacy groups had
to establish credibility not only with political elites but also with jour-
nalists. Moreover, they needed to learnabout the types of stories that did
and did not fit into the news media's agenda. To achieve these aims,
NGOs built communication departments with staffers, some of whom
possessed prior experience in journalism or public relations. As infor-
mation technology made the cost of producing information less expen-
sive, NGOs increasingly put resources into subsidizing some of the more
expensive components of news production (notably, audio-visuals). Most
recently, staffing reductions at news organizations have led NGOs to
further increase the amount of informat ion they produce because they
see a strategic opportunity to shape the flow of international news on
humanitarian and human rights topics. The sum result is that advocacy
groups now produce more (and more types of) information than ever
before.

Justas NGOs initially had little credibility with political elites, they
also enjoyed limited credibility with journalists. Convincing reporters
and editors that their information was credible required sustained and
direct contact. Amnesty International, for example, initially enjoved
favorable relations with journalists sympathetic to their cause. Over
time, though, they had to expand beyond this small group of contacts.
One person involved in Amnesty International’s early vears recalled
actively soliciting meetings with newspaper editorial boards: " What you

had to do was convince people that vou were credible; that vou . . . were
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not pushing an agenda and that was hard to do” (quoted in Dezalay and
Garth 2002, 260). Amnesty accomplished this task by being “very mod-
est” and “very cautious” and eschewing “sensational stories.” Although
this approach sometimes made it difficult to get the organization in the
press, it did “slowly build up a reputation and once you got that reputa-
tion then . . . news editors would say, ‘Oh veah, it's Amnesty, we can use
it. We trust them'" (quoted in Dezalay and Garth 2002, 260).7
Credibility was established in other ways, too. The initial grant used
to start Human Rights Watch, as noted earlier, was given by the Ford
Foundation to Random House publishing president Robert Bernstein,
The foundation sought out Bernstein because of his contacts with key
figures in the elite echelons of the journalistic and literary worlds: E. L.
Doctorow, Toni Morrison, and Robert Penn Warren were involved with
Human Rights Watch from the outset (Neier 2003). These figures helped
from the outset to ground Human Rights Watch in the upper echelons
of the media world, and in that position the group aimed to establish its
efforts as worthy of journalistic attention (Dezalay and Garth 200z2),
Across all organizations, NGOs built communication departments
whose staff increasingly comprised former journalists and trained public-
relations professionals. These individuals worked not only to ensure that
their work was credible but also to make that work accord with journal-
ists’ definition of news worthiness. In doing so, they managed to integrate
news considerations into their organizational practices. This integration
can be seen in the various descriptions given by long-serving communi-
cation professionals regarding the extent to which they had to bring their
organizations up to speed on best practices for garnering media atten-
tion. “When | came in [to Save the Children],” one person who worked
previously at the BBC explained to me, "a lot of press officers were issu-
ing press releases at five o'clock in the evening”—that is, well after most
news deadlines®® At Médecins Sans Frontiéres, one person discussed
his role as making his colleagues better understand their relative
chances of garnering media attention. “YWhen they [the members of the
organization’s research wing| want to push something, they say, ‘OK,
this week we want to push this report on Uzbekistan." And sometimes
we have to tell them this is not realistic. There is a royal wedding or . .. [a
political scandal] or whatever. Some weeks this sort of thing just isn't

going to fly.™" The integration of news considerations can be seen
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further in the types of cases that publicity professionals think are even
worth bringing to the attention of journalists: “You can work all you like
on Mauritania, but the press couldn’t give a rat’s ass” ([quoted in Ramaos,
lon, and Thoms 2007, 401),

Early efforts to attract publicity highlight the extent to which publicity
considerations have shaped advocacy groups from the outset. Amnesty's
largest research operation in the w6os—investigating political torture in
Greece after the military junta—is telling in this regard (Clark 2001; Naf-
plpioti zoo5). The news media were already covering this story, and this
visibility was in part responsible for Amnesty International’s decision to
send a lawyer to investigate alleged human rights violations. The group
packaged its findings in ways that could be deemed not only credible (e.g.,
detailed firsthand testimonies) but also attractive to journalists. It talked
about the use of torture as antithetical to a country known around the
world as the “cradle of democracy” (Nafplpioti zoo0z). It also helped to
circulate stories about how the junta altered everyday life. One report, for
example, discussed forced Sunday school attendance. Asa result, Amnesty
International produced findings that were seen as “rigorous” while also
being attractive to editors in newsrooms (Clark 2001).

Perhaps the most famous case of NGOs using news logics to attract
media attention involves Oxfam. The organization played a key part in
making the Ethiopian famine one of the major news stories of 1984, News
of the famine had been on a sort of slow drip from western European
and North American news outlets since the fall of 1983 (de Waal 1998,
122}, One account, for example, recalls that the famine originally went
“largely unnoticed by the Western news sources” (Barnett 2011, 156).
NGOs sought to raise awareness of the famine throughout this early
period. The lrish NGO Concern, for example, bankrolled the produc-
tion of a documentary film about the famine. Save the Children issued
anear constant stream of press releases, warning about the impending
effects of the worsening conditions (Harrison and Palmer 1986, 93—99).
None ofthese attempts, though, generated much international news cov-
erage, Worse, the attempts largely served to anger the Ethiopian govern-
ment, which viewed the attention as evidence of a Western conspiracy
againsta Sovietally. As a consequence, the government restricted access
to the country by refusing to issue visas to journalists (Harrison and
Palmer 1986, 97).
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In September 1984, Oxfam changed tack and in the process helped
make the famine the major news story it would become (Black 1992, 257—
265). Rather than target the Ethiopian government for being at fault, the
group focused on the European Economic Community (ECC), which
held vast reserves of grain stocks. 1f the ECC sent some of those stocks—
which were otherwise unused—to Ethiopia, they could be used to help
mitigate the effects of the worsening famine. To shame the ECC into
action, Oxfam bought ten thousand tons of grain on the market and
shipped them to Ethiopia. The group accompanied the action with a
sharply worded press release entitled “Ethiopian Famine: Will Oxfam's
Largest Ever Grant Shame Western Governments Into lmmediate
Action?” (Harrison and Palmer 1986, 112-113). One journalist recalled
thinking the press release “an extraordinarily effective way of present-
ing the story.” His editors, long reluctant to permit him to go to Ethio-
pia, finally gave him the go-ahead (Gill 1986, 93).

The story was provocative, implicating Western governments in the
starvation of Ethiopian citizens. Italso took some of the pressure off the
Ethiopian government, which eased visa restrictions for journalists in
part because it was also celebrating its tenth anniversary in power (de
Waal 1998, 121-122), Further, when seasonal rains failed to materialize, the
famine worsened, and thousands of citizens left their homes for feeding
centers. Interested journalists swarmed to Ethiopia, and the now-famous
BBC video by Michael Buerk and Mohammed Amin (describing a fam-
ine of “biblical proportions”) galvanized audiences in both western
Europe and North America to act (Harrison and Palmer 1986). In his
overview of the case, Barnett writes that news outlets previously unin-
terested in the issue "rushed to the refugee camps to chronicle what star-
vation did to the body and soul. Caught in the media’s web, as well, were
the images of heroic aid workers persevering against the odds, repre-
senting the conscience of the West” (2011, 156). Oxfam pounced on the
opportunity, helping to arrange visas for interested reporters and cart-
ing them to camps around the country when they arrived. The organiza-
tion's role was key, as one involved journalists would later recall: “When
Ethiopia's famine hit the headlines, it did so because of the relationship
between private relief agencies [NGOs] and the television companies.
Michael Buerk's visit in July was accomplished through Oxfam. In

news coverage in October and beyond, the relief agencies provided most
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of the reference points—up-to-date information, places to visit, inter-
viewees in the field and at home, and a means of response for concerned
viewers” (Gill 1986, 93). The famine would go on to be remembered by
Western audiences largely for the celebrity activism that it helped gen-
erate. The singer Bob Geldof would report being so moved by the BBC
coverage that he went on to organize Live Aid, a star-studded charity
concert. An estimated two billion people watched the concert, and it
raised more than $150 million, which at the time was the largest amount
of money ever raised in a humanitarian appeal (Richey and Ponte 2011,
32). For its part, Oxfam would take credit for helping the famine to
become “the story and the cause” of 1984 (Barnett 2011, 156).%

Although the drive to produce information in accordance with jour-
nalistic logics is relatively old, the effort to produce information for
journalists is relatively new. Beginning in the early 2000s and continu-
ing to the present, advocacy groups have placed a growing emphasis on
producing visual images that can accompany their press releases. Sev-
eral organizations have audio-visual departments, and even those that
do not have such a department pay freelance videographers and editors
to produce visual materials. These videos are used for both fund-raising
and awareness-raising purposes. Some argue that having visual materi-
als is sometimes “the difference between getting a story on [television]
or not” (Bristol and Donnelly 2011, 18). NGO staffers report an effort over
time to ensure that the videos are produced in a way that appeals to jour-
nalists. As one person at Médecins Sans Frontiéres put it,

We used to do be-roll with the MSF car, cut to the MSF house, cut to
the MSF sign, M5F interview with the MSF person with the MSF
logo on it. And obvicusly people wouldn't take that. S0 we've had
to up our game and provide, roughly, what a news journalist or news
cameraman would have shot. Obviously, MSF is still the main inter-
view and we're trying to frame things from our point of view. But
we also try to find what they would actually want to shoot .

In addition to video, NGOs have begun to work with photojour-
nalists to illustrate their research reports, publicize their findings,
and promote their organizational brands. This work can take the form of

contracting prominent photographers. For several years, Human Rights
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Watch has regularly worked with leading photojournalists as well as free-
lancers. As Kate Wright (2016b) has argued, these efforts are the product
of a number of intersecting forces. Photojournalists are able to report on
stories that news organizations typically are unable to fund, and advo-
cacy groups gain access not only to high-quality images but also to the
social networks that freelancers have. Theresult, she convincingly argues,
is a blurring of the lines separating journalism from advocacy.

As news outlets reduce their commitments to international coverage,
NGOs report seeing themselves as “responding a little bit to a resource
gap probably in the news-gathering budget.™ One trend among leading
NGOs is to have what is called a “roving correspondent”—someone who
goes from crisis to crisis working as the primary publicity person for the
organization. This person is often a former journalist, and his or her
utility is twofold. First, this person helps ensure that the organization
receives publicity on the ground. The people who work these types of
disasters tend to have contacts in the news media, and they work to con-
vince journalists of possible story angles that will benefit their NGOs.
One roving correspondent relayed a story she had written for her orga-
nization's website about an Iragi woman who had donated goats to a
relief project. An NBC television producer got in touch with her, saying,
“1 just love this piece, you know, dying to doit,” and asked, “Can you take
us there?” NBC did a piece on it. "It was like a commercial for [our orga-
nization]!” she exclaimed.® A second utility of roving correspondents
is that they take publicity pressure off of other organizational personnel
in the field, including researchers and aid workers. They provide a way
for the organization to insulate staff from media demands while also
drawing out the organization’s "success” stories as they see fit.

NGOs experiment with a variety of other organizational and com-
munication forms in addition to roving correspondents. All organiza-
tions have websites and social media accounts, and on them they posta
variety of news and information related to their work (see chapter 4).
Amnesty International has a dedicated team of “news writers” who are
charged with making the organization’s website the online portal for
human rights news, Human Rights Watch hires photographers and
increasingly produces multimedia content in its reports. In all of these
approaches, advocacy groups produce more and more types of informa-

tion than ever before. These types of information are increasingly meant
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to “look and read and feel and smell like journalism.™ The need to diver-
sify information formats was a key theme in my interviews with NGO
professionals. One person conceptualized NGOs' work as being like "a
seedpod: it has to sprout in all directions. You can't just be one thing,
You can't just be one format.™

This growth of the seedpod results in various media products. In
recent years, many organizations have begun producing irregular pod-
casts. For these podcasts, publicity professionals conduct interviews
with researchers either in advance of an upcoming report or in response
to breaking news events, The basic idea is to cut down on unnecessary
duplication that occurs when researchers repeat their findings to jour-
nalists from different publications. This approach has the added bonus
of saving researchers’ time and letting them explain their findings in a
friendly interview setting where the interviewer is sympathetic—and
familiar—with their area of research. These podcasts receive small
audiences, typically composed of journalists. “They can cut it [the inter-
view] up and use it. You also have media outlets like CNN take the whole
thing, or the Washington Post, take and run the whole thing, which is
Ereatl"':{-‘-

One example shows how this works, When a stadium massacre
occurred in Guinea in 2009, International Crisis Group had a researcher
in the field who was “bombarded” with media requests.” The publicity
teamn quickly decided that the only way to satisfy journalist demand while
also enabling the researcher to continue doing his job was to interview
him and make the interview available on the organization's website. The
interview was more or less indistinguishable from a journalist-source
interview: it discussed the background to the event, what happened, who
was involved, and what developments might come in the event's wake.
‘The publicity person tasked with doing this podcast remarked that much
of her work “is producing your own quote/unguote news to push out into
the news atmosphere.™

Changes in technology not only alter advocacy groups’ publicity
strategies but also influence the production of research. Information
technologies are increasingly used to supplement the information-gath-
ering process. Because it is impossible for researchers to be on the
ground all the time, such technologies allow them to stay abreast of

developments from afar. Researchers use online videos posted by local
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activists to estimate the extent and amount of violence in particular
areas. Amnesty International culls evewitness videos that they verify as
truthful into stand-alone websites, such as the one called Eves on Syria,
Teleconferencing tools and satellite phones allow researchers to stay
in touch with local activists on the ground. This capacity has given birth
to a lively discussion among NGO professionals about how to exploit
these technologies securely—that is, without giving up vital infor mation
about who their informants are and where they are reporting from (Faris
ao12; MePherson 2o15).

More advanced technologies, such as satellite imagery, make it pos-
sible not only for researchers to witness events at a distance but also for
a different sort of witnessing to occur (Aday and Livingston 2009). Unlike
eyewitness reports, these images provide literally a bird's-eye view of
events on the ground—allowing researchers to detail the overall amount
of destruction wrought upon a specific locale. In cases where access is
difficult and reports are conflicting, such imagery is increasingly used
as a monitoring device. Both Amnesty International and Human Rights
Watch have made use of such imagery (obtained by commercial provid-
ers) in Syria—at times to demonstrate the severity of military destruction
on civilian residences, at times to alert the international community of
movements by the Syrian military, and at times to point out that opposi-
tion forces themselves are guilty of human rights violations (Amnesty
International 2012; Herscher 2011, 128-129; Human Rights Watch 2012),

‘The availability of these novel technologies is both a boon to and a
source of tension for researchers. The technologies help vield exponen-
tially more data, but they also muddy the process of verification, Some-
times the existence of a video can be useful in proving or disproving
violations —several NGO professionals told me that a reliable video less-
ens the burden to gather additional eyewitness accounts®—but the
sheer number of videos produced means that a number of fraudulent
claims are also circulated. Researchers struggle to differentiate between
the two and acknowledge that the benefits of these new technologies
come with additional responsibilities to verify that they struggle to meet.

In the fall of 2011, both Amnesty International and Human Rights
Watch drew attention to the case of an eighteen-year-old Syrian woman
who, they claimed, had been beheaded by the Syrian government. A
video uploaded to YouTube by a local group of Syrian activists appeared
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to support the claim. Both Amnesty International and Human Rights
Watch interviewed the young woman's surviving family—all of whom
confirmed the identity of the woman in the video as that of their daugh-
ter. Several media outlets —CNN, the Associated Press, and others—in
turn broadcast or published the story. Weeks later, however, the young
woman appeared on television, identification card in hand, claiming that
she had fled her home to escape abuse from her brothers. Both Amnesty
International and Human Rights Watch issued retractions, calling the
error, not unreasonably but also not altogether comfortably, "an honest
mistake” (Mawad 2o12),

NGOs produce a broader array of infor mation materials than ever before,
and the values that guide the production of such materials overlap with
key journalistic norms such as accuracy and pluralism. The histori-
cal perspective provided in this chapter situates these changes within
several longer-term processes. The professionalization of advocacy led
NGOs to focus on credible reporting as a way to pursue their advocacy
aims, while growth and competition in the advocacy sector intensified
these groups’ use of communication to secure donations and promote
organizational brands. These longer-term processes intersect with
changes in journalism and technology, which make advocacy groups
more aware of the types of infor mation that will interest journalists, even
as new technologies allow NGOs to experiment with new digital formats.
The result is that NGOs are increasingly seen as “boots on the ground”
producing information that in many ways overlaps with—even though
it is not equivalent to—the work of journalists,

This view complicates extant perspectives on NGO communication
work. Rather than see the development of NGO communication efforts
as a response to changes in journalism and technology, 1 situate these
developments as part ofa broader dynamicinvolving changes both within
and beyond the advocacy sector. Moreover, rather than viewing NGO
efforts as wholly good or bad for journalism, 1 suggest that they can be
seen as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the drive to professional-
ize boosts the extent to which such groups are able to provide reliable
reporting from around the world, including places where the news media
have few resources and in which they have limited interest. On the other

hand, competitive tendencies and organizational demands also lead
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advocacy groups to see publicity as a way to boost their brands and raise
funds. Although understandable, these efforts raise concerns about the
extent to which the news media may become a platform for advo-
cacy aims,

On the whole, the preceding narrative thus leads to two empiri-
cal questions. First, given the extent to which NGOs have ramped
up their publicity efforts, to what extent does this effort make news
organizations—which are dedicating fewer resources to international
news coverage—muore likely to include advocacy groups in the news?
Second, given the wide range of digital tools available to advocacy orga-
nizations, how and in what ways do they use such tools to complement
and expand their extant publicity efforts? It is to answering the first ques-
tion that | now turn.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Partially Opening News Gates

Research has long found that NGOs struggle to make the news (Jacobs
and Glass 2002; Lang 2013; Sobieraj zo11; Thrall 2006; Trenz 2004). To
what extent do changes in journalism, politics, and advocacy alter this
established wisdom?' Extant scholarship offers contrasting answers to
this question. To some, diminished newsroom resources make journal-
ists increasingly likely to accept third-party materials, so that leading
NGOs, which have ramped up their publicity efforts, are seemingly well
positioned to garner news coverage (Cooper 2011; Fenton 2010). Others,
however, argue that current shifts do not alter key barriers of access to
the news media. Specifically, the news media's bias toward government
officials minimizes both the amount and types of coverage advocacy
groups receive; accordingly, NGOs receive news coverage only when
speaking on topics legitimated by government officials (Lang 2013).
This chapter, a longitudinal examination of the amount and types
of news access NGOs garner in the news media, puts these perspectives
to the test.” It presents the results of analysis of human rights coverage
in a strategic twenty-year sample of leading US news outlets, For each
outlet, it identifies four dimensions —prevalence, prominence, geographic
location, and story frame—along which news access can be measured
s0 that it not only documents whether news access has changed but

also adjudicates competing claims about NGOs' discursive effects on
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mediated human rights discourses. These claims revolve around the
extent to which advocacy groups draw the media spotlight to new issues
and countries as well as the extent to which these groups displace other
sources—government officials according to some or less-well-resourced
activists according to others—from news coverage.

On the whole, the findings reveal what 1 term a partial opening of the
news gates for humanitarian and human rights groups. On the one hand,
NGOs are more likely to appear in the news today than they were in the
past, and they are increasingly able to insert human rights frames into
news articles that are already circulating in the news media (and that ini-
tially contain no human rights dimension). On the other hand, how these
groups appear in the news continues to follow well-established theo-
ries of news access: leading advocacy groups tend to be referred to late
in news stories and after other news sources, especially government offi-
cials, are cited, Moreover, efforts to drive news coverage to new issues or
topics are seldom successful. Finally, despite efforts by humanitarian
and human rights groups to expand their advocacy efforts to include eco-
nomic, cultural, and social rights, news coverage continues to privilege
political and civic violations. Taken together, the data suggest that
although NGOs enjoy greater news access today than they did in the
past, the power to shape—or challenge—the rules of news access con-

tinues to exceed their grasp.

RECONSIDERING NEWS ACCESS

Scholars have long stressed that news access is shaped by a combination
of professional and economic factors (Gandy 1982; Hall et al. 1978). Pro-
fessionally, journalists see themselves as keepers of a public record that
details the actions of public officials. Economically, news organizations
often lack the time and resources to produce news without the help of
sources. Together, these factors lead reporters to favor government offi-
cials, who provide the “information subsidies” (Gandy 1982) necessary
to fulfill both professional and economic considerations, Although the
resulting news coverage is not homogeneous, scholarship suggests that
it is typically “indexed"” to journalistic perceptions of the concentration
and balance of power in government circles (Bennett 1990) and, more
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broadly, that it is “coproduced " by news media and government officials
(T, Cook 1998),

For NGOs, this official bias has long made for an uphill battle in their
struggle for visibility in the media. Studies have repeatedly found that
such groups are only rarely included in news coverage (Lang 2013; Thrall
2006; Trenz 2004). To improve their chances at garnering publicity,
NGOs adapt their messages to acceptable journalistic formats and news-
worthy topics (Cottle and Nolan 2007; Fenton 2010; Waisbord 2011). Yet
even when they adapt to news media demands, achieving news coverage
remains difficult for them. Sabine Lang, for example, notes that NGOs
are likely to receive coverage “only if there is valorized input from gov-
ernment representatives” (2013, 127). Because NGOs infrequently align
with media demands and government opinions, they have historically
struggled to receive news coverage.

As detailed in chapter 1, today the constituent elements of a perfect
storm appear to be taking shape, which some suggest will result in
increased news access for NGOs. Three elements are especially relevant
in this chapter, First, changing economic conditions at news outlets—
specifically, diminished revenues coupled with intensified profitability
expectations at US news organizations (McChesney and Nichols 2010)—
have reduced the resources most news organizations commit to inter-
national news gathering, Since the end of the Cold War, US news outlets
have cut back on the number of foreign-news bureaus and full-time cor-
respondents (Kumar 2o11). In their place, freelance reporters and para-
chute journalists have become increasingly common (Hannerz 2004). As
a result, news organizations find it increasingly difficult to adequately
monitor international news with their own network of correspondents
(Sambrook 2o1a),

Second, NGOs in general—and humanitarian and human rights
NGOs in particular—enjoy relatively high levels of both public and offi-
cial acceptance. In a climate of public skepticism toward governments,
many people view NGOs as both trusted sources of information and
potential organizers for political action (Castells 2009; Lang 2013).
Humanitarian and human rights groups benefit from a political climate
in which their shared discourse—human rights*—enjoys widespread
public acceptance (if uneven application). Historical scholarship shows
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that government use of human rights discourses exploded in the early
19g0s (amid the collapse of the Cold War and the emergence of the
so-called humanitarian wars), peaked in the mid-2oo0s (with both pro-
Iraq War and anti-Iragq War sides using human rights language), and
decreased slightly in the United States during Barack Obama’s presidency
(Keys 2014). This usage has led both humanitarian and human rights
groups to interact more regularly with government officials, whether in
the provision of humanitarian services or in the reporting of human
rights violations. Taken together, these developments appear simultane-
ously to give official legitimation to NGOs (i.e, include them within the
range of official viewpoints) and to decenter government officials as the
primary authority on certain news topics.

‘Third, as described in the preceding chapter, NGOs have profession-
alized their information offerings in order to improve their chances
of making the news. Leading organizations now dedicate substantial
resources to producing reports about topics of importance (Hopgood
2006). Large NGOs also sustain substantial communication staffs—many
with journalism backgrounds (Cooper 2011)—that seek to communicate
issues to broader publics by issuing press releases, staging media events,
producing multimedia content, and enlisting celebrities as spokespeople.
Taken together, professionalization processes at NGOs mean that these
organizations have more—and more types of—information that they can
use in their quest to garner news coverage,

These three elements—economic constraints for news outlets, accep-
tance of NGOs in official circles, and professionalized publicity efforts
by leading advocacy groups— point to seemingly favorable conditions for
increased news access for NGOs, What type of news access these ele-
ments might lead to is less clear. Some researchers envision growing
opportunities for advocacy groups to drive news coverage across a wider
range of countries. Others argue that these groups are likely to continue
being subordinated to the demands and preferences of the news media
and government officials upon whom journalists rely for information.
Parsing these competing arguments requires explicating the various
dimensions along which news access can be measured. Such a concep-
tualization can help ascertain both the nature and some of the effects
of NGOs' news access over time.
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MEASURING NEWS ACCESS

The study of news access examines who gets to be a news source and
what sort of news source they get to be (Cottle 2z000). Undoubtedly, this
vast topic spans a wide range of actors and influences. Previous research
suggests that access varies depending on news outlet, political context,
topical focus, and a variety of other factors (see the overview in Bennett
1996). Thus, to avoid the risk of overgeneralizing, this chapter draws on the
existing literature examining NGO-media relations in order to develop a
parsimonious conceptualization of news access. From this literature, it
identifies four dimensions of access: prevalence, prominence, story loca-
tion, and human rights frame—each of which captures different facets of
how NGOs appear in the news. Although not exhaustive of news access
in all forms, this four-part conceptualization documents aspects of
news access that can adjudicate specific claims about the effects of
NGO news access on norms of news construction.

The term prevalence refers to the frequency with which NGOs appear
in the news. Several studies suggest that NGOs receive more overall
coverage today than they did in the past, though historical evidence to
support this claim is scant (Beckett 2008; Sambrook 2010). Moreover,
discussions of prevalence remain underspecified in two ways. First, it is
unclear whether claims of growing access reflectan uptake in the usage
of NGO materials by news organizations or simply an expansion in the
population of NGOs and news outlets. By limiting my analysis to a fixed
number of leading groups and news organizations, however, | am able
to control for this concern. Second, it is uncertain whether growing
prevalence is a general phenomenon among all NGOs or an unevenly
distributed one across NGOs, Previous research suggests that a few
organizations are especially “media savvy” and thus drive the majority
of the growth in NGO prevalence in the news. In particular, schol-
ars have argued that both Human Rights Watch and Médecins Sans
Fronti¢res are especially well adapted to the current media environ-
ment. Unlike their competitors, these two groups are posited to invest
moreresources in maintaining a nimble media profile that can respond

to journalists’ needs and demands (Hopgood 2006; Van Leuven and
Joye 2014).
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Third, it is uncertain whether prevalence varies by advocacy organi-
zation and news outlet. Humanitarian and human rights groups main-
tain distinctive relations to the political field, and these relations pre-
sumably shape the amount of news coverage each desires and receives. In
order to do their work (e.g., provide medical care, relief, or something
else), humanitarian groups need access to disaster zones. As a general
rule, such groups do not speak out publicly against host governments for
fear of losing that access.* Human rights groups, by contrast, need not
concern themselves with maintaining a working relationship with host
governments, nor must they worry excessively about losing operational
access. In principle, fewer limitations on human rights groups' commu-
nication efforts suggests that such groups ought to enjoy greater preva-
lence in the news. Prevalence of advocacy groups may also vary among
media outlets. Research suggests that general print and broadcast media
have cut back the most on their inter national news staff, whereas prestige
outlets like the New York Tines have retained a fairly stable international
staff (Keller 2013 Kumar 2o11), If NGO access increases in relation to
decreases in newsroom staff, we should expect the greatest increases of
access in general print and broadcast media. Beyond this point, broad-
cast media also provide advocacy groups with access to large general
audiences, and previous research suggests that humanitarian groups
target broadcast media in order to boost donations (Powers 2o14). The
prestige media, although also exposing advocacy groups to large audi-
ences, are important in that they provide advocacy groups access to elite
political debate” Because advocacy groups vary in their reasons for
seeking media attention, we can expect further differences in prevalence
along these dimensions, too—with those groups that are interested pri-
marily in mass fund-raising preferring broadcast media and those groups
that are interested primarily in shaping elite debate targeting the pres-
tige press.”

The term prominence refers to the position and placement of NGOs
within news articles (in relation to other news sources). According to
some, NGOs may in some ways be changing the construction of news not
only by appearing in more news articles than in the past but also by being
cited more prominently within them. Natalie Fenton suggests that
time- and cash-strapped journalists frequently copy NGO press releases—

which prominently feature the organizations themselves —"verbatim”
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(zo10,162), Relatedly, some argue that NGOs increasingly decenter the
prominence of government sources and perhaps increase the position of
civic voices in news coverage (Beck 2oo06; Castells 2o009; Silverstone
2007). Others, however, suggest that claims of “verbatim” reportage
and the displacement of government sources by NGO sources are over-
stated. In keeping with theoretical premises of indexing, Silvio Wais-
bord argues that the “organization of news work is lopsided against
NGOs" in favor of government officials (2011, 146). Several studies of the
European press find that NGOs are used to “counterbalance” the mes-
sages put forward by officials (Van Leuven, Deprez, and Raeymaeckers
2013, 430). Together, these studies suggest that the number of NGO -
driven press releases are quite low and that NGOs still typically appear
later in stories, after government officials are cited.

‘The term story location refers to the geographic location (by coun-
try) of a story. International news coverage in general—and human rights
coverage in particular—is known to be highly concentrated and focused
on a handful of countries (Ramos, Rom, and Thoms 2o07; Zuckerman
2004). Some suggest that professionalization has given organizations
both the skills and the resources to bring news coverage to a wider range
of countries than they did in the past (e.g, Ron, Ramos, and Rodgers
2005), Others argue that NGOs appear most often in news articles that
focus on the small number of countries in which the news media already
have an interest. This leads some scholars to express concern that NGO
news access will reinforce rather than challenge norms regarding the
construction of international news (Cottle and Nolan 2007; Fenton 2010,
Waishbord 2o11).

Finally, the term human rights frame refers to the type of human
rights issue an article describes, Scholars have long noted that human
rights news focuses primarily on political or civil viclations (Moyn 2010).
Such violations typically pertain to issues of government repression, mil-
itary abuses, illegal detentions, curtailment to free expression, and
related topics, and their presence in the news is sponsored by leading
advocacy groups. In response to criticisms that because such an empha-
sis on political or civil violations elides the root causes of the social
problems they describe, leading NGOs have in the past several decades
broadened their remit to examine social, cultural, and economic rights,

which explore issues related to the causes and consequences of the
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deprivation of basic needs as well as of rights to self-deter mination. Many
leading advocacy groups have created new programs or departments that
focus specifically on issues related to gender, corporate malfeasance,
minority rights, and health concerns (Roth 2007), which creates the pos-
sibility that the number of human rights frames will expand alongside
these changes.

In conceptualizing news access along these four dimensions, this
chapter seeks to examine both (a) how and in what ways NGO news
access has (or has not) changed over time and (b) what effects, ifany, these
changes have on the construction of international news. It is possible, for
instance, that NGOs' prevalence has increased but that their prominence
has decreased and that government sources remain dominant in news
articles. Such a finding would suggest that news-construction norms
have changed little because NGO access is still mediated primarily in
relation to more established news sources, Alternatively, it is possible that
both prevalence and prominence of NGOs have increased and that NGOs
are cited in connection with a wider range of countries over time. Such a
finding would support claims of both increased news access and the idea
that NGOs may partially alter extant norms of news construction. To be
sure, the range of potential permutations is wide. This chapter simply
seeks to test common claims and assumptions regarding changes to

NGO news access,

DATA AND METHODS

This chapter examines human rights coverage in a strategic sample of
leading US news outlets from 1990 to 2010. My focus on the US case sup-
plements extant scholarship that examines the prevalence of NGOs in
European news media coverage (Trenz 2004; Van Leuven, Deprez, and
Raevmaeckers 2013 Van Leuven and Jove 2014). More broadly, two factors
informed my decision to investigate legacy news media as opposed to sat-
ellite or online-only providers. First, NGO professionals themselves care a
great deal about appearing in these legacy outlets, and they dedicate time
and resources to theseefforts, Whether these attempts translate to greater
news access is thus an important empirical question. Second, analyzing
legacy outlets enables me to examine news access over time. This type of
longitudinal analysis is not possible with pan-national satellite channels
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and online sites, the latter of which did not exist in 1990, Of course, the
findings for legacy media in the United States cannot automatically be
assumed to hold for legacy news media in other parts of the world or
for satellite and online-only news providers.

The news outlets | included in the analysis are the New York Times,
NBC Nightly News, and USA Today. | selected these outlets both to pro-
vide a broad picture of NGO visibility in the legacy news media as well
as to test whether patterns of news access vary by outlet. Elite news-
papers such as the New York Times still retain ample foreign-reporting
staffs, As of 2013, the “newspaper of record” reported having thirty-one
full-time bureaus in operation around the world (Keller 2013). General-
audience newspapers and broadcast network news have cut back on for-
eign reporting far more substantially. A survey in 2011 found LSA Today
to have just five full-time bureaus in operation and NBC to have four-
teen (Kumar 2o11). With the selection of these three outlets, the research
design can test specific claims about whether diminished editorial
resources may or may not offer increased access to NGOs,

In order to create the sample, | entered the phrase human rights into
the LexisNexis search database. For the New York Times and USA Today,
| began the search with the year 1990 and repeated the search at five-
year intervals up to and including 2010, This time period enables a
lengthy longitudinal analysis, and its selection coincides with decreased
editorial resources, increased NGO professionalization, and rising accep-
tance of human rights discourses. Because full-text archives of NEC
Nightly News begin in 2000 (and because the Vanderbilt archives—the
most comprehensive source of television news content—provide only
news summaries, which precludes systematic textual comparison), anal-
ysis of that outlet begins in 2000. For all three news outlets, the unit of
analysis is the news article. This procedure vielded 10,310 news articles
that include the search phrase human rights, which are referenced here
as the total sample. Each of the articles is coded for year (e.g, 1990, 1995)
and primary country of focus (e.g., Afghanistan, Turkey).

Within the total sample, | searched for the names of the leading
humanitarian and human rights groups included in this study: Amnesty
International, Human Rights Watch, International Crisis Group, Méde-
cins 5ans Frontieres, Oxfam, Save the Children, and World Vision. In

selecting these organizations, the study can be reasonably sure that any
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changes in NGO prevalence over time reflect actual changes in news
access rather than resulting from other confounding factors (e.g, the
introduction of new NGOs in the sample). Moreover, by including sev-
eral NGOs that previous scholarship has identified as being especially
media savvy (Barnett 2011 Hopgood 2006)—namely, Human Rights
Watch and Médecins Sans Frontieres—this research design is able to test
claims about whether the leading NGOs' media strategies allow some
organizations more access to the news than others. Finally, by including
a mixture of humanitarian and human rights groups, [ was able to inves-
tigate the extent to which news access varies according to NGO type.
The number of articles in the total sample in which NGOs are mentioned
is 2,077

In order to compare citation patterns of articles in which NGOs are
mentioned to those in which they are not, [ also drew a random subset
of news articles in which leading NGO's are not mentioned. This subset
included 100 articles for each news outlet in each time period (1990, 1995,
etc.). For any news outlet with fewer than 100 articles in a given year, |
coded all items. This segment of the total sample included 1,034 news
articles. This subset and the sample of articles mentioning leading NGOs
are referenced here as the core sample. It contains 3,111 news articles,

All articles in the core sample were coded in relation to specific
claims about how NGO news access has changed and what effects, if any,
such changes have had on the construction of human rights news. (See
the methods appendix for specific codes) To capture the prevalence of
NGOs in the news over time, | coded by number each article for the spe-
cific organization mentioned, assigning a zero to those that don't men-
tion any organization. This method allows for a simple measure of total
NGO mentions over time and analysis of how many mentions each NGO
garnered. | compared the number of NGO mentions to the total popula-
tion of human rights articles (i.e, the total sample) to examine the prev-
alence of articles in which leading NGOs are mentioned as a percentage
of all human rights news coverage.

To further contextualize prevalence data, this study utilizes an inde-
pendent measure of human rights discourse by government officials.
Scholars working under the theoretical premises of indexing call for
independent measures of political discourse in order to trace more
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carefully the degree to which media coverage of an issue departs from
political debates (Zaller and Chiu 1996). | entered the search term
huwman rights into the Congressional Record online database to create a
general measure of human rights discussions in US policy circles. Then
| entered the name of each leading NGO alongside the search term (eg.,
“Amnesty International” and human rights) to capture the prevalence
of NGOs within congressional debates.

Several measures coded for prominence. To assess claims that NGOs
decenter government officials within news articles, | coded each article
in the core sample for its first five sources. | deemed any individual or
group receiving direct attribution a source. | categorized each source as
a government official, civil society group, academic, businessperson, legal
or medical professional, celebrity, United Nations official, or unaffiliated
individual (see the methods appendix for the full coding protocol). 1
coded each source for its position within the news article (first source,
second source, etc). After coding, | averaged each source’s position
codes, [ also did a simple word count of each news article to ascertain
whether the NGO was mentioned in the first or second half of the news
article. Finally, | coded each article for whether the NGO was the clear
initiator of the news or not, tagging an article as “NGO driven” when it
clearly signaled that an NGO was the source for the article (see Livings-
ton and Bennett 2003 for a similar measure). Such articles report state-
ments made by an NGO in the first paragraph (e.g "According to Human
Rights Watch, seventeen people were killed in bombings today”). This is
a conservative estimate because NGOs may “drive” news articles in less-
visible ways; however, the indicator allows for the testing of claims about
whether NGOs find their work increasingly used “verbatim.”

To assess claims about how changes in news access affect what loca-
tions are covered in articles that mention NGOs, | coded all articles—that
is, the total sample —for country focus. Following research by Howard
Ramos, James Ron, and Oskar Thoms (2007), | coded each article for the
first country mentioned, This measure likely undercounts the total num-
ber of countries because some articles about human rights issues include
multiple countries. However, it allows for longitudinal analysis of whether
the number of countries in which NGOs are mentioned has expanded
over time, while also retaining high levels of code reliability. Totest claims
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that NGO mentions cluster around a small number of countries, the
study reports what percentage of all NGO mentions is connected to
the five most frequently mentioned countries for each collection period,

Finally, to test whether the framing of human rights stories has
changed over time, | coded each story in relation to the primary frame
in which the NGO is cited. At its most basic, a frame defines the type of
human rights issue at stake (Entman 1993)." After reading a combination
of news articles and academic studies about human rights news, [ arrived
at alist of seven human rights frames: political rights (i.e, some form of
government repression, including but not limited to torture, military
abuse, and capital punishment), free expression (i.e, some curtailment
of speech rights, often by restricting public assemblies or by impeding
the conduct of free elections), gender and family (i.e, exclusion or vio-
lence committed on the basis of gender), humanitarian issues (Le., depri-
vation of basic needs such as access to shelter as well as basic goods and
services, but with no reference to the culpable party), economic issues (Le,,
deprivation of basic needs, with reference to a specific culprit, usually a
corporationor government),culturalissues(i.e, right to self-determination,
often focused on issues related to indigenous persons), and health and
environment issues (ie, right to sanitary living conditions).

The research design aims to test competing claims in the extant
scholarly literature regarding the role of NGOs in the legacy news media.
I report these results in three parts: first, by describing the extent to
which NGO prevalence in the news has increased over time; second, by
detailing how and in what ways NGO prominence in the news has and
has not changed over time; and third, by analyzing the types of human
rights frames that NGOs tend to propagate.

INCREASED ACCESS FOR NGOS?

NGO prevalence in the news has risen sharply over time, both in abso-
lute terms and as a percentage of all human rights coverage. The grow-
ing prevalence of leading humanitarian and human rights NGOs in the
news far outpaces their presence in congressional debates, which remains
largely constant during the same time period. News access does vary by
NGO type in that most humanitarian groups tend to appear more fre-

quently in broadcast media, whereas human rights groups cluster in the
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prestige press. Across all time periods, the news outlets that dedicate the
fewest resources to international news coverage are also the most likely
to mention NGOs in their reporting. On the whole, the data suggest that
the two primary factors responsible for driving the increase in news
access are (@) the growing professionalism of NGO publicity efforts and
(#) the decreased resources of news organizations, By contrast, valida-
tion from political elites seems to play a less-direct role in shaping the
prevalence of advocacy groups in the news. (See figures 3.1 and 3.2 as well
as table 3.1.)

In 1990 and 1995, the presence of humanitarian and human rights
NGOs in the news tracks with their prevalence in the Congressional
Record (see figure 3.1). In 1990, 13.5 percent of all congressional discus-
sions of human rights include the mention of a leading NGO; 85 per-
cent of all news articles do. These figures rise about 5 percentage points
for 1995: that year, 18.3 percent of all human rights discussions in Con-
gress include mention of a leading NGO, and 12.2 percent of news arti-
cles do. Beginning in 2000, the two diverge: whereas congressional men-
tions of humanitarian and human rights groups decrease slightly, the
portion of human rights news stories that mention a leading NGO rises
to 18.4 percent. This pattern intensifies throughout the first decade of

40
15
a0 -
25
20 — Madia

—_— Congress

15

10 4

1980 1885 2000 2005 2010

FIGURE 3.1 NGO Prevalence in the News asa Percentage of Total Human
Rights Coverage

The Partially Opening News Gates 65

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines

Download Date | 104



the twenty-first century: whereas the mention of humanitarian and
human rights groups in Congress remains roughly constant, their inclu-
sion in human rights news coverage continues to rise. By 2010, nearly
36 percent of all human rights news articles include the mention of at
least one NGO in them.

The growing prevalence of leading NGOs in the news cannot be
attributed simply to a general “explosion” in the use of human rights dis-
courses by political elites. If that were the case, one would at least expect
the usage of human rights discourses to rise among various government
officials. Yet total mentions of human rights in the Congressional Record
actually decrease from a high of 970 in 1990 to a low of 428 in 2010.
Similarly, invocations of the term fuman rights by sitting American pres-
idents (as measured by the copresence of a president’s name and the
phrase human rights) rise steadily in the 1990s, peak in 2005, and drop
off thereafter. Finally, the news media's own use of the term follows a
pattern similar to presidents’ use, rising until 2005 and dropping sharply
thereafter. Clearly, something more than government validation is at
work in boosting the prevalence of NGOs in the news.

‘The professionalization of NGO publicity seems to be responsible for
some of the growth in news access (see figure 3.2). In 1990, the two most
media-savvy organizations in the sample—Human Rights Watch and
Meédecins Sans Frontiéres—account for just 16.5 percent of all NGO

O Media sawy

1880 1985 2000 2005 2010
FIGURE 3.2 Media-Savvy NGOs as a Percentape of NGOs Mentioned in the News
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mentions in the core sample. By 2010, however, these two groups garner
half (50.8 percent) of all mentions. This gain boosts the overall preva-
lence of leading NGOs in the news because most other groups see their
presence either undulate moderately across time periods orrise slightly.
Both Amnesty [nternational and Save the Children see their number
of mentions rise modestly in absolute terms even as their share of total
mentions diminishes considerably, from 75.6 percent in 1990 to just
25.1 percent in zo10. Oxfam and World Vision see their prevalence grow
over time in absolute terms (from 6 and 8 mentions in 1990, respectively,
to 46 and 33 mentions in 2010; figures not displayed in table 3.1), but
this remains a small proportion of all NGO mentions. For no group does
the number of mentions decline over time. Taken together, the data sup-
port the proposition that media-savvy groups help boost the overall prev-
alence of leading NGOs in the news above and beyond levels that corre-
late with government validation,

At the same time, news access does vary according to NGO type.
Leading human rights groups are twice as likely to appear in the news than
humanitarian groups (1,378 versus 699 citations, respectively; see table 3.1).
They are also more likely to appear in the prestige press than their
humanitarian group counterparts: more than 85 percent of citations of
them appear in the New York Times, compared to 78 percent of those for
humanitarian groups. The figure for humanitarian groups in the pres-
tige press is driven almost exclusively by Médecins Sans Frontiéres and
Oxfam, two groups that strongly embrace human rights principles and

have long histories of public-oriented advocacy. Without those two

TABLE 3.1
Prevalence of Humanitarian Versus Human Rights Groups in Prestige and

Broadcast Media

General/
Prestige Press Broadcast Media
NGO Type N (ve) N () Total
Human rights groups 1,183 (85.8) 195 (14.2) 1,378
Humanitarian groups 545 (TH) 154 (22) G99
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groups, the percentage of citations of remaining humanitarian groups
found in either the broadcast media or in USA Today is 385 percent (data
not shown in table 3.1). These differences are stable across all time peri-
ods. Taken together, the data support the proposition that different types
of organizations seek and receive coverage in different types of news
media.

NGOs' publicity efforts coincide with the news media’s increasing
openness to third-party messages (presumably as a result of staffing cut-
backs). In all news outlets, the prevalence of humanitarian and human
rights groups rises over time, Moreover, the news outlets that have cut
back on international news gathering the most are also most likely to
mention NGOs in their human rights coverage, The outlet that has cut
back the most on international news gathering— NEC Nightly News—
references a leading NGO on average in 42.5 percent of its human
rights coverage, and this percentage grows over time. By 2010, nearly
60.0 percent of its human rights pieces reference a leading NGO, LSA
Today's coverage of human rights issues declines each year from 1990
on, but the shrinking coverage coincides with increased mentions of
NGOs. By 2010, 41.6 percent of all human rights stories in USA Today
include mention of a leading humanitarian or human rights organiza-
tion (up from just 107 percent in 1990}, Prevalence of NGOs in the news
asa percentage of total human rights coverage is lowest in the New York
Times (19.7 percent on average), in part because the Times produces a
much larger number of human rights articles in absolute terms than
either of the other two news outlets,

Could real-world events be responsible for the growing prevalence
of NGOs in the news? In 2005 and 2010, a number of human rights
situations—as well as NGO responses to them—seem tailor made for
increased news access. In 2005, ongoing concerns about human rights
abuses in the American-led "war on terror” gave rise to widespread alle-
gations, covered in the news, about abuse and torture by the US govern-
ment or its proxies (Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston 2007). In that
same year, Amnesty [nternational released a report calling the American
detention camp in Guantinamo Bay “the gulag of our times” (Amnesty
International 2005, i). In 2010, human rights concerns in the aftermath
of the Haiti earthquake generated a wave of news articles detailing the

human suffering resulting from that disaster, many of which featured
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humanitarian groups prominently. In contrast to human rights news in
the 1990s (which mostly covered Europe with the dissolution of the former
Yugoslavia), these events occurred in places where many news outlets had
cut news staff (Irag, Afghanistan) or where they had never established
foreign correspondents (Haiti).

At the same time, itis important not to overstate the degree to which
real-world events drive patterns of news access. For starters, the percent-
age increase for the 2000-2005 collection period is actually smaller
than the growth in the preceding period (a 79.2 percent increase versus
a 50.8 percent increase, respectively). Yet the vear 2000 lacks a major
human rights situation that could account for the growth. YWhen looked
at over time, the general pattern is instead one of growing news access
with fluctuations across different outlets and time periods. For the most
part, NGOs' publicity efforts and news organizations' decreasing resources
seem to drive this growth in news access. Indexing, thus, does not dic-
tate how often humanitarian and human rights groups show up in the
news, but it does shape how these groups appear when they are cited in
News coverage.

THE PERSISTENCE OF INDEXING

Although NGOs have appeared in the news more frequently over time,
how they appear has continued to follow the basic precepts of indexing.
Leading organizations are mentioned fairly late in news articles and
almost always after government officials are mentioned. To the extent
that the growing prevalence of NGOs in the news displaces any source
type, that source ty pe tends to be smaller civic groups, not political elites.
Moreover, leading humanitarian and human rights groups typically show
up in news stories that cover topics that are already in the media spot-
light: although efforts to alter that spotlight are occasionally successful,
those efforts prove to be narrow in time and limited in scope. On the
whole, the growing inclusion of NGOs in the news seems to derive from
MNGOs" acceptance of the news media's basic rules and norms,

In all human rights news and across all news outlets, government
officials are by far the most prominent source (see table 3.2). They are
slightly more prevalent in articles where leading NGOs are not men-

tioned (32.4 percent versus 28.0 percent of all mentions, respectively).
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TABLE 3.2
Average Distribution of News Sources in Human Rights Articles

Human Acrticles with

Rights News NGO Citation Ditference
Source % (A} % (N % points
Government officials 324 01,261) 280 (2,128) 44
Media 6.1 (238) 1.8 (367) 1.3
Leading NGO — 313 (2,377 +3L3
Civil society 239 (931) 9.5(722) 14.4
Business 2.3 (89) 2.5 (193) +0.2
Arts/Education T4 (288) 4.8 (366) 2.6
United Nations 12.6 (489) 6.5 (496) 6.1
Individual 10.6 (414) 9.6 (730) 1.0
Other 4.6 (180) 2.8 (214) 18

Mote: Core sample, W= 3,111 articles. For human rights news, W= 3,890 sources. For articles
citing MG, N =7593 sources. Due to rounding, percentages and figures may not add up
exactly to total.

Nowhere, though, are government officials decentered from the news
coverage. In fact, government officials are most likely to be the first
source mentioned in any human rights news article (34.2 percent of all
first mentions, figure not shown in table 3.2). By contrast, humanitarian
and human rights groups tend to be mentioned later in news stories and
after other news sources, In fact, whereas NGOs' prevalence increases
over time, their prominence actually decreases. In 1990, 50.0 percent of
NGO mentions occur in the first half of articles in the core sample. By
2010, only 409 percent do. In addition to being mentioned later in news
articles, they are also increasingly mentioned after other news sources
isee table 3.3). In 1990, the NGO position in the order of sources men-
tioned averaged 212, This figure drops gradually over each time period;
by 2010, their average position in the order of sources mentioned is 3.19.°

An example illustrates the extent to which government officials
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TABLE 3.3
Indicators of NGO Prominence, 1990—2010

1990 1005 2000 2005 2010

% (N} ®(N) % (N) % () % (N)

NGO-driven article 170 (30) 127 (30) 13.5(57) 152(97) 13.6 (82)

Citations in first 500 497 414 40.5 4019
half of news article  (67) (93) (153) (214) (208)
Average position in 212 271 3.26 309 319

order of citations

Naote: All figures based on average of the three news outlets studied. Total sample of articles
in which MGOsare mentioned, W= 2077,

continue to drive news coverage. On September 2, 2005, the New York
Times published an article titled “European Commission Seeks Faster
Repatriation of Some Migrants” (Bowley 2o005). The article detailed
efforts by the European Commission to convince member countries to
agree to a common set of policies on the return of illegal immigrants and
failed asvlum seekers to their home countries. The head of the commis-
sion is the first source in the article; further sourcing is drawn from pub-
lic statements by British prime minister Tony Blair and a spokeswoman
for the British government, which opposed the effort. In the final para-
graph of the article, a legal adviser for Amnesty International is quoted
criticizing specific components of the measure. As a source, the adviser
thus brings a different perspective to the news article, though this per-
spective is included at the very end of the news item.

To the extent that the growing prevalence of NGOs displaces any
source, they tend to replace smaller-size civic groups or United Nations
officials. The latter two are more commonly mentioned in human rights
articles where NGOs are not included as sources: civil society groups (i.e.,
any civic group that is not one of the leading humanitarian or human
rights organizations) garner 239 percent of mentions in human rights
articles but only ¢.5 percent of mentions in those articles where leading
NGOsare mentioned; United Nations officials are twice aslikely to appear
in articles that don't mention leading NGOs. This finding dovetails with
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qualitative speculation that a few elite NGOs might crowd out smaller
civic groups (Bob 2006) as well as with more recent quantitative research
highlighting similar dynamics (Thrall, Stecula, and Sweet 2014). It also
raises important questions about whether and how larger NGOs inter-
act with their smaller counterparts (i.e,, to what degree do the concerns
of smaller civic groups filter up to and influence the platforms of larger
groups).’

Despite claims that NGOs find their publicity attempts increasingly
used “verbatim” by the news media, NGO-driven articles constitute only
a small portion of total NGO mentions. The number of such articles rises
in absolute terms (30 in 1990, 82 in 2010) but declines as a proportion of
the core sample (17.0 percent in 1990, 13.6 percent in 2010; see table 3.3),
More media-savvy NGOs are the most successful in placing such arti-
cles: Human Rights Watch and Médecins Sans Frontiéres generate s8.o
percent of all NGO-driven articles. Amnesty International accounts for
another quarter (25.6 percent) of all such articles. The remaining men-
tions are split fairly even among the remaining groups.

For the most part, NGOs show up in stories that are already in the
media spotlight, News coverage of human rights issues (the total sample)
typically occurs inroughly 100 countries (see table 3.4). This figure remains
largely constant, even as media coverage of human rights issues decline
in absolute terms. Ln all time periods, the New York Times far exceeds
all other news outlets in the number of countries it reports on (143 ver-
sus 73 in LSA Today and 32 in NBC Nightly News). It is also more geo-
graphically diverse in its coverage of human rights issues. On average,
the top-five countries most frequently cited are mentioned in between
471 and 61.1 percent of Times articles in the total sample, as compared
to 59.2 and 8g.2 in USA Today and 80 and 100 percent in NBC Nightly
News (figures not shown in table 3.4). Thus, although the degree of con-
centration varies, all news outlets generally concentrate on a few coun-
tries. Excluding the five most frequently cited countries, the average
number of citations per country across all outlets is 10.12 annually,

Growing NGO prevalence does little to change this equation.
Although leading advocacy groups are mentioned in connection to a
growing number of countries (40 in 1990, 74 in 2010}, the bulk of their
mentions comes in connection to the countries that the news media are

already reporting on. Like news media coverage of human rights issues
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TABLE 3.4
Patterns of Human Rights Coverage in the US News, 19902010

Outlet 1900 1995 2000 2005 2010

Articles citing  (a) Total number of
an NGO countries 40 52 56 72 74

(b} Percentage of
mentions in conmnec-
tion with top-five

countries covered 574 466 572 6iE 536
Total human
rights (a) Total number of
COvErage countries 104 87 e 104 110
(b) Percentage of S60 573 52.1 ThH o 5BT

mentions in top-five

countries covered

Note: Total sample, W= 10310 articles.

more generally, NGOs tend to be mentioned in connection to just a few
countries. In any given vear, between 46.6 and 63.8 percent of all NGO
mentions occur in connection to the five countries that garner the most
media coverage for human rights issues. Patterns over time—either
toward greater or lesser concentration of NGO citations—are unclear,
The percentage of NGO mentions occurring in connection to the top five
countries drops 10 percentage points from 1990 to 1995, only to rise in
both 2000 and 2005 and then to drop slightly (to 53.6 percent) in 2010,

Interestingly, although the number of NGO-driven stories is small,
NGOs do appear more likely to drive news coverage when reporting is
done on issues in a country not already in the media spotlight. Of the
237 NGO-driven articles in the core sample, 61.2 percent mention coun-
tries outside the media spotlight (as indicated by a country’s exclusion
from the top-five countries mentioned in any given year). Typically, these
citations are one-off mentions of a country that otherwise receives very

little coverage. A single organization occasionally appears able to bring
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sustained media attention to a country otherwise unlikely to receive news
coverage. In 2005, for example, Human Rights Watch was cited twelve
times in connection with Uzbekistan, a country with otherwise very low
prevalence across the core sample (across all outlets and time periods, it
gathers only twenty total mentions). This suggests that although NGOs
are generally mentioned in news articles about countries within the media
spotlight, they may be most likely to succeed in driving news coverage
when the news focuses on countries outside the media spotlight."

THE PRIMACY OF POLITICAL AND CIVIL VIOLATIONS

Across all time periods, political and civil violations constitute the domi-
nant framing of human rights stories, NGOs also become an important
source for issues pertaining to violations of political or civil rights. As
sources, leading humanitarian and human rights groups perform a dual
role: on the one hand, they provide the news media with factual reporting
regarding events on the ground; on the other hand, they circulate advo-
cacy statements about how best to address the human rights abuses in
those situations, Over time, these groups are alsoable to introduce human
rights frames (particularly around political and civil rights) to stories
that are not primarily about human rights (e.g, trade pacts between
governments). At the same time, NGO efforts to diversify the definition
of human rights to encompass cultural, social, and economic issues find
only marginal success. Across all time periods, such frames constitute a
small proportion of all human rights news coverage (see figure 3.3).
Human rights news focuses primarily on violations of political and
civil rights. Across all time periods, approximately two-thirds of all
human rights stories focus primarily on government repression, torture,
illegal detentions, curtailment of freedom of expression, and the need
for free and fair elections. The use of humanitarian frames, which empha-
size the deprivation of basic human needs, seems to rise and fall in line
with real-world disasters. Their use peaks in 2005 and 2010, for example,
as a result of human rights issues related to the effects of the tsunami
in Southeast Asia and the earthquake in Haiti, respectively. On average,
humanitarian frames constitute 15.4 percent of all human rights stories.
The remaining frames are split more or less evenly among issues that

relate to economic rights (6.4 percent), gender and family (5.4 percent),
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FIGURE 3.3 Distribution of Human Rights Frames, 1900-2010

culture (27 percent), and health and the environment (2.6 percent). The
use of each of these latter frames grows modestly over time, while con-
stituting a very small portion of all human rights news coverage.

On stories that focus on political and civil rights, leading humani-
tarian and human rights groups provide journalists with a mixture of
factual reporting and advocacy claims. NGOs sometimes provide the
eyewitness reporting (or expert analysis) of political violations as a result
of their presence on the ground. For example, a story about the killing
of sixty-two people in a Liberian port city in the midst of that country’s
civil war relied on staffers from Médecins Sans Frontiéres for details
about the events: “Officials of Doctors Without Borders, the French relief
agency, said the wounded included a badly slashed infant, a pregnant
woman who had been repeatedly raped . .. and a young girl whose head
was partially split open by a machete blow” (French 1995). At other times,
NGOs are quoted for their views on the appropriate course of action to
remedy a human rights violation. For example, a USA Today article
chronicled human rights groups’ reaction to a failed resolution intended
to criticize China'’s human rights record: “Abuse of this loophole in the
commission’s procedures should be an embarrassment to the world's top

human-rights body. . .. How much longer will the world play this game
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with China?" (Nichols 2000). ldeally, at least from the perspective of
advocacy groups, factual reporting and advocacy recommendations go
together. In reality, NGOs are typically given a single quote in a story.
As one person put it to me, "Journalists only have space for one quote
from an NGO.™

Ower time, NGOs are increasingly able to introduce human rights
frames into stories that are not primarily about human rights, In these
cases, human rights groups take an issue already in the news and find a
way to insert a human rights angle. Trade or aid negotiations or global
sporting events, for example, are a common source of these efforts. In
such instances, human rights groups are quoted—typically late in the
article—calling on the governments involved in the negotiations to stip-
ulate improved human rights as a precondition of a trade agreement or
the awarding of a sporting event such as the Olympics. For example,
Human Rights Watch was quoted in a news article about negotiations
between the United States and Mexico to fight drug trafficking. In the
quote, the researcher for Human Rights Watch argued that the United
States should withhold funding to Mexico until the country took steps
to improve its human rights record. “Any withholding of funds would
be a step in the right direction, but given the total impunity for military
abuses and widespread cases of torture, none of the funds tied to human
rights should be released” (quoted in Malkin and Archibold 2010). In
these and related instances, human rights groups take the news media's
coverage as given and try to find a way to make their policy positions fit
within it rather than to challenge it.

The news media thus pay the most attention to human rights issues
that are political or civil in nature, especially those issues that pertain
to countries already on the media's radar. They infrequently discuss eco-
nomic issues. In 2000, a report by Amnesty International that was pro-
filed in several news outlets sought to define concerns about the social
impacts (e.g., low wages, worker abuses) of developed countries’ invest-
ments in the Global South. Summarizing the report, one article noted
that one company needed to take human rights seriously “not just for
the company's operations but [for] its global reputation, retention of
quality emplovees and ultimately its shareholders” (Cowell 2000). In
2005, Human Rights Watch published and publicized a string of reports
about labor violationsin the A merican meatpacking industry. The re ports
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led to an editorial by the New York Times that compared the findings to
Upton Sinclair's novel The fungle (1906). According to the editorial, the
reports ‘Tfound] that jobs in many beef, pork and poultry plants are suf-
ficiently dangerous to breach international agreements promising a safe
workplace” (New York Times 2000). Médecins Sans Frontiéres runs cam-
paigns criticizing multinational drug companies for using patents to
enhance their profits while denying lifesaving medical treatments to
those in need (Sternberg 2000). Moreover, NGOs wage campaigns that
lnosely knit together multiple groups in order to raise awareness of a par-
ticular problem. In 2005, for example, two leading NGOs—Oxfam and
Save the Children—joined the Make Poverty History campaign, which
generated widespread discussion in the news media about substandard
living conditions on much of the African continent,"”

Yet such cases are the exception, not the rule. In the course of a
twenty-vear period, economic frames constitute a small fraction of all
the public statements NGOs make inthe news media. When journalists
draw from the economic reporting that NGOs provide, they tend to
focus on the political or civil rights violations in these stories while min-
imizing discussions of other human rights angles —especially those that

touch on issues of economic justice.

SIDELINING ECONOMIC ISSUES

It is sometimes claimed that because economic angles are structural,
they are more difficult to convey in the news, especially vis-4-vis more
personalized narrative forms (Benson 2013). There is an element of truth
in this claim for NGOs, which follow a reporting strategy that seeks to
link human rights claims together in a causal chain of violation, viola-
tor, and remedy.” At the same time, the difficulty in getting economic
issues on the news agenda is not simply owing to difficult indicators. It
is also part of a selection bias on the part of the news media as well as an
adaptive tendency by NGOs to give journalists the types of information
they want. When journalists draw from the economic reporting that
NGOs provide, they tend to focus on the political violations while down-
playing discussions of the economic issues. This selection bias reshapes
coverage of the issue itself, so that the economic issues tend to assume
political frames. Asa result, NGO reporting that begins with a focus on
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violations of economic rights sometimes sutures that focus to frames
that emphasize the political violations that stem from such economic
violations.

Consider a story from Uzbekistan in 2005, In May of that vear, a
series of protests broke out in the city of Andijan in response to growing
poverty in the region and ongoing government repression. These protests
were triggered by the arrest of twenty-three businesspeople on charges
of religious extremism. Within the city, the charges were seen as a ploy by
the Uzbek government to control the growing power of those business-
people, who were the primary employers in the city, generally maintained
good reputations by providing wages that exceeded the government-man-
dated minimum, paid emplovess’ medical expenses, and provided free
meals to staff (International Crisis Group 2005). Through these busi-
nesspeople’s trials, citizens protested peacefully outside the courts, At
the time, the trials forced many of these businesspeople to lay off
their emplovees, a result that was described at the time as "devastat-
ing” (Human Rights Watch 2005).

Shortly before the verdict was expected, long-simmering tensions
boiled over into open violence. A group of friends and family of the busi-
nesspeople stormed the prison to release them and at least five hundred
other prisoners. Upon the prisoners’ release, they and the protestors went
into the city's main square, where they were joined by thousands of other
protestors. The people involved in the jailbreak spoke first, but then indi-
viduals with no involvement in it took the microphone. As the day wore
on, the protest grew in size, Observers noted that the majority were
unarmed. At its highest point, the protest was reported to have included
more than ten thousand people. For most of the day, the protestors were
subject to periodic attacks by security officers. In interviews with local
journalists, protestors made clear that they were staying in the square
to make their demands known (a rumor also had it that the president
would be coming, and protestors reportedly cheered at the opportunity
to speak to him). Around 4:00 pam.,, the military blocked off the streets
leading into the square. Shortly after s:;oo p.m,, the soldiers started shoot-
ing directly into the crowd.

The government accused the protestors of inciting religious rebel-
lion, but observers countered the claim. As one Western journalist put
it, “This rebellion has nothing to do with religion” (Institute for War and
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Peace Reporting 2005). At the heart of the protestors’ demands were
improved economic conditions and freedom from government repres-
sion. [t was calculated that 31.8 percent of the population in the Andijan
region experienced poverty; ¢.1 percent experienced extreme poverty
(per the World Bank Living Standards Assessment). As a result, many
Uzbeks came to rely on bazaar trading to support themselves, In the
bazaars, people sold inexpensive clothing, often from China. Tradition-
ally, such bazaars had taken place informally. However, in 2002 the gov-
ernment became concerned about hard currency leaving the country, so
it began to place new tariffs and regulations on the bazaars, which made
itincreasingly difficult for these informal forms of trade to occur It was
these conditions of poverty and government repression that formed the
primary background to the protests.

News coverage of the events in Andijan by US news outlets was min-
imal at best. Neither USA Today nor NEC Nightly News carried a single
story about these events. The New York Tines initially carried a wire
story repeating the basic facts, while emphasizing the religious angle:
protestors, the story said, were demanding “the release of 23 Muslims
charged with religious extremism” (New York Times 2005b). Days later,
the Times published its own story of events, which characterized the
region as a place where “Islamic and antigovernment sentiment has long
simmered” [ Mevers 2005). Only at the end of the story was an economic
frame suggested, when the reporter quoted an American lawvyer living
in Uzbekistan as saying, “This is more about them [the government]
acquiring economic clout, and perhaps refusing to pay off the local
authorities, than about any religious beliefs.”

For about a week, the Times ran stories about the protests and the
crackdown. It framed these events primarily through the lens of politi-
cal repression, political conflict, and civil society demands. Factual
accounts centered on the crackdown itself, and subsequent reporting
typically focused on what response, if any, the US government had to the
events. (At the time, the US government had a military base in Uzbeki-
stan that was an important point of entry for its operations in Afghan-
istan). The discourse was dominated by official sources (Uzbek and US
government officials). To the extent that Uzbeks (either as individuals or
as groups) were included, they were often seen through the prism of reli-
gion, On May 21, for example, the Times carried a photograph showing
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people praying in a mosque on the Kyrgyz side of the border. The pic-
ture carried acaption attributing the events to “an Islamic-inspired revolt
against the Uzbek authorities.™*

Leading NGOs were included as sources in this news coverage.
Human Rights Watch, for example, was quoted multiple times convey-
ing its worry that all dissidents would be labeled religious extremists. It
was credited for providing the “most thorough description of the crack-
down” (Chivers zoos). In the aftermath of events, leading NGOs played
an important role in calling on governments in the region not to deport
activists back to Uzbekistan. They called for an international inquiry into
the events (no small feat, given that the US government initially waiv-
ered on this point), and they publicized the use of psychiatric drugs on
activists as a form of punishment.

What NGOs did not do was contribute an economic frame to the
news coverage. This is somewhat surprising because their research
reports did emphasize the economic background. Human Rights Watch
noted that interviews “with numerous people present at the demonstra-
tions consistently revealed that the protesters spoke about economic
conditions in Andijan, government repression, and unfair trials—and not
[about] the creation of an Islamic state” (2005, 11-12). International Cri-
sis Group began its reporting by noting that the protest "was not a one-
off affair. It was the cdlimax of six months in which especially ruinous
economic policies produced demonstrations across the country” (200s, 1),
Amnesty International reported that during the protests “the vast
majority of the speakers spoke about the economic hardship in the region
and gave examples of their own economic problems” (zo0s, g).

In their press releases, however, NGOs downplaved this economic
angle and focused instead on political violations and civil society
demands. Human Rights Watch put out twenty-six press releases
between May and Decernber; none emphasized the economic dimen-
sion of the problem. A mnesty International put out fewer press releases
but called for an international investigation into the events. In nearly all
the press releases, human rights groups focused on political violations,
government actions, and civil society demands.

The case of Andijan and Uszbekistan provides an example of a key
dilemma for humanitarian and human rights groups. Although NGOs

have dedicated growing resources to covering issues of economic rights,

Bo  The Partially Opening News Gates

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines
Authenticated

Download Date | 101149 4:13 AM



they are often unsuccessful in getting such frames into the news. Yet this
issue seems at least partially self-induced. NGOs include economic
frames in their reporting, but they tend to downplay such frames in their
media work, focusing instead on political violations. The latter framing
fits comfortably within established indexing norms: human rights groups
are sought out for their views on what paolitical violations have occurred.'®
They garner publicity when they can find a way to “shame” governments
on issues in which they are already invested, but in the process they leave
their economic analyses by the wayside. News access thus may help to

make some frames visible while actively marginalizing other frames.

‘This chapter describes a partial opening in the news gates for leading
humanitarian and human rights organizations. These groups are more
likely to appear in the news today than they were in the past, and they are
increasingly able to insert human rights frames into news stories. Yet how
these groups are cited continues to follow the already established pre-
cepts of indexing. NGOs are typically cited late in news stories and after
official news sources, They also tend to appear in stories that are already
in the media spotlight. Efforts to alter these patterns of coverage, although
occasionally successful, are typically short-lived. Moreover, despite their
efforts to address economic, social, and cultural rights, NGOs tend to
be associated primarily with their work on political and civic violations.

Extant theories of news access correctly predict the types of coverage
that NGOs receive. However, they do not predict the amount of coverage
they receive. For example, indexing theories suggest that nonofficial
sources tend to receive coverage only when they “express opinionsalready
emerging in official circles” (Bennett 1990, 106). Thus, logically, NGO
prevalence ought to rise and fall alongside the inclusion of leading NGOs
within official circles (as measured via the Congressional Record). Yet
the findings indicate that NGO prevalence in the Congressional Record
is largely constant over time, It may be that additional measures of gov-
ernment valorization of NGOs are needed. Nonetheless, something
more than government indexing appears responsible for the growing
prevalence of leading NGOs in the news.

In this vein, scholars have suggested that NGOs boost their chances
of breaking into the news by professionalizing their publicity strategies
(Bob 2o006; Hopgood 2006). The findings here offer support for such
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claims. In particular, media-savvy NGOs, especially Human Rights
Watch and Médecins Sans Frontiéres, are responsible for much of the
growth in NGO prevalence over time. This finding connects with find-
ings by scholars who note that the chances for news access are distrib-
uted unevenly across NGOs. Although other research has noted that
resource-poor organizations face much higher barriers to news access
(Thrall, Stecula, and Sweet 2014), this study shows that even among well-
resourced NGOs, an organization's chance of making the news is mod-
erated by media skills that are themselves unevenly distributed across
leading NGOs. It also seems to vary according to organizational type,
with humanitarian groups more likely to appear in broadcast news media
and human rights groups in the prestige press.

Diminished editorial resources do seem to make some outlets more
likely to feature NGOs in their news coverage. Both NBC Nightly News
and USA Today have less human rights news overall but include leading
NGOs in a greater proportion of it. At the same time, in no outlet does
increased NGO prevalence appear to alter or modify the general patterns
of human rights news coverage. The one countertendency to this find-
ing is that NGO-driven articles tend to focus on countries not already
in the media spotlight, which could be the result of a number of factors.
On stories already in the news media's zone of interest, NGOs may be
more likely to be used as an accompanying rather than driving voice in
news coverage. In contrast, when publicizing issues outside the media
spotlight, leading organizations may compete with fewer voices for atten-
tion. | explore these issues—specifically, the roles plaved both by NGOs
and newsrooms in shaping this state of affairs—in greater detail in chap-
ters 5 and 6.

A number of factors may have influenced the findings. With the five-
year sampling increments, the data are subject to world events that may
drive leading NGOs—and human rights topics more generally—into and
out of the news cyde. It may be, for example, that the moderate drop in
human rights coverage from 2005 to 2010 reflects a heavy focus on lrag
at the beginning of that period and on the financial crisis at the end of it.
By calculating NGO prevalence as a percentage of all human rights arti-
cles, the findings can claim with some confidence that prevalence has
increased. Whether the overall prevalence of human rights discourses
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is on the decline —as some have suggested (e.g, Keys 2014)—requires fur-
ther research.

Prominence data find that NGOs tend to be mentioned later in
news articles over time. In their place, unaffiliated individuals increas-
ingly occupy prominent positions. Theoretically, this finding is in
keeping with scholarship that notes the rise of narrative forms of jour-
nalism that emphasize unique individual experiences as a way to tell
complex stories (Benson 2o13). This trend seems especially likely in
human rights coverage, which centers to a large degree on the suffer-
ing of individuals—and increasingly on the individuals in the Global
North who donate to these causes (Chouliaraki 2013 Dogra 2012; Orgad
and Seu 2014). Some scholarship suggests, however, that NGOs play a
key role in connecting reporters with individuals on the ground who
can dramatize events (Cottle and Nolan 2o07; Powers 2013 Reese 2o015),
If this is the case, data on the growing prominence of unaffiliated indi-
viduals in the news might partially obscure the role NGOs have in
their being there. Furthermore, scholarship also suggests that advocacy
groups are more successful in framing their messages visually than textu-
ally, where sourcing remains “strongly statist” in orientation (Wozniak,
Wessler, and Liick 2016). By restricting the analysis to textual frames,
these data possibly overstate the extent to which NGO messages are sub-
ordinated to indexing dynamics.

Making the news is itself no small feat for NGOs. Mainstream news
access allows humanitarian and human rights groups to push civil soci-
ety demands that often stand at odds with the wishes of the powerful.
Moreover, governments are themselves often divided; NGOs can amplify
these divisions and in doing so introduce their advocacy aims. Yet these
actions occur within the standard norms of news construction; they do
not alter them in any significant manner.

In sum, this chapter shows how long-held news norms shape the
reception of NGO news-making efforts. Yet what happens when these
groups shift to online tools that, at least in principle, provide them with
an opportunity to bypass legacy news outlets and to target audiences

directly?
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Strategic Advocate
in the Digital Storm

For the latter part of the twentieth century, NGOs interested in public-
ity had one primary forum in which to pursue that aim: the mass media,
As | showed in the preceding chapter, coverage in that medium, although
increasing over time, remains elusive. More importantly, how humani-
tarian and human rights groups appear in the news continues to reflect
journalistic norms of indexing, which tend to subordinate advocacy
groups to the statements of political officials. Today, digital tools pro-
vide these organizations with alternative points of entry into the public
sphere. Websites, for example, allow them to push information out to
diverse audiences, and social media platforms provide new formats in
which they caninteract with various stakeholders. How and in what ways
do these groups use digital technologies in their publicity efforts? That
is the core question [ pursue in this chapter.

To date, scholars have offered opposing answers to this ques-
tion. Some see digital tools as ushering in a new era of direct-to-public
communication: no longer strictly dependent on the mass media for
publicity, NGOs are imagined to use digital tools in ways that cre-
atively engage stakeholders and potentially constitute new forms of global
citizenship (Bennett and Mannheim 2006; Chadwick 2013 Russell 2016;
Smith 2010). Others take the opposite view. According to them, NGOs'

online efforts mostly replicate mainstream news norms (Cottle and
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MNolan 2007; Fenton 2010; Sommerfeldt, Kent, and Tavlor 2012). Rather
than use digital tools to bypass the news media, such groups take on the
function of journalists. In providing information that more or less mim-
ics the materials mainstream reporters would produce, this develop-
ment threatens to dilute advocacy agendas and turn NGOs into a proxy
for—rather than a genuine source of—public engagement (Lang 2013;
Naudé, Froneman, and Atwood 2004).

Drawing on observations and interviews at leading NGOs, this
chapter complicates both of these claims and in doing so contributes
to a growing literature that analyzes the organizational imperatives
shaping technological adoption (Briones et al. 2011; Dogra 2012; Orgad
zo13; Waisbord 2o11). In contrast to arguments about a new era of direct-
to-public global communication, it finds that NGOs use digital tools
primarily to capture the attention of journalists and only secondarily to
communicate with their supporters. Moreover, the very visibility afforded
to advocacy groups in the online environment also enables political ly
motivated critics to launch public criticisms that aim to delegitimize
NGOs as credible sources of information. This criticism leads humani-
tarian and human rights groups in turn to be cautious about utilizing
some of the web's more interactive features. The result is that leading
humanitarian and human rights groups minimize public engagement
and instead utilize highly strategic forms of information management.

Yet although NGO publicity strategies frustrate the expectations of
a new era of public communication, they also complicate the view that
online efforts dilute their advocacy aims. These groups see online news
as chaotic and thus to a certain degree permeable: they monitor the news
with the hopes of grafting their advocacy reporting and action recom-
mendations onto news flows, Their overall rate of success in getting these
messages picked up is relatively low, but they are sometimes able to insert
their advocacy agenda into the mainstream news. The result is that their
highly strategic efforts help to diversify the news agenda by adding advo-
cacy frames to extant news coverage,

On the whole, this chapter suggests that the online efforts made by
humanitarian and human rights groups are neither as transformative as
some hope nor as regressive as others worry. Their publicity strategies
instead primarily reflect their pragmatic calculation about how best to

maximize positive publicity while minimizing the potential for negative
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coverage. The chapter’s title signals this pragmatism. At times, this prag-
matic orientation helps to expand news coverage of issues to include
humanitarian and human rights angles. At other times, it makes orga-
nizations cautious—sometimes overly so—about protecting their brand.
In both instances, technological opportunities and the changing media
environment create the context that shapes NGO actions, even as these
groups seek to exert influence on the larger news environment in which
they are embedded. The result is an online effort that in some ways diver-
sifies news even while in other wavs it reinforces the status quo.

NGO PUBLICITY ONLINE: BRINGING
THE ORGANIZATION BACK [N

To date, scholarship examining the online publicity efforts of NGOs has
largely advanced a set of opposing views. One school of thought holds
that new information technologies make possible a new era of advocacy-
driven communication. No longer bound by the conventions of the
mainstream news media, advocacy groups can utilize digital tools to
directly target relevant stakeholders (see, e.g., Bennett and Mannheim
2006; Dean, Anderson, and Lovink 2o04; Hiebert 2o0s; Russell zo18). In
this model, NGOs no longer wait for journalists to pick up their press
releases. They instead use email lists, online websites, and social media
feeds to target their information to stakeholders directly. Lance Bennett's
influential statement on this development nicely captures the way in
which digital tools help to reorient the relationship between advocates
and the news media: according to him, digital technologies “offer activ-
ists an important degree of information and communication indepen-
dence from the mass media” (2003, 151),

Several studies lend empirical support to the view that NGOs are
enjoying a new era of advocacy-driven communication. Adrienne Rus-
sell, for example, finds that such groups are “becoming more interested
in and better at making media and producing news outlets of their own,
serving up do-it-yourself news to supporters and millions of potential
followers” (2016, 35-36; see also Greenberg, Knight, and Westersund
2011). In fact, and in a twist that reverses the traditional dependence of
NGOs on the news media, the coverage provided by advocacy groups is

so exhaustive that many news organizations simply direct readers to it
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for more complete coverage of the events. Ella McPherson (2015) has
explored how human rights groups use social media tools to verify infor-
mation circulating in the midst of human rights crises. In these and
related examples, scholars argue that NGOs use new technologies to put
issues on the public agenda that the mainstream media otherwise ignore
(see, e.g, Aday and Livingston 2009; Reese 2015; Smith 2010).

Scholars in this vein also suggest that digital tools, in addition to
affording NGOs with increased independence from the media, may help
deepen the engagement between advocacy organizations and citizens,
In contrast to a previous era of "checkbook activism,” today's advocacy
groups can use information technologies to interact with—and poten-
tially learn from—their constituencies. Dave Karpf (2mé), for example,
calls attention to the way advocacy groups routinely test their messaging
strategies to find the issues and frames that appeal to the broadest swath
of citizens. Lance Bennett and Alexandra Segerberg (2013) highlight a
number of ways in which advocacy groups can deploy “personalized
action frames” in order to boost public interest on a specific issue. NGOs
are imagined to be key actors in these efforts because they provide the
organizational backbone by combining problem definitions with flexible
modes of civic action. Finally, a host of studies points to instances where
advocacy groups utilize blogs, websites, and social media feeds to inter-
act with citizens on issues of public importance (Castells 2009; Chad-
wick zo13; Wells 2015).% Scholarship along these lines suggests that dig-
ital tools enhance public engagement and to varying degrees enable
NGOs to be less dependent on the news media.

A second school of thought is far less optimistic about the capacity
of information technologies to usher in a new era of advocacy-driven
communication. Although the scholars in this school agree that new
technologies create the potential for new patterns of NGO communica-
tion, they argue that actual patterns of use tell a different tale: advocacy
groups are in fact becoming more reliant on the mainstream media rather
than bypassing them. The dizzying amount of information available
online makes it difficult for users to locate the messages of advocacy
groups (Seo, Kim, and Yang 200¢; Thrall, Stecula, and Sweet 2014). There-
fore, such groups seek to attract the attention of mainstream media out-
lets (Cottle and Nolan 2007 Fenton 2o10; Waisbord 20083, 2o11). To

garner media interest, NGOs are said to adapt to the norms of the news
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media: personalizing and sensationalizing news coverage, overhyping
and distorting the issues they care about, and engaging in celebrity-
driven publicity strategies (Chouliaraki 2007). The adoption of these
“media logics” (Cottle and Nolan 2007) threatens to dilute advocacy
agendas by making NGOs “no different to [other] elite sources of infor-
mation” (Fenton 2010, 167). Simon Cottle and David Nolan put the case
even more starkly: how NGOs pursue online media coverage, they write,
“practically detract[s] from their principal remit. .. and symbolically
fragment(s] the historically founded ethic of universal humanitarianism”
(2007, 863-864).

Scholars in this second vein of thought also worry that NGOs' online
efforts, in addition to adapting to news norms, do little to boost public
engagement. Because advocacy groups rely on media and political elites
for legitimacy, they exhibit a tendency to orient their communication
practices toward these entities. In Sabine Lang's evocative phrase, this
tendency leads organizations to function as “proxy publics” that stand in
for rather than discursively engage with diverse constituencies (zo13, 8;
see Bob 2006 for a related criticism). To the extent that NGOs harness the
affordances of online tools, scholars suggest that these affordances will be
directed primarily toward enhancing this legitimacy. Accordingly,
researchers have documented a range of highly targeted campaigns that
seek primarily to engage political elites (Bob 2006; Lang 2o13; Powers
2014). This second school of thought expresses doubt about the capac-
ity of digital tools to advance NGOs" advocacy aims, whether the
NGOs are adapting to mainstream media norms or targeting political
elites directly.

Clearly, NGOs' digital publicity strategies to varying degrees follow
both transformative and conservative logics, Yet these divergent perspec-
tives, despite their substantial differences, share a tendency to see exter-
nal factors as the primary source of continuity or change. In the first
school of thought, changes in society (e.g., changing citizenship styles)
and technology (e.g, low-cost digital tools) constitute the primary driv-
ers of change. In the second, the demands made by the news media and
political elites act as forces of continuity. These perspectives thus offer
arich portrayal of the context in which advocacy groups find themselves
operating, However, they are generally less attentive to the specific ways
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that organizations seek to balance these varying forces as they pursue
publicity online.

In recent years, scholars working across a range of disciplines,
often under the banner of new institutionalism, have sought to make
organizational analysis a central locus of inquiry. A central tenet of this
scholarship is that external changes—whether technological, social, or
journalistic—need to be processed by organizations and the institu-
tional fields in which they are embedded (Benson 2013 ]. Camphbell
2004; Moon 2017; R, Scott 2014; Waisbord 2o008b; Wright 2016b). Two
key insights from this scholarship are especially useful in exploring the
online publicity strategies of humanitarian and human rights groups.
‘The first has to do with the preservation of legitimacy: that is, the percep-
tion that an organization’s actions are “desirable, proper or appropriate
within some socially constructed systems of norms, values, beliefs and
definitions” (Suchman 1995, 574). On this view, organizations respond to
new developments in part by asking what opportunities and threats
these developments present to their reputation. NGOs perceive the dig-
ital environment to some degree as a threat. The same tools that allow
them to bypass the news media also enable their opponents to attack
and challenge their reporting in real time. Thus, NGOs work to pre-
serve their organizational reputation by falling back on some of the
strategies that secured their legitimacy in the predigital era (e.g., on-the-
ground reporting, often based on months of research). Because these
strategies require time and resources, they are often out of sync with the
news cycle, I suggest that this seemingly irrational behavior—that is, an
organization's apparent failure to utilize digital tools to engage with the
public—is better understood as an effort to preserve and protect the
organization's reputation.

A second insight from the literature on organizations has to do with
strategic action. Even though reputational concerns constrain behavior,
organizations respond to constraints strategically in order to turn them
to their advantage. For example, advocacy groups may find it necessary
to adapt their publicity materials to journalists’ expectations, but they
may also seek to manipulate the news in their favor. In their work on the
media strategies of Earth First! and ACT UP, Kimberly Elsbach and Rob-
ert Sutton found that although both groups employed media-friendly
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techniques to garner attention—using, for instance, dramatic stunts
involving media actions—they also sought to reshape the debate once
they received attention (e.g., by stressing the more conventional aspects
of their organizations, including their affiliation with other advocacy
groups) (1992, 7o2). A comparable dynamic is at work with humanitar-
ian and human rights groups. NGOs do adapt their online publicity
efforts to the mainstream media's requirements and preferences. How-
ever, they do so with the aim of inserting advocacy reporting into news
flows. This adaptation reflects a pragmatic orientation: NGOs see main-
stream media attention as necessary for the fulfillment of their organi-
zational objectives, and they use digital tools to maximize their positive
publicity while minimizing negative effects. This approach downplays
the potentially interactive aspects of digital technologies even as it seeks
to diversify the news agenda.

These concepts—legitimacy and strategic action—help to situate the
findings about humanitarian and human rights groups’ online publicity
efforts. By providing organizational and institutional context, they shed
light on how advocacy groups utilize digital technologies. These concepts
do not, however, explain why NGOs pursue the types of news-making
strategies they do. That is a task that [ take up in the following chapter. In
this chapter, | contribute to scholarly discussions about the way advocacy
groups are and are not using digital technologies. Such an analysis, | sug-
gest, can complicate the claims offered by both sides in the current debate
and in doing so provide the groundwork for a more finely tuned analysis
of the different ways that international NGOs' communication strategies
are evolving in the digital world today.

THE STRATEGIC ADVOCATE IN THE DIGITAL STORM

In principle, as detailed earlier in this chapter, the online environment
offers humanitarian and human rights groups a range of ways to pursue
publicity. In practice, these groups’ online efforts rely heavily on both
the news agenda and the organizing values of the mainstream media.
Communication professionals, including those working exclusively in
the online domain, structure their days in large part around monitor-
ing the flow of popular stories in the hopes of getting their messages

into the news. Moreover, because of their need to promote and protect
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their organizational brands, these groups are cautious about embracing
some of the web's more interactive features. And vet, as [ show, these
efforts have a reflexive character: NGOs have clear advocacy aims in
mind as they pragmatically use digital tools—to graft advocacy angles
onto news coverage so as to diversify news coverage, At least sometimes,
these efforts are successful.

Humanitarian and human rights groups use digital tools to pursue
publicity in three interrelated ways: first, to monitor news and mimic
news norms; second, to promaote and protect their organizational brands;
and third, to graft humanitarian and human rights frames onto existing
news coverage, Each way reflects the strategic and pragmatic calculations
of organizations seeking to maximize their positive publicity while
minimizing the potential for negative coverage of their work, Together,
these ways depict the double-edged sword of NGO communication as it
pertains to digital communication by showing, as noted earlier, that
NGOs" efforts are neither as transformative as some would hope nor as

regressive as others contend.

Monitoring News, Mimicking News Norms

“We're constantly following tweets, trying to see what reporters are
thinking, where they're going, what stories they're covering, what they're
planning, if they're planning any specials where we might be able to get
in ahead of time.™ This was how a media officer at the International Cri-
sis Group responded to a question about how her group utilizes digital
tools. Her response was typical: at most NGOs, professionals described
using digital tools to follow news coverage and to create online materi-
als that can be linked up with and integrated into the day’s news. In none
of these efforts is the mainstream media bypassed or neglected; in fact,
news in the mainstream media is actively monitored so that an organi-
zation’s coverage in the media can be more effectively pursued. Although
NGOs do sometimes use digital tools to directly target relevant stake-
holders, they often tie those efforts to issues or themes already circulat-
ing in the mainstream news.

‘The importance of the mainstream news agenda was made clear to
me during my attendance of organizational meetings. In those daily

encounters, communication professionals—including those working
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exclusively in online units—gather to discuss their strategies for publi-
cizing their organization's efforts. At Amnesty International’s UK sec-
tion, for example, these meetings are typically structured in five parts:*
the first details whether there were any overnight calls or emergencies
(one staff person is on call throughout the night); the second part reviews
any mentions of Amnesty International in print or broadcast media,
which blends into the third part of the meeting, a conversation about hot
or trending news topics; the fourth part identifies what the organization’s
blog post for the day should be and what else the organization should
do online; and in the fifth part, the meeting concludes with everyone
providing an overview of his or her activities for the day. In short, pub-
lic communication is still structured primarily around the news media's
agenda, and garnering coverage in the mainstream media is still seen as
a primary aim, even for those working exclusively in the online domain.

The news meeting is one instance of a larger effort by NGOs to ori-
ent their practices and information products in accordance with the
needs and requirements of the news media® Stories that are published
online are often made to mimic the style of wire-service agencies. As one
person put it, “We consciously ape the styles of media in our communi-
cation in order that what we produce looks like journalism. . . . [Our news
releases] are meant to look like a wire story, so that when it appears in
the inbox of a journalist . . . it moves seamlessly through the media”
(Bogert 2012). Another person cautioned against seeing the use of digi-
tal tools as anything other than traditional public-relations work. “Some-
times journalists may pick it [our press release] up through a blog or
through Twitter and not our traditional press office. But that doesn't
mean that it's not really just a press release. 1t just means it's a really well-
written press release with lots of cool multimedia stuff attached to it."
A third described tracking keywords and select news organizations so
that she could craft messages that would increase her organization's
chances of garnering favorable news coverage. "My goal was not neces-
sarily knowing every little thing going on in the world, but [ wanted
CARE to be a resource for journalists,™

In order to adapt their materials to mainstream media norms, advo-
cacy groups turn to journalists for assistance in at least three basic
ways. First, many advocacy groups hire journalists to help them develop

their digital content in ways that will satisfy news media norms. Nearly
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every organization discussed in this study has in the past several years
hired a person with a recent background in journalism—that is, who has
worked for a legacy news organization—to help with the development of
its digital-content efforts. Second, advocacy groups hire journalists on a
freelance basis. Sometimes these interactions are with prominent pho-
tojournalists, who provide the symbolic capital that NGOs hope will
boost the visibility of their efforts. The efforts by Human Rights Watch
detailed in chapter 1 highlight one important manifestation of this devel-
opment. At other times, these interactions are with less-well-known
freelance jour nalists, who provide the know-how and the social networks
necessary to boost the advocacy group’s digital news-making chances
{ Wright 2016b).

Third, NGOs learn to adapt their messages through regular online
interactions between NGO professionals and journalists. A longtime
professional at Human Rights Watch, for example, moderates a closed
Facebook group, the Vulture Club (Murrell 2014). The group comprises
several thousand journalists and human rights professionals, and they
interact in order to arrange ground transportation, translation, and
related reporting needs. As the founder of the Vulture Club writes, “We're
in contact. .. with each other” (quoted in Murrell 2014, 18). Such groups
have been criticized as fostering overly cozy relationships between NGO
professionals and journalists,” but, regardless of one's evaluation of such
relationships, it is clear that this type of semiregular contact helps to make
NGOs aware of the types of things that journalists are interested in.

Although digital tools—podcasts, email lists, multimedia slideshows,
interactive maps, and so forth—can theoretically be used to bypass the
mainstream news media, in practice | found them utilized mostly in
efforts to garner those media’s attention. At several organizations, NGO
professionals described their use of podcasts as an effective way to pro-
vide news outlets with background to the issues on which the outlets are
working, Others noted that news outlets can readily pick up NGOs'
online products such as interactive maps, thus boosting an advocacy
group’s chances of garnering media attention.”

All organizations have an active social media presence, which ful-
fills a variety of organizational needs. Those working in the marketing
department stress the importance of such tools for donor cultivation.

“I'm a fund-raiser,” said one person at CARE. "Everything | do around

The Strategic Advocate in the Digital Storm o3

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines
Authenticated

Download Date | 101149 4:13 AM



social media is [geared] toward the goal of turning people into donors.™"
Others described this social media presence as a tool to communicate
with supporters: “It is the best way for CARE to engage our audience
regularly. | want people to see what we're doing, what the success stories
are, what the challenges are, outside the context of fund-raising.""!
Researchers and advocacy officers explained how they use social media
to produce a partial public record of their efforts. One person working
in South Africa on intellectual property and AIDS drugs remarked that
she posts the comments made by officials at meetings she attends, “It's
away to keep a record and hold people accountable later on.™ 5till oth-
ers described using social media to interact with other NGO profes-
sionals and journalists,

Most NGO professionals stressed the underlying importance of
being part of the public discussion. Social media, they informed me, is
useful as a way to get the pulse of the news, to try out new angles, and
to see what sticks. Mostly, though, it is another way to seek out news
coverage. As one person put it, “We tweet several times a day. We should
probably be doing it more. Other organizations are doing the same. And
what remains to be seen is how much of animpact it is having, [t's a great
dissemination tool, but whether or not it leads to what we wish to see—
which is coverage of Amnesty in traditional and new media—that

remains to be seen.™*

Promoting and Protecting the Organizational Brand

NGOs are not just in the business of providing information; they are
also selling a product—their organizational brands (Benthall 1993). The
extraordinary growth of the humanitarian and human rights sector has
helped to create what Clifford Bob terms a “market for lovalties” (2006,
14-53). In this market, organizations compete intensely to secure funds
and other forms of public support (Cottle and Nolan 2o07). In inter-
views, many professionals noted that the need to promote and protect
the organization’s brand shapes—and in important ways limits—their
organizations’ use of digital tools. In particular, respondents suggested
that the need to promote and protect the organizational brand makes
them cautious about embracing some of the web’s more interactive

features. They reported that rather than use digital tools to boost public
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engagement, they use them primarily to disseminate information that
promotes their organizational agendas. Moreover, the very way in which
NGOs seek to protect their organization relies on earlier “predigital”
patterns of image management (e.g., lengthy fact-checking processes
that make it difficult to respond in real time to the need for human
rights information), Rather than adapt to the speed and nature of online
visibility, many organizations dedicate time and resources to conserving
their organizational reputation. Both processes lead to online strategies
that frustrate optimistic expectations about deeper forms of public
engagement.

In their everyday work, communication staffers spend a great deal
of time communicating fo the public but proportionally less time com-
municating with that public. Advocacy groups' online websites mostly
provide informational accounts about the work the organizationis doing.'*
A longtime media officer at Oxfam, for example, explained that most
issues of his online newsletter simply seek to tell donors about what the
organization is doing. He wants supporters to read, “Hey, I'm sure you've
heard of what's going on in Colombia or Pakistan or Haiti, and here is
what we're doing about it. And thanks again for supporting [what we're
doing].™ This informational orientation is prevalent even in social media
tools that allow for direct interaction with the public. At CARE, one
person described the organization’s aim in using social media in the fol-
lowing terms: "l want audiences to see CARE post about child marriage
and some of the programs we have to address it. And with the same fre-
quency that they're only getting news updates from their local newspa-
pers.™ In other words, these organizations see their social media as func-
tioning more or less like a news organization by pushing out in formation
to supporters.

NGOs pursue this informational strategy for multiple reasons.'” As
several people explained to me, “getting the message out” is a top prior-
ity. One person stated, “There are lots of organizations people can sup-
port, and we recognize that.. .. [So] we try to make sure people know
who we are and what we do."* Moreover, journalists encourage organi-
zations to constantly provide information to the news outlets, “1f we
don't puta press release out,” one Amnesty press officer explained to me,
“then people think there are some politics behind [that decision]. And
they will not buy it if we say that the press office did not think [the event
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in question] was newsworthy™™ The press officer noted that this claim
intensifies in an online environment, where journalists expect the orga-
nization’s website to constantly include press releases pertaining to the
latest news.

Conversely, there is much less urgency in finding ways to engage
with people online. For example, one day in conversation with a press
officer at Médecins Sans Frontitres, | learned about the various ways the
group uses social media to pursue journalists and to push out informa-
tion about some of the group’s advocacy work, After pointing out that
many of the people who follow the organization are not journalists, |
asked what the organization wants from those people. She hesitated and
then responded: “We should probably do something with those people,
but I'm not sure what.™ This response was fairly common across all
organizations: beyond branding their organization to audiences, groups
were often unclear about what other potential ways public engagement by
means of digital tools could be used to further their advocacy agendas.

In contrast, nearly everyone had stories about ways that public inter-
actions could potentially be harmful to NGOs. In a world where anyone
can monitor their work, advocacy groups not only circulate their infor-
mation quickly but also find that information called into question by
opponents and detractors. Perhaps the starkest example comes from a
situation Human Rights Watch found itself in during the war between
Israel and Lebanon in 2006, Although this event occurred prior to my
research, multiple respondents—from several organizations—discussed
it in interviews to describe some of the problems advocacy groups have in
adapting their publicity strategies to the online environment. It thus illus-
trates a larger dynamic that NGOs face online as they seek to promote
their brand while protecting their credibility.

On July 23, 2006, lsraeli drones struck two clearly marked Red Cross
ambulances. When the strike hit, the ambulance crews were carrying
wounded civilians from one ambulance to the other, The Red Cross work-
ers were injured during the attack, and three of the civilians suffered
additional injuries. One man lost his leg as a result of the strike on the
ambulances, and his elderly mother was left partially paralyzed (Human
Rights Watch 2o06a). Researchers from Human Rights Watch immedi-
ately launched an investigation into the events,

The ambulance attack formed one piece of a report Human Rights
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Watch released on August 3, 2006. Titled Fatal Strikes, it documented
violations of international humanitarian law by the [sraeli Defense
Forces. According to the report, the Israeli military had killed an esti-
mated four hundred people during the war, the vast majority of them
civilians. Drawing on interviews and on-the-ground research, the report
concluded: “Israeli forces have consistently launched targeted artillery
and air attacks with dubious military gain but excessive civilian cost”
(Human Rights Watch 20064, 3). The attack on the ambulances was one
of twenty-three documented incidents in the forty-nine-page report.
With respect to the ambulance attack, the report noted: “Making medi-
cal or religious personnel, medical units or medical transports the object
of attack is a war crime” (41).

Upon the report’s publication, a small but vocal group of unnamed
online commentators questioned its veracity. Specifically, they claimed
that the ambulance attack could not have happened as described. One
person argued that it could not have happened on July 23 because pho-
tographs showed evidence of rust on an ambulance roof where shrapnel
had scraped away the paint—rust that should have taken months to
develop “in dry climates such as Lebanon in the summer.” Another sug-
gested that the missile could not have left a man without a leg because
the photographs showed the gurney inside the ambulance to be undam-
aged.” In relatively short order, the accusations made their way into the
mainstream media, where government officials saw it. Within weeks of
the report being published, Australia’s foreign minister was quoted as
saying that “it is beyond serious dispute that this episode has all the mak-
ings of a hoax” (Schubert 2006).

Human Rights Watch had to take these accusations seriously because
its legitimacy is premised upon an assumption that the information it
circulates is accurate. As John Thompson (2000) has shown with respect
to political scandals, credibility is a symbolic resource at stake in strug-
gles over an individual's or organization’s reputation and in the trust the
public can maintain in that individual or organization” To protect its
credibility, Human Rights Watch sent its research team back to the scene
to reexamine the events. The team conducted interviews with the ambu-
lance workers and Red Cross supervisors involved in responding to the
incident as well as evewitnesses; they visited the ambulances to find

physical evidence that could confirm or negate claims of what happened;
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and they reviewed the records of local Red Cross offices to track the
movement of the ambulances prior to the evening of July 23. The research
and writing required to respond to the accusations took months.

In December 2006, Human Rights Watch published its findings,
entitled The "Hoax" That Wasn't: The July 23 Qana Ambulance Attack
(Human Rights Watch 2006b). The report provided detailed evidence
refuting the critical claims against its prior reporting. In response to
the assertion that someone had removed the ambulance's air vent, the
researchers “recovered the air vent, which showed it to have been pen-
etrated by a missile” (21). They alsolocated the exit point of the missile from
the ambulance floor. They debunked claims that the attack could not
have occurred on July 23 because rust does not form that quickly by
pointing out that coastal Lebanon is an extremely humid place, not a dry
climate. Finally, they showed that claims of an undamaged gurney were
false: the bloggers had looked at photographs of the wrong ambulance.
“Inconclusion,” the report stated, “there was no hoax. All of the available
evidence shows that the Israeli attack . . . took place as reported” (24).

Although it was crucial for Human Rights Watch to respond to these
allegations, it was also costly and time-consuming. Moreover, the alle-
gations were made possible only because of digital media, such as blogs,
yet the method of responding to the criticisms was, as one person put
it, “predigital™ the response was accurate, but it took months to report.
How could the organization maintain its credibility more quickly in the
face of such attacks in the future?

Complicating matters is the fact that NGOs have in recent years
unintentionally circulated inaccurate information as a result of using
digital technologies to augment their reporting. This problem is nota
wholly new one, The need for publicity (to raise funds, to boost the orga-
nizational profile) sometimes creates “dueling incentives” between accu-
rate reporting and organizational objectives (Cohen and Green 2o12).
Digital tools intensify this mix: in chapter 2, for example, 1 described a
case in which Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch incor-
rectly claimed that an eighteen-year-old Syrian woman was beheaded by
the Syrian government. NGO professionals discussed this case as a cau-
tionary tale about how digital tools and a constant media cycle create
incentives for publishing items that may threaten the organizational
brand in the long run,
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Cases like this reinforce the idea that NGOs should protect their
organizational credibility by using predigital modes of information man-
agement (e.g, eyewitness verification and on-the-ground reporting). This
predigital approach is seen as both necessary and time-consuming: nec-
essary because negative publicity can threaten an organization’s political
standing and reduce its capacity to attract donors and time-consuming
because an organization has no easy way to rapidly refute allegations.
As several people stressed, digital technologies intensify the number
of allegations such groups receive, and their preexisting need to pro-
mote and protect their organizational brands shapes how they respond
to such claims.®

In sum, although digital tools make itin principle possible to bypass
the news media, in practice advocacy groups utilize them primarily to
capture the attention of journalists, The possibility of politically moti-
vated “scandal” often makes these groups conservative in their usage of
interactive aspects of these technologies. And yet NGO online publicity
strategies are not wholly defensive. They are also characterized by a
reflexive effort to insert advocacy recommendations into news coverage.

Grafting the News: Inserting Advocacy Reporting Into
News Flows

Although NGO professionals discussed the impediments to utilizing
digital technologies, they were also quick to point out that they use
these tools with a clear advocacy aim in mind: to graft humanitarian
and human rights angles onto news coverage®* By “graft,” | mean to
add advocacy frames onto news stories that nominally—at least in the
news media’s initial telling—have nothing to do with humanitarian or
human rights issues. For example, when Hillary Clinton announced her
bid for the presidency in June 2015, the director of Human Rights Watch
took to Twitter with a question: “Will Hillary Clinton stop treating
Burma as her big victory & start speaking out for Rohingya?” In rais-
ing this question about the treatment of ethnic minorities in a country
that Clinton traveled to as secretary of state, Human Rights Watch
sought to take the hottest issue in the news media that day (Clinton's
campaign kickoff) and introduce a new angle to it: namely, human

rights violations in Myanmar.
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Put simply, a major reason why NGOs dedicate time and resources
to monitoring news and mimicking news norms is that they want, as one
person pithily put it, “to inject the human rights aspect of a story.”™
Communication professionals at numerous organizations discussed
these efforts routinely.™ At Christian Aid, the head of the news unit told
me: “We try where possible to spot stories that we think we can use to
promote our message.”™ At Save the Children, a press officer described
her use of social media as “my way of following the news ... so that later
we can find ways toget our messages into it.™ Finally, someone at Oxfam
described efforts to graft a human rights angle onto stories about piracy
in East Africa, which were trending at the time: “I push my guys to say,
like, hey, Somalia, there's this piracy, it's in the news everyday—everyone
is talking about these bloody pirates—how can we serve that wave?
Because it's page 3 [in the newspaper| everyday now."™

Human Rights Watch's use of Clinton's announcement is in many
ways exemplary of the broader efforts by NGOs. News organizations did
not suddenly cease reporting on Clinton's campaign announcement and
refocus their reporting on human rights issues in Myanmar, but the orga-
nization’s efforts highlight the extent to which news grafting shapes advo-
cacy groups quotidian publicity strategies—even when such grafting is
not successful, as is the case much of the time. In this way, news grafting
is somewhat akin to a home run in baseball. Although the overall per-
centage of hitting a home run is quite low, the overall impact of success
stories is large, (It is also worth noting that the cost of failure ingrafting
is also quite low and that even failures can be accounted for as practice
on the part of NGO's that are seeking to develop a sensibility for what
does and does not fit into the news agenda *)

Sometimes, though, this strategy does work, and it is those successes
that reinforce the idea that the overall strategy itself is worth pursuing,
An example of successful news grafting can be found in the multipronged
campaign launched by several NGOs to draw attention to human rights
issues in China in the lead-up to the 2008 Olympics. Opponents criti-
cized the choice of China as the Olympics venue given the Chinese gov-
ernment’s human rights record, especially in places such as Tibet, where
the government had long subjected thousands of Tibetans to arrest and
detention, The lengthy lead-up to the games gave activists an array of

opportunities to make the news. As one organizer put it, “Our job was
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to take the Olympic spotlight and turn it to Tibet” (quoted in Becker
2013, 251). To do this, NGOs developed dramatic media visuals that they
hoped would call attention to the issues. In 2007, the Olympic torch
began its journey around the world in Greece. At many stops along the
way, advocacy groups sought to interrupt the events by drawing atten-
tion to human rights issues. As Jo Becker of Human Rights Watch sum-
marizes its work, “Protests were organized by various organizations at
many locations, highlighting not only China's occupation of Tibet but
also human rights abuses related to Darfur, China’s relationship to Myan-
mar and Zimbabwe, repression against Falun Gong members, and other
issues” (2013, 185). In London, activists rappelled down the Westminster
Bridge to hang a large banner reading "One World, One Dream: Free Tibet
2008, In Paris, activists hung the same sign over a bridge on the Seine.

Digital tools were important in coordinating and publicizing these
efforts. Text-messaging systems and social media platforms made it pos-
sible for NGO organizers to track the route of the Olympic torch and
therefore to know when to unfurl their banners to achieve maximum
visual impact. In San Francisco, so many people signed up for the mes-
sages that organizers shut down the torch ceremony for fear of disruption,
which led the president of the International Olympic Committee to deem
the situation a “crisis” for the games. The activists responsible for hanging
the banners brought phones with them during their actions; several gave
live interviews while hanging from bridges. Technical support allowed
these groups to post their visual feeds directly to news organizations,
which in turn displayed them with surprising prominence. The New York
Times carried a front-page story, and CNN broadcast the story live to its
American audience.

Digital tools also helped NGOs sustain and rejuvenate their public
efforts. As the Olympic torch journey wound down, activists launched
a website, www.AtheleteWanted.org, which offered athletes ways to
support the cause (such as shaving one’s head as a gesture of solidarity
with Tibetan monks or displaying Tibetan flags or symbols). This turned
the media spotlight to questions about whether athletes would or
even could become part of the protest (the Olympic Charter prohibits
demonstrations and propaganda from Olympic venues). The cam-
paign’s broader effect was to layer human rights issues onto the news

media’s coverage of the upcoming games,
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As multiple respondents noted, however, tracking the news to insert
advocacy reporting into it is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the
strategy represents an attempt to diversify the news: the Olympics, for
example, are not intuitively about human rights issues, and no journal-
ist was initially calling Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, or
other groups for comments about the games. But actively following
the news allows humanitarian and human rights groups to pluralize the
total number of news frames and in doing so to more closely approxi-
mate normative ideals of “multiperspectivalism” (Gans w7g). On the
other hand, as several respondents noted, the grafting strategy takes
the news agenda and its norms largely as given and minimizes the use
of digital tools to explore alternative forms of public engagement (Wells
2015). Because humanitarian and human rights groups work on a range
of topics that are not popular in the press, focusing on what the press
does cover effectively shuns the large number of stories it does not cover.
Moreover, any effort to insert advocacy views into news coverage must
rely on news norms of timeliness and conflict. Stories that lack those
dimensions face a far steeper barrier to publicity.

NGO professionals face these barriers constantly. Press officers
described humanitarian issues that were important but lacked novelty
and thus were hard to draw attention to. For example, a press officer at
Oxfam told me about his frustration with trying to get journalists inter-
ested in human rights issues transpiring in the aftermath of an earth-
quake in Pakistan. "We couldn’t bloody well sell anything,” he said. "We
had great V NR [video news releases|, we had great pictures, we had great
material —and it was very difficult to get journalists interested.” When
I asked about the possibility of grafting that issue onto something else
in the news, he replied: “Of course | would like to see more stories about
humanitarian issues. ... But at the same time you need to think about
the appetite in the American market, in the French market for people
reading about misery every day." On this view, the appetite for human-
itarian and human rights issues is limited: not every story about a human
rights issue can be grafted onto other news topics.™

At the same time, there are instances where advocacy groups do find
these barriers surmountable. An example comes from Human Rights
Watch. In 2014, it sent a research team to investigate political violence
in the Central African Republic, a country with both long-standing
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human rights violations and relatively minimal coverage in the Ameri-
can news media. Human Rights Watch hired the well-known photojour-
nalist Marcus Bleasdale to accompany the research team on its trip. At
one point during their trip, the research team attended a ceremony held
by the government for the National Army. At the end of the event, sol-
diers found a Muslim man who they claimed was an opposition fighter
and proceeded to lynch him and light his body on fire. The research team
rushed to the scene to capture it on camera. As they started recording,
a group of soldiers came forward to pose with the body, giving the
research team a thumbs-up signal.™

The research team posted the video to its YouTube account. One of
the researchers also posted images and descriptions of the event to his
Twitter account. The images and the posts quickly circulated online. The
video quickly garnered three million views, which constituted a third of
all views for the entire corpus of videos the organization had posted to
the video-sharing site. The researcher’s Twitter feed attracted increased
attention as well. Before embarking on the research trip, he had approx-
imately three thousand followers. At the end of the trip, that number had
risen to twelve thousand (Bogert 2014). In subsequent trips, the research
team developed a hashtag to use in its social media posts about the
events,

Human Rights Watch's digital efforts caught the news media’s atten-
tion. Journalists began using the hashtag. As one person involved in the
campaign put it, “If you work for the [United Nations], if you work for
the French government, if you work for the African Union, if you are a
journalist, if you are a humanitarian aid worker, this is the guy that you
are following in order to get the news” (Bogert 2014). Christiane Aman-
pour showed the video on her CNN program and had the researcher as
a guest to discuss the events * The New York Times embedded many of
Human Right Watch's posts in its breaking-news blog, the Lede. A Dutch
print newspaper, NRC Handelsblad, took the researcher's social media
posts and republished them verbatim.,

As its social media efforts drove mainstream media coverage,
Human Rights Watch not only found success in getting a neglected
topic discussed but also gained an ability to insert its specific action
recommendations into the news, [ts posts called for a larger peacekeep-

ing mission from the United Nations; it cautioned about the negative
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economic effects of ethnic deansing (the Muslim population have his-
torically been the key traders in the country, especially of livestock); and
it called for Western governments to make good on their promise fol-
lowing the Rwandan genocide to “never again” let tar geted ethnic killing
occur while they stand idly by. Human Rights Watch relied on a mix-
ture of contingency and media savvy to arrive at this place. From a news
angle, the research team was “lucky” to happen upon the gruesome kill-
ings (in the sense that the team did not plan on it), which made for
attractive news copy. At the same time, the group had to have many
elements in place in order to cover that event. Most obviously, they had
to be there, in the Central African Republic, and with enough knowl-
edge on the ground to know where to go. As one person at Human Rights
Watch said, “Christiane Amanpour is not going to send a camera person
to the Central African Republic. Just vesterday her producer was in our
offices, and she said, “There is no way we [CNN] can afford to do that.”
It also mattered, the producer went on, who the Human Rights Watch
team was there with: “We [CNN] took this video because you had it and
because it was shot by this guy named Marcus Bleasdale, who is a very
highly regarded photographer and videographer, who CNN knows
they can trust” (Bogert 2014).

Grafting the news thus represents a key way in which NGOs seek to
insert their advocacy agenda into the news. This way relies primarily on
the extant news agenda for cues regarding salient themes, styles, and
topics and then seeks to reframe those issues around the ideas in which
the advocacy groups are interested, At times, this method enables advo-
cacy groups to get their action recommendations picked up in the news,
as Human Rights Watch did in its reporting on the Central African
Republic. At other times, these messages are lost in the "noise” that
surrounds any media issue. As one person with Oxfam put it, "Our suc-
cess rate isn't that high, but winning one issue once in a while goes a

long way."™

Despite expectations of a new era of public communication, this chap-
ter finds that NGOs use digital tools primarily to supplement rather than
to challenge the relationship between themselves and legacy news orga-
nizations. Communication professionals spend much of their time mon-

itoring the news and mimicking news norms and spend comparatively
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less time cultivating relationships with real or potential supporters.
Drawing on new-institutional theories of legitimacy and strategic action,
I suggest that this state of affairs reflects a pragmatic orientation on the
part of humanitarian and human rights groups, who see digital tools as
both an opportunity and a threat: an opportunity because these tools
give them new ways to insert advocacy recommendations into the news
and a threat because the very visibility of the Internet exposes these orga-
nizations to a growing number of potential media scandals.

In many ways, these findings resonate with those described in
chapter 3. Bothindicate that NGOs play a growing role in shaping—and
in some cases directly producing—news coverage of humanitarian and
human rights issues. Both online and off, they are more active and more
visible in news coverage today than they were in the past. Yet both chap-
ters also find that these roles continue to be deeply imbricated in the
norms and practices of the mainstream news media. Rather than chal-
lenge news norms, advocacy groups accept them as given and adapt their
efforts accordingly. As most respondents noted, this work is difficult, ten-
upus, and ongoing, This fact shapes the types of messages that advocacy
groups think they can publicize as well as the methods they utilize to raise
awareness of those messages.™ Taken together, the findings of these two
chapters portray agrowing, if constrained, role for NGOs in the provision
of news about humanitarian and human rights issues, one that is neither
as transformative as some hope nor as regressive as others worry.

It is possible—perhaps even likely—that NGOs' online strategies will
evolve over time and become less focused on mainstream media. Indeed,
recent examples suggest that some groups may indeed be experimenting
more and more with such strategies. Human Rights Watch's work with
well-known photojournalists to report on countries outside the media
spotlight suggests that groups may be using some media norms (e.g,, pro-
fessional visuals) to call attention to issues not otherwise on the news
agenda. To what extent advocacy groups are capable of using this strategy
thus remains an important concern for future ingquiry in this research
domain. At the same time, the pragmatic and strategic concerns that
shape the behavior identified in this chapter are not likely to disappear
entirely. Indeed, research by Kate Wright (2016a, 2016b) finds that
although human rights organizations are increasingly using freelanc-

ers to produce news about underrepresented issues in various African
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countries, their aim in doing so has as much to do with using freelanc-
ers to make the organizations' content appear more newsworthy to
news outlets than it might otherwise. In these and related instances,
advocacy groups tinker with their online strategies even as the princi-
ples guiding their behavior remain largely unchanged.

‘The data for this chapter are drawn from leading humanitarian and
human rights groups. To what extent should patterns seen there apply
to “digitally born” advocacy groups, such as Avaaz in the human rights
sector, which aim to conduct most of their work online? Extant scholarship
points to competing possibilities. On the one hand, newer groups also
seek legitimacy vis-a-vis journalists and public officials. Arguably, this
need for legitimacy might minimize the extent to which they engage with
their supporters, thus suggesting similarities between the technology-
adoption practices of both established groups and digital-first groups.
On the other hand, digital-first groups evince different organizational
structures from those typically found in established NGOs. Unlike
leading established organizations, digital groups do not have preexisting
public-relations departments oriented toward generating mainstream
media coverage. As a result, they can create departments tasked expressly
with exploiting the unique affordances of digital media, unencumbered
by preexisting organizational structures (Karpf 2016; Kavada 2o12). Fur-
ther research is needed to better understand similarities and differences
in the online strategies of established NGOs and newer digital-first
NGOs,

‘These findings leave us with at least two puzzles. First, what accounts
for NGOs' news-making strategies? We have seen that humanitarian and
human rights groups still care a great deal about publicity in the main-
stream media and that they utilize digital tools to achieve those ends
while minimizing alternative forms of public engagement. [ have detailed
advocacy groups’ pragmatic orientation, so in the next chapter 1 explore
the broader institutional forces—the role of donors, political elites, and
journalists—that help to shape these media strategies. Second, how do
new norms endure amid journalism’s economic, social, and technologi-
cal upheavals? Given the massive downsizing of mainstream American
news outlets, the very persistence of news norms requires explanation.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Publicity’s Ends

‘Thus far, we have seen that NGOs continue to prioritize coverage in the
mainstream media. This preference persists despite the explosive growth
of digital technologies and staffing resources that make it possible for
such groups to bypass the news media and target relevant stakeholders
directly. Although such tools are indeed important, we have seen that
advocacy groups typically use them to pursue the attention of journal-
ists and political officials, not to communicate directly with supporters.
Moreover, this emphasis on media coverage endures even though such
groups are aware of the trade-offs endemic in media-driven activism:
advocacy groups are more likely to appear in the news today, but they
remain subject to journalistic norms that require them to adapt their
materials to the news media’s needs for drama and timeliness, which
potentially distract from their advocacy goals. These findings raise an
important analvtical question: Why should NGOs continue to pursue
mainstream media coverage?

This chapter draws from and contributes to new institutional
theories of path dependence (). Campbell 2004; R, Scott 2014) to answer
this question.' Specifically, l argue that humanitarian and human rights
groups are incentivized in three ways to pursue the publicity strate-
gies they do. First, donors continue to value media coverage as a plat-

form to learn about NGOs and as a mechanism for measuring these
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NGOs" impact on political discourse. They are also hesitant to fund new
areas such as analytics and content management that would allow advo-
cacy groups to further develop their online strategies. Second, political
officials continue to value mainstream media coverage as a way to learn
about advocacy demands. Although digital technologies create new ave-
nues for interactions with government officials, the perception among
many activists is that most examples of successful advocacy include
mainstream coverage. Third, NGOs occupy a position that is socially
proximate to journalism, which leads the former to see the latter as an
ally in the pursuit of publicity. Together, these factors lead NGO media
strategies to remain intensely interested in garnering mainstream media
coverage, despite the possibilities offered by digital media to bypass con-
ventional intermediaries.

Theories of path dependence typically focus on institutions’ inter-
nal capacity to reproduce themselves, On this view, institutions—once
started—put in motion processes that make continuity more likely than
change (Pierson 2000; Thelen 2002). Large initial investments in staffand
resources make it costly to alter existing routines and strategies. Over
time, an organization accumulates knowledge that helps it refine its prac-
tices, and individual actors in the organization develop interests in per-
petuating the status quo. Finally, feedback loops within and beyond a
single organization ensure that actors adapt their strategies in accor-
dance with the larger political environments in which they operate. As
a result, organizational actors tend to “lean heavily” on existing frame-
works, “adjusting only at the margins to accommodate distinctive fea-
tures of new situations” (Pierson 1994, 42). New institutional theorists
characterize this tendency toward durability as “path dependence.”

The empirical data presented in this chapter both confirm and extend
this theory. On the one hand, sizable public-relations departments, staffed
by former journalists who maintain semiregular contact with current
journalists, are evidence of precisely these types of path-dependent
effects. Communication professionals lean heavily on a framework that
sees mainstream media coverage as the primary aim of their work,
Although they do not shun digital tools, they see these tools as oppor-
tunities to extend preexisting strategies. This aspect of the empirical data
confirms extant theories of path dependence. On the other hand, NGOs

maintain their publicity strategies in part because other institutional
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actors incentivize them to do so. ln different ways and for different
reasons, both donors and political officials indicate that mainstream
media coverage is important for NGOs. This is evidence of a different
but complementary way in which institutional strategies are repro-
duced, which | term reinforcing path dependencies. In using this con-
cept, | call attention to the way that path dependencies in one field
{ politics, philanthropy) interact with and reinforce path dependencies
in another field (NGOs).

I begin here by reviewing current explanations for NGO publicity
strategies and suggest that new-institutional theories of path dependence
may help explain these continuities while also extending theories of path
dependence. | then draw on my interviews with advocacy professionals
to identify the specific factors incentivizing humanitarian and human
rights groups to persist in their mainstream-media-centered publicity
strategies. Finally, | conclude by considering what types of conditions
would be necessary to incentivize NGOs to move bevond their present
bias toward mainstream news coverage, while also reflecting on the
implications for an extended understanding of path dependence.

EXPLAINING THE PERSISTENCE OF MEDIA-CENTRIC
PUBLICITY STRATEGIES

NGOs have long relied on the news media to raise public awareness,
attract donations, and influence political debates (Benthall 1993; Pollock
2014; Powers 2015a). As we have seen, this struggle for publicity has been
fought mostly as an uphill battle: researchers find that professional norms
make journalists far more likely to utilize government and business offi-
cials rather than NGOs or other civic actors as news sources (Lang 2013;
Sobieraj 2o11; Waisbord 2011). Moreover, in their quest for publicity
NGOs typically engage in a series of trade-offs that threaten to dilute
their messages. In order to appear in the news, for example, they focus
their publicity efforts on issues occurring in countries already in the
news media’s spotlight (Thrall, Stecula, and Sweet 2014). Less-covered or
“forgotten” crises are seldom discussed in the news media, and therefore
humanitarian and human rights groups do less work to get those issues
covered in the news (Powers 2016d; Ramos, Ron, and Thoms 2007). Sim-

ilarly, research finds that NGO messages often become sensationalized
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and distorted when the news media pick them up (Benthall 1993; Cottle
and Nolan 2007 Sobieraj 2o011). In short, reliance on the news media has
long been recognized as both a necessary and a problematic strategy for
humanitarian and human rights groups.

Despite suggestions of NGOs' decreasing media dependence, NGO
publicity strategies continue to be media centered. Communication staff-
ers dedicate much of their work day to following the mainstream news
agenda and to brainstorming ideas for garnering media attention. They use
online tools to extend preexisting publicity efforts, not to radically rein-
vent them, even though they continue to face enduring tensions in their
relationship with the news media: the issues they care about are often
distorted by journalists (Powers 2014); organizations must spend a great
deal of their time fighting off negative publicity (Cottle and Nolan 2007;
Orgad 2013); and only rarely are these groups able to broaden the media
spotlight to include other countries and issues (Van Leuven and Joye
2014). Despite these tensions, extant research documents an enduring NGO
interest in attracting mainstream media coverage (Fenton 2010; Lang
2o13; Nolan and Mikami 2o13; Waisbord 2008a; Wright 2016b).*

Why should advocacy groups persist in these media-centric strate-
gies? For the most part, the available literature has focused on whether
(and, if so, how) their publicity strategies have changed (see, eg., Sobi-
eraj 2011}, but questions about why these groups continue to focus on
the news media tend not to receive sustained attention. Simon Cottle and
David Nolan discuss the increasingly competitive landscape in which
NGOs operate and suggest that the need for funding leads many orga-
nizations to intensively pursue media coverage (2007, 864-866). Yet why
media coverage should remain an effective fund-raising tool relative to
online donation formats remains unexplained.® Similarly, Natalie Fenton
suggests that online environments create a “tyranny of technology” in
that advocacy groups always feel the need to produce content (2010, 156).
This explanation similarly neglects to explain why technologies are being
used primarily to pursue mainstream media coverage and not alterna-
tive forms of publicity. As a result, scholars today know that NGOs con-
tinue to be media centered, but they lack an account of why this should
be the case.

New institutional theorists have long explored the reasons why

institutions persist in old practices despite new contexts. Within this
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school of thought, one major vein of theorizing suggests that institutional
developments tend toward “path dependence” (Campbell 2004; R. Scott
2014). This view holds that previous decisions shape future possibilities. In
this view, sequencing—that is, when something happens—matters. Early
choices foreclose some options while opening up others. Because institu-
tions tend generally to reprod uce themselves, path dependence is typically
seen as a constraint on any sort of radical change. Critical junctures—that
is, major moments of disruption when the status quo is thrown into ques-
tion (Starr 2004)—may produce dramatic changes, but those changes
tend to be incremental (if they happen at all) more often than not. The
empirical challenge for the researcher is thus to locate the factors that
incentivize an institution to follow a path-dependent trajectory?

The theory of path dependence provides an account of stasis that is
rooted in history and social processes rather than in organizational irra-
tionality. From such a perspective, it is not the case that organizations
are unwilling to change; rather, it is that they find themselves “locked
in" to arrangements that are difficult to alter. Scholars have used this
concept to describe things as varied as the commercial bias in Ameri-
can media policy making (Pickard 2014), enduring cross-national di ffer-
ences in journalism (Benson 2013), and the difficulties that political par-
ties have had in making use of online technologies (Kreiss 2012; Nielsen
2012}, In the previous chapter, this concept was used to explain how the
desire for legitimacy influences humanitarian and human rights groups’
online publicity efforts,

Arguments about path dependence typically focus on a single field
or institutional space. On this view, institutions incentivize and promote
stability in a number of ways: they may develop routines and practices
that persist despite new possibilities; they may prescribe the appropriate
goals and forms of action as well as the acceptable ways in which those
activities and goals should be pursued; and they may create taken-for-
granted assumptions about the nature of reality (R, Scott 2014). In each
of these scenarios, institutions are motivated primarily by factors within
the fields in which they operate. For example, once a particular routine
or practice has been adopted, actors accumulate knowledge about how
those practices work. As they grow more comfortable with these prac-
tices, they generally become less likely to deviate from them (Pierson

2000). The development of any new practice or arrangement typically
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involves large start-up costs, which on the whole serves asa disincentive
for the institution and the actors within it to change their behavior.

Theories of path dependence have generally paid less attention to
external pressures—that is, pressures emanating from beyond the pri-
mary institutional domain—in reinforcing routines and behaviors. When
institutions do not change, theories of path dependence ascribe this resil-
ience mostly to the power of institutions. 1t is when institutions do
change that institutional theories focus on external pressures (Thelen
2002), Yet these external pressures are usually discussed in broad terms,
as can be seen in concepts such as “exogenous shocks” and “critical
junctures.” This broad discussion has the unintended effect of leaving
undertheorized the degree to which related institutional fields shape the
behaviors of a single field. In the case of NGOs, these pressures mean
that publicity strategies sometimes follow in step with the strategies of
those located in more powerful fields (politics, philanthropy, and jour-
nalism).

I call this tendency reinforcing path dependencies. In using this
term, | call attention to the way in which path dependencies in one set
of fields (e.g., politics, philanthropy) constrain and reinforce the path-
dependent actions in a related field (e.g., NGOs). This notion takes seri-
ously the relative stability of institutional practices over time but more
precisely identifies the various interinstitutional incentives that enable
such stability. It builds on recent theoretical work—usually falling under
the banner of field theory ( Bourdieu 1993)—that situates institutional
activity within a wider constellation of interinstitutional relations (Ben-
son 2013; Fligstein and McAdam zo12). On this view, path dependence
is not simply self-reinforcing but also the product of a constellation of
strategies, actions, and relations across institutional fields.

To be sure, this path dependence must be “translated” into the rele-
vant terms and ideals of a specific field —for instance, neither donors nor
political officials are able to dictate advocacy groups’ publicity strategies.
However, this translation often assumes many of the path-dependent ten-
dencies already identified in the literature (e.g, start-up costs, feedback
effects, knowledge accumulation), What the notion of reinforcing path
dependencies accounts for is the way that proximate fields incentivize the
reproduction of extant strategies, despite new developments that make it

possible to imagine the introduction of new strategies, This incentivizing
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can occur at the practical level (e.g., when donors rely on media cita-
tions as an indicator of NGO efficacy). Alternatively, it can occur pri-
marily in terms of perception (e.g., when advocacy groups assume that
political officials pay attention to mainstream news coverage). In both
cases, what matters is the appearance, real or perceived, of the impacts
of other institutional fields in reinforcing a publicity strategy that is
driven primarily by a desire to show up in the mainstream news media.

In sum, NGOs have long faced an uphill trajectory in their efforts
to achieve publicity. Doing so has required seeking out coverage in the
news media, which in turn has required a number of trade-offs. Although
NGO professionalization and technological developments create the
possibility of altering this relationship, research suggests that NGOs con-
tinue to place a premium on mainstream media coverage. This raises
questions about what factors incentivize humanitarian and human rights
groups to continue following a path-dependent strategy. ldentifying
those strategies requires greater attention to be paid to cognate institu-
tional fields that affect NGOs. A greater focus on the various ways that
NGOs are incentivized to continue pursuing media coverage can clarify
why these organizations continue to place such a high emphasis on gar-
nering mainstream media attention.

INCENTIVIZING MEDIA-CENTRISM

As we have already seen in the preceding chapters, NGO professionals
care a great deal about mainstream media coverage. Different organiza-
tions value different types of coverage for different reasons (e.g, some
prefer coverage in the elite press as a way to influence policy debates,
whereas others target television news media to raise public awareness or
boost funds). Moreover, there are tensions between most advocacy
groups and the news media (e.g., over negative publicity or poor under-
standing of a particular human rights issues). Finally, the publicity strat-
egies of all advocacy organizations are marked by a reflexive and strate-
gic character, wherein advocates seek to make the best of sometimes
seemingly unfavorable publicity conditions. Yet the enduring desire for
positive publicity in the legacy news media was a constant theme across
allinterviews. To many interviewees, coverage in the news media remains
the leading aim of publicity efforts. As a media officer at Oxfam put it,
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“A page s in the New York Times will always be a page 5 in the New York
Times. Nothing is ever going to change that"®

As many interviewees were quick to point out, the ongoing interest
in cultivating mainstream media coverage does not mean that digital
tools are shunned. In fact, most respondents discussed the possibilities
(as well as the emergent drawbacks) of using digital tools to explore new
forms of publicity. Nearly all organizations studied have built up their
digital-media staff, and these individuals help to conduct publicity cam-
paigns that make innovative use of online tools (e.g., websites, social
media feeds, and s0 on) to raise awareness of issues not covered by the
news media. Interestingly, though, many of the examples of successful
digital-media use were campaigns that ultimately made their way into
the mainstream news media. Thus, as we have already seen, digital-media
tools are being used mostly to interact with—rather than to directly
bypass—the mainstream media in potentially new ways,

When asked why their organizations continue to emphasize cover-
age in the mainstream news media, interviewees described three factors
that incentivize their publicity strategies. The first two—donor demands
and government officials’ media-consumption habits—have little to do
with what new institutional theorists describe as path dependencies
(e.g., start-up costs, feedback effects, knowledge accumulation). These
two factors instead detail ways in which path dependence in the fields
of philanthropy and politics incentivize NGOs to continue in their
“media-centric” publicity strategies. These reinforcing path dependen-
cies are sustained via the more standard forms of path dependence. In
particular, respondents described a social proximity between NGOs
and journalists that have led the former to see the latter as a potential
ally in the struggle for publicity.

Table 5.1 provides a brief summary of the argument. Each of the insti-
tutional actors—donors, NGOs, political officials—has distinct reasons
for wanting to see NGOs in the news, NGOs are placed in the middle
of the table because their actions are constrained not only by their own
institutional path dependencies but also by donors’ and government
officials’ path dependencies. The cumulative effect of all of these path
dependencies is that it is difficult for advocacy groups to maneuver out-
side the path on which they find themselves (because doing so inevitably

pushes them up against the pathways of more powerful institutional
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TABLE 5.1
Beinforcing Path Dependencies

Institutional Actor Reason for Valuing Media Coverage

Donors Media coverage seen as a platform to learn about
NGOs and as a mechanism to measure their impact
on political discourse.

NGOs Sizeable public-relations departments and regular
interactions with journalists lead NGOs to view news
media as an essential, if problematic, ally in the

pursuit of publicity.

Political officials Media coverage seen as a way to learn about demands

made by advocacy groups.

actors), These three factors collectively help incentivize NGOs' publicity

strategies to focus primarily on generating mainstream media coverage.

THE NEED FOR FUNDING: "OUR FUND-RAISERS
DO BETTER WHEN WE'RE IN THE MEDIA”

NGOs need money to survive, and media serve as animportant platform
for raising and maintaining those necessary funds. In order to raise
funds, organizations must achieve a degree of brand recognition so that
potential donors can identify the appropriate organization with which
they might provide funds (Bob 2006). These donors can be individuals
(e.g., people who donate money to an organization) or institutions (e.g,
philanthropic organizations or governments that provide humanitarian
and human rights groups with funding). In either case, donors must be
aware of the organization and its efforts: media publicity continues to
be one important way by which this awareness occurs, Moreover, in
order to maintain these funds NGOs need to prove themselves as hav-
ing done their work effectively. Donors identify effectiveness in different
ways (e.g., projects completed, policy outcomes, and so on). But in most
cases and in part because of the murky nature of “effectiveness” in

humanitarian and human rights work, media coverage functions as
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an important proxy for effectiveness. Despite the advent of online tech-
nologies, most organizations in this study suggested that donors often
continue to privilege coverage in the mainstream mass media both
because these media provide larger audiences and because of uncertainty
within the donor community about how best to gauge effective publicity
online, In partas a result of this donor path dependence, NGOs continue
to place a high value on media-centered publicity strategies.

“Our fund-raisers do better when we're in the media,” one longtime
communication professional explained to me. “So there is an objective
in just keeping Amnesty out there,” This sentiment was echoed at most
every organization | visited. At Médecins Sans Frontiéres, the commu-
nication director told me about a number of strategic objectives in his
organization’s recent publicity work (e.g,, seeking policy change ona spe-
cific issue, pressuring other stakeholders to act, and so on). Then, he
paused and said, “Sometimes it could simply be that we want people to
know [about Médecins Sans Frontiéres]. . . . Fund-raising is an objec-
tive."* At Human Rights Watch, someone told me about a blog that
many United Nations officials were reading, Would it sometimes be bet-
ter, | asked, for the group to pursue publicity through that blog rather
than an outlet such as the New York Times, which has so many groups
clamoring to getinto it? She replied: “[The New York Times is| never neg-
ligible because it's the newspaper of our donor base or the largest chunk
of our donor base, which is still about 7o percent American™

Once the funding comes in, NGOs need to highlight the effective-
ness of their work. One interviewee discussed media coverage as a way
of “making sure the Oxfam name is out there ... so supporters can see
it."™ At Amnesty's US branch, publicity professionals have consumer
data on the types of publications their supporters read. “We did some
research a few years ago that showed . . . that people who support human
rights and are contributors to Amnesty and other groups read the Econ-
omist in huge numbers. . .. S0 we try to get into the Economist a lot.™"
Professionals at other organizations noted that institutional donors often
want to see that NGOs are influencing policy debates. As one commu-
nications director put it, “Our major donors want to see that we're in the
New York Times or the Finandal Times and havinginfluence ondebates "*
In still other cases, professionals acknowledged that success in human

rights advocacy or humanitarian work can be hard to judge: “We work
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in countries for thirty or forty years, It's not easy to point to a single
campaign and say, "That worked.""* In that context, media coverage dem-
onstrates efficacy to donors looking for impact.” In all cases, the strat-
egy of generating media coverage reflects donors’ desire to see media
coverage as a proxy for the effective stewardship of their donations.

Online technologies do not change these equations dramatically. As
several fund-raising and marketing staffers stressed, donations still rely
to a large extent on public recognition. One person explained the situ-
ation in a nutshell: “You can’t donate to an organization you don’t know
about™ Mainstream media remain the most sizeable platform for reach-
ing those large audiences. “Our own website gets around thirty thou-
sand visitors a day,” another person told me, “It's respectable for an NGO,
but it's miniscule compared to the traffic on mainstream media sites™*
Online tools are used to boost the chances for NGOs to get into the
news or to make donating easier.

A second reason why NGOs continue in their media-centered efforts
is that donors are unsure how to measure impact in the online environ-
ment. At one organization, | asked someone whether the organization’s
donors care about its online efforts: “In our annual reports, we put how
many downloads [of reports] a month or something, but we really don't
care. If it's 150,000 . .. or 100,000, that's not the issue. The issue is who
is downloading [them]."" At another organization, someone explained
that although donors want to see innovative efforts online, they continue
to see media coverage as the clearest indicator of influence,' a view that
stems in part from the nature of much human rights work, As several
people suggested, it is hard for any one organization to prove that its
publicity efforts have effected change. Garnering coverage in the news
media thus functions as a useful proxy for effectiveness."”

Relatedly, several respondents suggested that although donors are
willing to give short-term grants to support organizations in pioneering
new digital efforts, relatively little funding is available to support the
long-term establishment of such efforts. A survey of the NGO sector in
zo15 provides support for these claims: it found that most large global
organizations—such as those studied here—allocate just 1.0 to 2.5 percent
of their annual income to digital technologies and staff (Breckenridge and
Maloney 2015, 4). Donor hesitation is given as the primary reason for the

underinvestment: “Funders are simply afraid to make investments in
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technology because it is something new for them. It's not something
they've done, and they're not excited to step into a new funding focus”
(Breckenridge and Maloney 2015, 4). This fear of newness creates a bias
toward funding “the sexiest areas” of technology investment (e.g., social
media tools) while ignoring some of the basic foundational needs for
content management and analytics: "Underinvestment and [the| lack]]
[of] capacity .. . are two of the main reasons organizations struggle to
scale overall and rise and crash in a highly turbulent project-to-project
life cycle” (Breckenridge and Maloney 2015, 5).*

In short, NGOs' ongoing focus on mainstream media, in spite of
alternative possibilities, stems in part from the path dependence of donor
demands. Individual donors value media publicity as a way to identify
organizations worthy of their money. Similarly, institutional donors use
media coverage as a tool for assessing the degree to which an organiza-
tion is able to influence public discourse, Importantly, in NGO profes-
sionals’ view, nearly all donors still continue to see mainstream media
publicity as an indicator of success. This donor path dependence thus
conditions humanitarian and human rights groups to pursue publicity

strategies in accordance with this demand

THE QUEST FOR POLITICAL LEGITIMACY: “IF WE'RE
NOT IN THE NEWS, POLITICALLY WE DON'T EXIST”

Just as NGOs need donors to survive financially, they need to be recog-
nized as legitimate to thrive politically. According to interviewees, pub-
licity in the news media provides an opportunity for advocacy groups to
garner the attention of political elites. Media attention does not guarantee
that officials will heed the NGOs" advice, but NGO professionals report
that coverage is likely to make officials aware of their efforts. Although
digital technologies broaden the consumption sources for government
officials, internal research conducted by at least some advocacy groups
finds that officials still get the majority of their news from mainstream
media. This finding reinforces extant perceptions among advocacy
groups that the most reliable way to capture government officials’ atten-
tion is through mainstream media and that efforts to generate publicity
outside the mainstream media often fail to capture that attention.
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Thus, another reason why NGOs pursue a media-centered strategy is
that government officials are perceived toincentivize this strategy.

“If we're not in the news,” one interviewee explained, “politically we
don't exist.™ Many interviewees echoed this dramatic statement in more
subdued forms. As one person put it, “They [govern ment officials] can't

w3

ignore you when you're in the New York Times™ These statements reflect
a general view that officials pay attention to media coverage even if such
anassessment likely overstates the degree to which coverage in the media
ensures that advocacy messages will be taken seriously ( Wolfsfeld 2011).
At the very least, though, media coverage makes government officials
aware of their efforts. A member of Oxfam nicely captured this point
while discussing efforts related to human rights issues in the Congo:
“When [an advocacy officer] goes to the [United Nations] and meets
some people about Congo, and there has just been a piece or a letter to
the editor about the role of the [United Nations] in protecting civilians
fromattack and rape, ... believe me, it has a greater impact. Because the
first thing they do when they sit down is say, ‘Hey, | read your letter. That
was interesting.” You know, because they do read news as well.™*

NGOs report that when they do get into the news, political elites will
sometimes take the issue more seriously.™ For example, one interviewee
discussed a publicity campaign his organization (International Crisis
Group) conducted in 2011 on issues of governance in Afghanistan. At the
time, US government officials were focused on strategies for exiting the
country as quickly as possible. By contrast, “some of the stuff we're say-
ing is really very different from what you're hearing now in America,”
Efforts to engage political officials on the organization's point of view
were difficult. Yet after the organization garnered several prominent
op-eds and news coverage, “all of the sudden our talking points started
developing some more traction.”** Success stories like this one reinforce
the view that mainstream media coverage can occasionally influence
officials,

According to interviewees, political elites tend to see media cover-
age as a proxy for public opinion. Many NGO professionals recognize
that such a viewpoint is to some degree an artificial construction: “Just
because something is on the editorial pages of the New York Times and

wrr

Washington Post doesn't mean that most people actually care about it
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Yet advocacy professionals also believe that it is media coverage itself—
not “public opinion” more broadly construed—that gets political elites
to see issues as attention worthy. Along these lines, one person talked
about the US intervention in Bosnia in the 19905 amid ethnic cleansing,
“[President Bill] Clinton didn't do it [intervene] because of large shifts in
public will. He did it because of the slow drumbeat of editorials in the
New York Times and Washington Post” (Bogert 2012). Knowledge of the
importance of media coverage on elite behavior thus leads advocacy
groups to target mainstream media outlets,

Digital technologies provide a number of new ways for humanitar-
ian and human rights groups to interact with political elites. And at least
sometimes, these groups do make use of these affordances. When polit-
ical elites are not addressing an issue in sufficient detail, NGOs can
sometimes use social media campaigns to "open up the blockage,” as one
person put it.™ Numerous interviewees pointed to the Kony 2012 cam-
paign by the California-based NGO Invisible Children—targeting the
regime of Lord's Resistance Army leader Joseph Kony, which was kid-
napping children to fight as soldiers—as an example of such efforts. By
reaching out to celebrities through social media, the group was able to
build public awareness of a topic—human rights abuses in Uganda—that
was otherwise capturing little media attention and in turn to get politi-
cians talking about the issue in more detail than they otherwise would.
At Human Rights Watch, someone described a multimedia feature it had
made about child farmworkers in the United 5States. “The researcher went
in to see the people at the Department of Labor. And literally they said,
“We already saw the movie So sometimes you can be very sure of a policy
maker having seen [a feature], imbibed it In these and other cases,
NGOs use digital tools to garner media coverage and political legitimacy
in new ways.

Yet interviewees were quick to point out that such high-profile cases
are the exception, not an emergent rule. Internal research conducted by
NGOs finds that officials still get the majority of their news from main-
stream media. Human Rights Watch commissioned studies of policy
makers' news consumption in both the European Union and the United
Nations: “And we did indeed determine that most of them read the New
York Times, but we also [found that]—it was interesting—a lot of them
are checking BEC throughout the day.” Referring to the United Nations,
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the same interviewee stressed: “The New York Times is very influential
at the United Nations. So if vou really want the United Nations to sit up
and pay attention to something, it's actually very helpful to have itin the
New York Times™" This view was echoed by a communication officer at
Amnesty International: “If we have an action. .. to get the Security
Council to act . . . we look at which countries are the most likely to be
interested in our point of view, and we go to the correspondents for those
countries’ newspapers,™

Interviewees also discussed the importance of demonstrating their
awareness of the mainstream news agenda in conversations with govern-
ment officials. Several NGO professionals discussed the importance of
evincing knowledge of the media cycle—and, by extension, of the most
important public issues at any one moment—in their meetings with gov-
ernment officials. When asked what issues these tended to be, they
typically identified the news agenda set by the mainstream news media.
Asaresult of government officials’ dependence on media to take the pub-
lic temperature, NGOs express efforts mostly to reframe issues already
within the news agenda rather than to bring new issues to the table. As
one person said, “We can't change the news agenda, but we can try to
change the frame of any one story."*

Interviewees reported that because government officials are known
to follow mainstream media, it is difficult to know how to target these
officials online, “It's a constant question for us. .. how the people we're
trying to reach actually look at pictures or watch video [online],” 2 mem-
ber of the online news team at Amnesty International remarked. “Some-
times it's hard to know whether they [government officials] see our
stuff.™* Someone at Human Rights Watch described an effort to bring
human rights violations in Uganda to the attention of elites before the
Kony 2012 campaign: “We made a video in the hopes of getting people
at the State Department to watch it. But we really don't know if they did.
That's the difference. If we were in the New York Times, we'd know™

In sum, NGOs' media-centrism stems in part from government offi-
cials' perceived path dependence. Like donors, government officials
continue to pay attention to mainstream media coverage. Even if that
coverage does not always influence actions by advocacy groups, it puts
these groups on the officials’ radar, thus bestowing them with a degree of
political legitimacy. Although digital technologies open up new avenues
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for interaction between advocates and government officials, interview-
ees note that it is difficult to predict the efficacy of any specific online
effort because of uncertainty about how best to reach target audiences,
As a result, NGOs continue to favor publicity strategies that stand the
greatest likelihood of capturing the attention of government officials.

THE 5OCIAL PROXIMITY OF NGOS AND JOURNALISTS

‘The preceding two factors identify path dependencies in philanthropy
and politics that incentivize NGOs' media-centric strategies. Interview-
ees suggested that these strategies are sustained through more standard
forms of path dependence, such as start-up costs, feedback effects, and
knowled ge accumulation. Moreover, the social proximity between NGOs
and journalists has encouraged the former to turn to the latter as an ally
in the struggle for publicity. This proximity is evidenced by NGOs' cre-
ation of organizational units—such as public-relations departments,
often staffed with for mer journalists—that provide the news media with
content as well as by semiregular interactions between organization
researchers and journalists in the field. It leads NGO professionals to see
digital tools as a way of complementing extant efforts to garner media
coverage, but it also often makes it difficult for advocacy groups to know
how to engage in other forms of public engagement online. As a result,
NGO publicity efforts are oriented primarily toward the pursuit of
mainstream media coverage,

Because NGOs have long relied on the news media to garner pub-
licity, they have built up institutional structures and practices to opti-
mize their publicity chances. The amount of capital invested (what new
institutionalists call “startup costs") in these structures makes any rad-
ical departure from this reliance unlikely. For example, all organizations
studied have sizeable public-relations departments whose primary task
historically has been to pursue media coverage, These departments have
subunits—such as audio-visual production—dedicated to the production
of materials that news outlets can use. Many hire former journalists to
bring the sensibility and norms of news production to humanitarian and
human rights organizations. “l bring a news sensibility to our efforts
here” is how one former journalist now working in the NGO sector

put it.” These sensibilities include structuring the workday around the
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monitoring of news flows (e.g,, having daily morning meetings to discuss
the news agenda). These “startup costs” represent a substantial investment
that many organizations are unlikely to change dramatically.

NGO researchers also share a number of affinities with journalists, As
several interviewees stressed, the two occupy similar social spaces:
“They're sharing planes, they're sharing cars, and they're sharing food.
They're living together in many cases.™" Researchers also to a large
degree share reporters’ worldview. As one researcher put it, “We're out
there, just like reporters, trying to figure out what happened.™ Another
echoed this value commitment while detailing the ways it has shaped
her organization's reporting techniques:

People go into the field, and they really are unbiased. You know,
thev're in war zones. They are not taking one side over the other.
They're double or triple sourcing; they're interviewing multiple
witnesses; they're interviewing them separately so they don't
infect one another’s stories. The process of research and what we
do in the field is really very, very close to journalism, and we really
approach it without bias, without predisposition of whao's guilty and
what happened.™

‘This social proximity creates ongoing feedback channels between jour-
nalists and NGOs, which help to shape the NGOs' belief in the news
media asa natural ally in the pursuit for publicity.® “We try to meet with
journalists from time to time to get a sense of what their interests are,
Knowing that helps us craft our messages,” one interviewee explained.
He also stated that regular interactions make it difficult for NGOs to
ignore journalists when they call looking for a quote. “'They [reporters]
are coming to us for expert comments, which they expect we ought to
be able to get fairly quickly.”*"

This social proximity to journalists generally leads humanitarian
and human rights groups to see digital tools as a way of complement-
ing their media-centered publicity efforts. Interviewees discussed using
social media to know what journalists are doing, where they are going,
and what sort of information they might be receptive to! “If a reporter
says [on Twitter], 'I'm traveling to Sudan next week,” which they often do,

then we can pick up the phone and say, ‘1f you're going to Sudan, do you
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want to meet with our person while you're there? And here are a couple
of reports we've written on this [topic]! ™* Even formats that could be
used to directly target donors or policy makers—such as podcasts—are
often produced mainly to satisfy journalistic demand.**

Because NGOs are socially proximate to journalists, it is often
difficult for themn to know how to engage in other forms of public engage-
ment online® At several organizations, | was told about ongoing prob-
lems in responding to claims about their research being wrong. Human
Rights Watch, for example, has received complaints from online bloggers
about the accuracy of its reporting on Israel. In chapter 4, | detailed one
particularly prominent case where critics charged the group with inac-
curate reporting during Israel’s war with Lebanon in 2006, Amnesty
International’s Facebook page has been the target of similar claims
with respect to its reporting on Syria. In both cases, the organizations
have responded to these claims as ifthe claims were coming from serious
journalists, In response to the criticism of its reporting in 2006, Human
Rights Watch, for example, sent its research team back into the field to
conduct another round of investigations (Human Rights Watch zo06h).
Amnesty International writes back to each commenter ind ividually:
“Wewrite, Thank you for inquiryintowhat we have beendoing, . .. Mlease
follow this link, and you can see [our range of reports].” We only have
one guy moderating [the online comments]. Newspapers that encourage
commenting have, like, a whole army patrolling this stuff. We have, like,
one guy.™*

In sum, NGOs maintain research and public-relations departments
that are socially proximate to their journalistic counterparts. They
travel to similar places and interact semiregularly. These interactions
provide the opportunity for NGOs to learn more about what does and
does not succeed in getting the news media’s attention. This proximity
reinforces the media-centrism that path dependencies in the fields of
philanthropy and politics incentivize. This pattern is mostly reinforced
online as well. Advocacy groups use digital tools primarily as a way to
capture the attention of the news media, not to route around it. More-
over, the social distance that NGOs have from other information pro-
ducers (bloggers, online commenters) make alternative forms of public
engagement difficult. Asa result, most humanitarian and human rights
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organizations continue to see the mainstream news media as an ally in
their quest for publicity.

‘This chapter has investigated the various factors that incentivize human-
itarian and human rights groups to continue in their media-centric
strategies despite the rise of alternative forms of public engagement.
Drawing on new-institutional theories of path dependence, it highlights
the important role plaved by three particular factors: first, donors con-
tinue to value media coverage as a platform to learn about NGOs and as
a mechanism for measuring NGOs impact on political discourse; sec-
ond, political officials continue to utilize media coverage as a way to learn
about advocacy demands; and, third, the social proximity between NGOs
and journalists have led the former to see the latter as an ally in the pur-
suit of publicity. Together, these three factors have led NGOs to adopt
publicity strategies that remain centered on garnering coverage in the
mainstream media.

Not only are these publicity strategies centered on garnering news
coverage, but they also take the media agendaas given. Most NGO profes-
sionals I spoke with expressed an assumption that news media coverage
was not something they could successfully challenge. A communication
professional at Oxfam shrugged, unsurprised when [ said that it seemed
his organization took media coverage as a given. “It's kind of hard for us
to tell the media, ‘Look, you've covered Afghanistan four times more than
vou've covered Somalia They'll say, Yeah, so what?' It's kind of obvious.™*

This assumption that coverage of certain subjects is unlikely lowers
expectations across the board. Researchers assume that information per-
taining to countries outside of the media spotlight will have a relatively
scant possibility of becoming news; press officers do their best to keep
that expectation low. Communication professionals in particular see
their task as introducing an element of realism into the organization with
respect to what can and cannot be covered. The reverse is also true:
when awareness of a story outside the media spotlight is successfully
raised, communication professionals see a few portable lessons. As
one person put it, “Sometimes people in our organization will ask me:
‘Do you think the media will care about that?” And [ have a three-word
phrase, which is ‘Never say “never.”" | have been surprised myself many
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times by things that [ didn't think would be of interest that did turn out
to be of interest.”+

Theories of path dependence usually focus on a single field or insti-
tutional space. This chapter presents evidence that both confirms and
extends this theory. Sizable public-relations departments, staffed by for-
mer journalists that maintain semiregular contact with news organiza-
tions, nicely demonstrate core mechanisms—such as startup costs,
knowledge accumulation, and feedback effects—previously identified by
scholars of path dependence (Pierson 2000; Thelen 2002). At the same
time, this chapter highlights a different but complementary way in which
institutional strategies are reproduced by reinforcing path dependencies,
calling attention to the way path dependencies in cognate fields (poli-
tics, philanthropy) reinforce and constrain the actions within another
field (NGOs).

These findings contribute empirically to the study of NGOs and the-
oretically to studies of how institutions do—and do not—change over
time. They offer an account of the incentives that shape NGO publicity
strategies. This account complements extant research that shows the
persistence of media-centered strategies despite seemingly new possi-
bilities (Cottle and Nolan 2007; Sobieraj 201y Waisbord 2zo11). More-
over, by exploring the incentives motivating these strategies, this research
extends this scholarship from describing whether advocacy groups
remain wedded to mainstream publicity to explaining why they do so.
Rather than view NGO actions as irrational organizational behavior, this
chapter attempts to describe what Adrienne Russell (2016) terms the
“sensibility” that informs the otherwise puzzling centrality of main-
stream news coverage for advocacy groups. Theoretically, the chapter
shows how persistent practices result from the trajectories of dominant
institutions that surround a single organization field, which stands in
contrast to theories that typically see path dependence as the result of
internal field effects (Pierson 2000; Thelen 2002). Taken together, the
findings here show that although exogenous changes create the condi-
tions of possibility for change, complex configurations within and across
institutional fields are just as likely to refract those changes into more
incremental developments.,

‘The findings presented here explore path dependence for a single

thematic sector of professional advocacy work—humanitarian and

126 Publicity's Ends

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines
Authenticated

Download Date | 1041149 4:14 AM



human rights work. Although it is not strictly possible to generalize
beyond this sector, there are good reasons to assume that the analysis
would hold for other advocacy sectors (e.g, those focusing on the envi-
ronment, gender equality, poverty, and so on). Each of these fields is
subject to professionalization processes that make them reliant on donors,
interested in influencing policy, and aware of journalism’s role in shaping
their messages (Dale 1996; Lang 2013). These pressures make it likely that
their publicity strategies will similarly remain centered on generating
mass-media coverage. Research into these various thematic sectors is of
course necessary to confirm, modify, or dispute this suggestion.

‘This chapter highlights the path-dependent effects of various insti-
tutional fields in reproducing NGOs' media-centrism. An open question
remains as to the conditions under which change might become possible.
In principle, it seems that such change could come about in two ways.
First, there could be changes within NGOs: in this case, humanitarian
and human rights groups would seek funds from different donors with
less media-driven demands; they could pursue a more populist politi-
cal strategy, thus partially eschewing political elites’ demands; and they
could hire more people with backgrounds in digital advocacy rather than
in mainstream journalism. These changes could be driven by organiza-
tional leadership, for whom technological innovation might be a path to
move the organization forward in novel ways. Given the fact that the
executive leadership of most NGOs tends to come up through the orga-
nizational ranks, though, the opposite scenario is equally likely: new
leadership will tend to reinforce extant ways of doing things, in part
because those strategies helped them achieve their current status and in
part because changing strategy is often organizationally unpopular.

A second potential pathway for change would occur cutside of indi-
vidual organizations. There could be changes with respect to the fields
with which NGOs interact: donors could change their demands and
provide sustainable funding for alternative publicity efforts; politicians’
media consumption habits could change; and journalists could open up
more to advocacy messages (as some online sites seem to be doing [see
Russell 2013]). Changes in these areas would incentivize humanitarian
and human rights groups to deviate to a larger degree from their cur-
rent publicity practices. Here, too, however, the theoretical possibility of
change is confronted with the equally likely reality of durability and
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stasis. The consumer surveys conducted by NGOs show that political
officials continue to consume mainstream news. Moreover, a growing
body of journalism scholarship finds that news organizations, despite
recent cataclysmic changes to their business model, continue to operate
in ways that are largely in keeping with past journalistic practices.

For these reasons, the types of possible changes outlined here seem
relatively difficult to come by and will likely be slow to take shape. Here, as
elsewhere, institutional theory's bias toward continuity is useful. Theories
of path dependence—including the concept of reinforcing path depen-
dencies outlined here—suggest that it is more likely than not that NGOs
will persist in their media-driven publicity strategies.

Yet what explains the durability of norms in the news media? Given
the massive downsizing of international news coverage, this phenome-
non, like the enduring NGO publicity strategies, needs to be explained
in further detail.
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CHAPTER 51X

Explaining the Endurance
of News Norms

What explains the relative durability of news norms amid journalism’s
current economic, social, and technological upheavals? As legacy news
outlets reduce the resources they commit to international news cover-
age, scholars have suggested that such norms might be challenged. On
this view, advocacy groups might not only appear more frequently in the
news but also reshape news norms in the process by infusing advocacy
aims into news stories (Beckett 2008; Gillmor 2014; Sambrook 2010),
However, the analyses in the preceding chapters suggest that news norms
remain largely intact: government officials and journalists still set the
news agenda, and advocacy groups play a peripheral, even if growing role,
around it. Moreover, although NGOs seek to graft advocacy aims onto
news stories, they do so largely by accepting dominant news norms that
emphasize drama and personalization. All of these factors leave us with
a final analvtical puzzle: Why, despite reasonable expectations other-
wise, should news norms remain relatively stable?

Solving this puzzle requires a different set of empirical data than has
previously been draw upon. Where chapter 5 used interviews with NGO
professionals to explore the reinforcing path dependencies that lead
advocacy groups to prioritize mainstream media coverage, this chapter
examines the other institutional half of the NGO —journalist relation-

ship. To do s0, | draw here on interviews with reporters and editors at
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leading international news outlets in regard to their reporting on human-
itarian and human rights issues for Syrian refugees in Turkey in 2011
This case, although possessing a multitude of unique features, contains
many typical elements of humanitarian and human rights situations: it
occurred in a geographic setting where news outlets have few regular
reporters and thus forced them to rely on stringers and “parachute”
reporting efforts from journalists stationed elsewhere. In 201, [ visited
the border region of Hatay, Turkey, a point from which journalists con-
ducted much of their reporting on the ongoing Syrian civil war. | was
able to meet with and observe in real time how journalists reported this
story, including but not limited to their interactions with NGO profes-
sionals. The data 1 gathered allowed me to examine why journalistic
norms continue to be reproduce.

Drawing on these data as well as on institutional theories of norm
reproduction, | identify two processes that preserve extant news norms,
The first, which | call field inertia, shows that journalists remain wedded
to a view of NGOs primarily as advocates and look to NGO professionals
to perform a prearranged set of tasks—provide on-the-ground news and
analysis, respond to government statements, and offer dramatic visu-
als, which are then slotted into stories driven primarily by other sources.
Editors, who remain hierarchically powerful vis-a-vis reporters, are
responsible primarily for maintaining this inertia. The second process—
which I term field diffusion—shows how the economic crisis in journal-
ism has pushed journalists into fields such as the NGO sector. In their
new roles, former (and sometimes still active) reporters bring the sensi-
bility of journalism to advocacy groups’ news-making efforts, which in
turn allows journalism norms to diffuse into other sectors and makes it
more likely than not that advocacy groups will produce information in
keeping with the news media's preferences. Paradoxically, this diffu-
sion is enabled by the NGO sector's own efforts toward professionaliza-
tion, which puts a growing emphasis on publicity.

These findings complicate views of news norms as either entirely in
flux or primarily static. Where views that emphasize change stress the
importance of NGOs producing news on their own, | show that the people
doing this production often come from and sometimes keep a foot in
the journalistic field. Rather than bring advocacy values to journalism,

these individuals mostly bring news values to advocacy groups. At the
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same time, stasis in news norms is nota given. Instead, it must actively be
reproduced. In keeping with extant views of norm maintenance, | argue
that this stasis occurs in part through journalists, who do keep the same
views on news worthiness. To this argument [ also add a sociological
dimension that stresses news practices and organizational hierarchies,

NEWS NORMS: EXPLAINING CONTINUITY
AMID CHANGE

News norms are value judgments about what counts as newsworthy.
Faced with endless story options, journalists need to make decisions
about what issues and events to cover and how to cover them. Decades
of scholarly research have shown that these choices are derived from
what Lance Bennett (1996) has identified as three distinct “normative
orders.” A first order, rooted in the world of professional journalism, sets
forth news norms that emphasize objectivity and fairness in news cover-
age. On this view, journalists report on the actions of government officials
as well as on disagreements among them because doing so allows them
not to take sides while re presenting the range of official debate. A second
order, rooted in democratic politics, stresses the need for journalists to
promaote accountability and to inform citizens. This viewpoint signals the
importance of reporting news necessary for democratic selfgovernance.
Finally, a third order, rooted in commercial considerations, emphasizes the
need for news coverage to be efficient (ie,, relatively inexpensive to pro-
duce) and profitable (e.g, by attracting audiences). Despite variation across
research traditions and empirical settings, scholarly research finds that
these three orders tend to produce news that is driven by government offi-
cials and is often highly personalized and dramatic (Bennett 1996; Gans
1979; Waishord 2o13).

As we saw in chapters 3 and 4, these news norms minimize and con-
strain the presence of advocacy groups in the news. This means that
NGOs typically appear in humanitarian and human rights news when
speaking on topics that are of interest to political officials. Although
advocacy groups produce reports from countries outside the media spot-
light, this information rarely makes it ways into newspapers or onto
television screens. In addition, the existence of these norms means that

in their efforts to garner news coverage advocacy groups generally adapt
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to rather than challenge such norms. For example, they accept the news
media’s agenda as given and search for ways to get their issues covered
within it. They also frame their issues in ways that are visually compel-
ling and dramatically satisfying. These actions undoubtedly diversify
news coverage in some ways (e.g, by adding human rights frames to news
coverage), but they do so in large part because they satisfy some aspects
of journalism's various normative orders.

These findings stand in contrast to some of the more hopeful assess-
ments of changes in journalism norms. A number of authors, surveying
reductions in foreign correspondence and the growth of NGO reporting,
have posited that such norms may be changing. Some argue that interna-
tional news might be more open to NGO perspectives today than it was in
the past (Sambrook 2010).' Others suggest that NGO-driven news might
be more cosmopolitan or critical of global inequalities (Chouliaraki 2012;
Cottle 2009 Reese 2015). And still others suggest that the imbrication of
journalism and advocacy creates a situation wherein advocacy groups
are “questioning, and perhaps redefining, the boundaries of journalism
in our time” (Schudson 2011, 228; see also Russell 2016). Given these
expectations of change, the fact that news norms have altered so little
thus requires analysis and explanation?

Institutional theories, the core features of which | introduced in pre-
vious chapters, generally expect norms and practices to be reproduced
over time. This reproduction results from path-dependent tendencies
within organizations and institutional fields, which disincentivize dra-
matic alterations to extant ways of doing things. However, just as the
persistence of media-centric NGO strategies required explanation, the
endurance of news norms also requires analysis and explanation. Jour-
nalists do not unthinkingly reproduce news norms, Such norms need to
be reproduced in practice—that is, in the routines and everyday actions
that journalists take in making the news. Thus, itis necessary to under-
stand the specific practices through which such reproduction occurs.

In the institutional literature, this effort to identify how norms and
practices are reproduced is commonly referred to as a search for “mech-
anisms,” or the specific actions that must take place in order to produce
a given effect (K. Scott 2014, 152). For example, in his study of American
newsrooms, David Ryfe (2011) shows how journalists” habits and invest-

ments remain wedded to predigital forms of news production. Even
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though many journalists (and management personnel) wish to alter their
practices in order to better reflect the realities of digital publishing, in
practice they have difficulty doing so. By highlighting the importance of
habits and investments, Ryfe calls attention to a key set of mechanisms
that reproduce established forms of journalism practice. More broadly,
the search for mechanisms moves beyvond descriptive questions about
whether a given social practice has changed or not, It instead asks ana-
Iytically why a given social practice or norm remains relatively stable
(see, e.g., Boczkowski 2o10).

In this chapter, | identify two mechanisms by which news norms
are reproduced in humanitarian and human rights news reporting. The
first—field inertia—entails a combination of structural and cognitive
biases that lead journalists to minimize the amount and types of infor-
mation they accept from NGOs, With respect to structural bias, report-
ers need to provide the types of coverage that will be of interest to their
editors. They seek out NGOs for help in satisfying this need, and their
interactions are premised upon norms of timeliness, drama, and gov-
ernment action. This structural bias is reinforced by a cognitive bias
wherein journalists think of NGOs as fulfilling a specific set of roles,
which can then be slotted into stories driven by other sources. Together,
these processes lead the entire field of journalism to continue producing
news in ways that more or less mirror past processes: gover nment offi-
cials are privileged and advocacy groups are peripheral in the news-
production process.

The second mechanism—feld diffusion—is different. It shows how
economic upheavals in journalism have created conditions wherein jour-
nalists have had to circulate into neighboring fields. NGOs constitute
one such field. As NGOs seek to boost their information offerings, they
hire journalists, whom they envision bringing a news sensibility to their
advocacy efforts. The effect is that norms of news worthiness are diffused
into the NGO sector, thus leading advocacy groups to produce informa-
tion in ways that match the news media’s preferences. This outcome is
surprising and somewhat paradoxical. Although NGOs sense an oppor-
tunity to boost their capacity to make their own news, their hiring of
former journalists (and sometimes still active in the sense of working for
both news organizations and advocacy groups) reproduces news norms

outside the newsroom settings in which they originated.
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Taken together, these two mechanisms provide the basic compo-
nents of an explanation for the endurance of news norms. They do not,
by dint of their existence, guarantee the reproduction of these norms
into the future ad infinitum. It is of course always possible that new
actorswill depart from these norms or that political or economicchanges
will incentivize some innovation away from them. However, these mech-
anisms do go a considerable distance in helping to explain how news
norms endure, even in settings where the conditions for their alteration
seem otherwise favorable.

THE CASE: HUMANITARIAN AND HUMAN RIGHTS
REPORTING AT THE TURKEY-SYRIA BORDER

This chapter is based primarily on two data sources. First, | draw on my
observations of humanitarian and human rights news reporting at the
Turkey—Syria border. In the summer of 2011, | visited the Hatay region
of southeastern Turkey, which served as the unofficial headquarters for
reporting on what was initially a relatively small influx of Syrian refu-
gees into Turkey. In the provincial capital city of Antakya, reporters
assembled translators and regional guides and slept in local hotels, They
visited refugee camps run by the Turkish government and located in
towns outside of the main city. Finally, journalists assembled in small
border towns, from which they could literally see into Syria and view cit-
izens leaving the country amid Syrian tank movemnents.

My aim inthese visits was to understand how journalists conducted
their reporting in this type of situation. Given that the closest news
bureau was more than seven hundred miles away in Istanbul,”® | wanted
to k now how reporters developed story ideas and went about their report-
ing in an environment with which they had little familiarity. At the
time, | was not aware that the data 1 was collecting would speak to the
endurance of news norms. | simply sought to investigate the production
of humanitarian and human rights news from the perspective of jour-
nalists. [ initially secured access to this group of journalists by sending
emails to journalists whose work on the issue in question had been pub-
lished or broadcast in leading international news outlets, including but
not limited to the New York Times, CNN, National Public Radio, the
Washington Post, El Pais, and the Times of London. Initial interviews
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with journalists, usually at cafes in the city of Antakva, allowed me to
learn of social engagements among larger sets of journalists, including
freelancers whose work had vet to appear in major news outlets. These
events allowed me to identify key spaces where journalists conducted
their work and where | subsequently made further observations: press
gatherings outside of refugee camps along the Syria—Turkey border as
well as makeshift reporting spots from which television crews broadcast
their reports and where print journalists gathered to conduct interviews
with Syrian activists,

The opportunity to conduct research in this area also derived pri-
marily from personal connections. My wife is Turkish, and my father-
in-law is a journalist based in Istanbul. These connections mean that 1
spend most of the summer months each vear in Turkey and was thus able
to visit the southeastern part of the country with relative ease. More-
over, my father-in-law also initially put me in contact with journalists
through his own contacts, which helped me speak with reporters who
might not be inclined to respond to my emails.

The second data source was interviews with editors and reporters
conducted several vears later. Because | was initially uncertain about
what to do with my observational data, [ simply put them aside while
delving more deeply into analyzing the role of NGOs in shaping inter-
national news coverage, Yet as | completed my analysis of when NGOs
appear in the news, | recognized a crucial gap in my data: namely, how
journalists perceive advocacy groups’ contributions to the news. This
realization led me to dig back into my field note data to see howand in
what ways journalists talked about such groups at the Turkey—Syria bor-
der. Given that several discussed the important role of editors, | also
sought to speak with editors. Due to the time gap between these parts
of my research, the editors | eventually talked to were not always the
same editors discussed by the reporters in 2o11. In total, | spoke with
eight editors at different news organizations. Given prior research that
stresses the patterned nature of editorial work in newsrooms (Breed
1955; Gans 197g), it is unlikely that earlier interviews with different edi-
tors would have led to different conclusions.

To complement these data sources, | sometimes refer back to my
interviews with NGO professionals, especially when discussing the

mechanism of field diffusion, which results from interactions between
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NGOs and journalists. On the whole, though, | draw primarily on my
field notes from 2011 and my interviews with journalists and editors to
develop a picture of how news norms endure in the case of humanitar-
ian and human rights news reporting. In sketching this picture, this
chapter aims to complete the circuit of message production by includ-
ing the practices and perceptions of reporters and editors, which are gen-
erally absent from extant analyses of NGO communication efforts.

By definition, case studies are specific and can be generalized only
with caution. That said, | suspect that several of the main patterns liden-
tify in this chapter can be found in other instances of NGO —journalist
interactions. That is, | think that reporters are generally likely to see
NGO professionals as advocates and thus to look to them to help fulfill
a prearranged set of tasks, which they then use in news stories driven
primarily by other sources. [ also suspect it is likely that editors reinforce
news norms that favor the perspective of government officials over advo-
cates. Both of these findings are rooted in general patterns of NGO-
journalist interactions that emerge in a specific case. Of course, further
research in other settings is necessary to confirm, complicate, or dis-
prove this assumption.

That said, 1 do think there is an important caveat to be made about
the case study presented here. My initial period of observation was
marked by a general hope in the region that democratic uprisings were
replacing unelected or unpopular leaders. Journalists thus descended
upon Turkey’s southern border to tell what they saw as another instance
of the broader "Arab Spring” Although humanitarian issues and human
rights were part of this story, they were not its central animating force.
Ower time, as the conflict descended into a multisided civil war, humani-
tarian and human rights frames arguably assumed a more prominent
role, with numerous actors in the conflict accusing one another of human
rights violations. As such, it may well be that the degree to which journal-
ists shunned human rights perspectives in the early period of observation
reflects broader public perceptions, not just journalists' professional
worldview. Whether this is in fact so is bevond the scope of this current
chapter, however.
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FIELD INERTIA: JOURNALISM'S BIASES VIS-A-VIS
ADVOCACY GROUPS

In June 2011, journalists descended for the first time onto Turkey's Hatay
region. The initial reason for their presence was straightforward. In that
month, somewhere between ten thousand and fifteen thousand Syrians
had fled their homes and crossed in Turkey. This number, although tiny
when compared to the eventual scale of the refugee inflow,* sparked the
interest of news organizations, which wanted to know whether such
movements represented the latest in a series of regional protests then
referred to as the “Arab Spring” or constituted a harbinger of a more vio-
lent conflict in Syria. For the most part denied legal access into Syria,
news organizations were largely unable to directly report on the conflict
and were thus eager to interview firsthand—either with their own report-
ers or with freelancers—the Syrian citizens who had crossed the border,

Accomplishing this task was not easy. Most news organizations had
little familiarity with the region. Few reporters had spent any time in
southern Turkey and thus had alimited number of contacts in the area.
The Turkish government, which at the time was hosting in camps the
majority of those fleeing Syria, was largely unres ponsive to media requests
for interviews or access to the camps. Interviewing Syrian citizens also
proved challenging. Many news organizations sent journalists from their
Istanbul news bureaus, and these journalists were likely to speak Turk-
ish rather than Arabic. Even those who spoke Arabic had to find ways
to cover a story that was fluid and had few easily identifiable points of
entry in terms of contacts and sources.®

NGOs quickly emerged as one solution to this problem. These groups
had local contacts in both Syria and Turkey, and their researchers often
had prior experiences working in similar crisis situations. They could help
introduce journalists to sources, give them necessary background infor-
mation on unfolding events, and bring them to places where they could
“find" news. When | asked one newspaper reporter how he began his
reporting on the situation, he replied, "l interviewed the Human Rights
Watch guy. He helped me to interview refugees.” Thus, in the “tug of
war " relationship (Gans 1979, 117) that governs reporters and their sources,
NGOs provided an important set of information subsidies (Gandy 1982),

which included access to sources, story ideas, and verification of claims.
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In return, journalists would report on the issues that mattered most to
the humanitarian and human rights communities.

On its face, this state of affairs suggested a favorable dynamic for
NGOs. Not only did they stand a greater chance of garnering news cov-
erage, but their background in the region also made it possible to imag-
ine that they would steer news coverage in a direction that focused more
on the humanitarian and human rights dimensions of the unfolding situ-
ation. Ilndeed, this redirection did sometimes occur. In June 2o11, both
the New York Times and the Wall Street Jouwrnal published news stories
about media centers in Syria run by local activists. In both cases, NGOs
had told the reporters about these stories.” These two outlets also brought
the reporters into Syria so that they could interview the relevant activ-
ists. Although the NGOs themselves were not named in the story, the
coverage clearly focused on the human rights and activist dimensions
of the Syrian crisis (rather than on, say, troop movements or government
policies).

Yet such stories were the exception rather than the rule. NGOs
played a key role as news sources, but the specific roles they played largely
conformed to extant news norms regarding advocacy groups: timeli-
ness and drama. A prerequisite for journalistic interest was that the
advocacy groups’ message, whatever its content, fit into the reporters’
ideas of what constitutes a story. The extent to which advocacy groups
and journalists agree on whether something is a story varies, and issues
that advocacy groups deem important are sometimes seen as too com-
plex or uninteresting to appeal to journalists’ editors and audiences,
Moreover, reporters look to NGOs to fulfill a specific set of roles, which
means NGOs are often used to add a “human dimension” to news sto-
ries. Although NGOs work on issues that do not fit into these news
norms, these issues seldom make their way into the news. The question,
therefore, is why this should be the case,

A first reason is structural. For reporters in the field, their primary
goal is to get into the news. In order to get into the news, these reporters
must provide the types of coverage that interest their editors. Journal-
ists seek out NGOs for help in satisfying this need; however, because
editors are above reporters in the news hierarchy, the reporters' capac-
ity to get their stories in the news is predicated on their utilization of

news norms that emphasize drama, timeliness, and conflict. Moreover,
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given the beat systemn’s orientation toward government sources, report-
ers are required to justify their reliance on NGOs in ways that they are
not when relying on government sources, Taken together, these factors
lead reporters to minimize the extent to which they use NGOs in their
reporting efforts.

For reporters in the field, the goal is to get into the news, This is nei-
ther an easy thing to do nor a guaranteed outcome. International news
topics compete with one another for inclusion in newspapers, on radio
and television, and even online. This was a theme discussed by a num-
ber of journalists: “It's a struggle to get space in the paper,” one stated.
“Most days, I call [the editors] in the morning and tell them what my story
is. And then at 3:00 p.m. their time, they call back and tell me whether
they are interested and how many words [ get.” Others echoed this view,
suggesting an intense competition between journalists at the same news-
paper to garner coverage for their issue or topic. Moreover, although
online news is potentially unlimited in the amount of news it can offer,
journalists report that their editors typically use wire-service copy for
webpages while preserving original reporting for the legacy editions. “They
[editors] make their schedule for the print edition. They ask me whether
| have something new to tell [beyond what the wires already reported].”™

In order to get into the news, journalists thus have to provide the
types of coverage that will interest their editors. What this coverage is
varies by publication but generally converges around topics and issues
that correspond with well-established news norms of drama and timeli-
ness. One person clarified: “My newspaper is interested in news that
will draw readers.” When asked to elaborate, he said: "It has to be a scoop
or incredibly weird and quirky. In terms of deeper analysis, they're dif-
ficult stories to pitch.™ One day in Turkey, for example, there were rumors
that people had set themselves on fire in Syria to protest the regime. One
person remarked: “If that were true, it would be a big headline,™' Ulti-
mately, the story was apocryphal; nonetheless, interest in it reflected a
commitment to providing news that editors would find interesting,

In this setting, journalists seek out NGOs for help in satisfying this
need. As several reporters noted, situations like the one on the Turkey—
Syria border involve a substantial number of local activists, who maintain
different types and levels of trust with international NGOs and the news

media. Journalists stressed to me that NGO professionals are able to
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generate trust with potential sources because they are viewed as activists,
who can keep their sources anonymous and will be sympathetic to activ-
ist claims. By contrast, journalists stressed that granting anonymity was
for them difficult and required their editors' approval. Moreover, they
reported that activists were often skeptical of the reporters’ ultimate
aims."” One journalist summed up sources’ attitudes toward NGO work-

ers and journalists in the following way:

NGOs get more access. Or maybe it's a different kind of access. If
vou're a group of activists in a Syrian camp and [Human Rights
Watch] comes in, they [Human Rights Watch] can say, "Look, we're
activists, too.” And that's a very different kind of relationship than
me coming in saying, “I'm a journalist, and I'm here to talk to you
about your story.” I think there is a different kind of access that
they get based on that mutual affiliation or recognition. ™

When reporters turn to NGOs for help in covering the news, they
must convince their editors of a story's importance. Here, reporters
stressed tensions between what they see "on the ground” and which
aspects of their reporting attract the interest of editors back home.
These editors monitor the wire services, so they want their reporters to
provide coverage that is different from what other outlets are already
reporting and yet that is also in keeping with established norms of time-
liness, drama, and conflict. Reporters are in touch with their editors—
either by phone or via email—multiple times a day to talk about their
story ideas. From these discussions, reporters understand quickly what
tvpes of stories will and will not attract editorial attention, “My editors
want light, funny stories, maybe with some political element,” said one
person. One reporter who is regularly based in Istanbul offered an
example: "1 did a story about [Turkish prime minister Recep] Erdogan’s
daughter and this actor being suspended from a play because he had made
a lewd gesture on stage. Erdogan’s daughter was in the audience, and it
was directed at her, and she stormed out. And now this guy’s under inves-
tigation. [t was just kind of a silly story™*

Efforts to alter editors’ preferences are difficult, given the lower sta-
tus of reporters and especially freelancers vis-a-vis editors. The people
doing the reporting at the border in 2011 tended to be relatively young,
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both in demographic and career terms. One person succinctly described
his status: “I'm quite junior. 'm not a staffer. If [ was an experienced cor-
respondent and had been working for twenty years, and 1 said, "Look, this
social media thing is key to this, and we should do a story on this,’ then
the foreign desk would probably be more inclined to listen."® Others
echoed the assessment. Generally speaking, the newsroom hierarchy
works to reinforce extant news norms because decision-making power
about what constitutes news remains centralized in the newsroom.

A second reason that news norms endure is cognitive. Journalists
think of NGOs as fulfilling a specific set of roles, which can then beslotted
into stories driven by other sources. When lasked jour nalists what events
initially brought them to the border, most reported that they came after
hearing reports of Syrian troops firing on their own citizens. “1 went when
the news broke that the Syrian army was getting closer to the border.™”
According to most traditional definitions of news, this qualified as a news
story. It was highly dramatic and focused on the actions of government
officials. Moreover, given its connection to the ongoing "Arab Spring”
throughout the region, the story could be linked to other developments
around the region, thus lending an important sense of timing to the events,
But as both Syrian activists and NGO professionals stressed, this story was
hardly the only one to be reported: nascent camps raised questions about
the legal status of Syrians in Turkey, and civil society efforts in Syria pro-
vided different lenses through which to understand these events.*

In this context, reporters look to NGOs to fill a specific set of
roles, and they slot them into news stories driven by other news crite-
ria (official action, drama, timeliness). NGOs could bring refugees to
journalists to “add a human dimension” to the story. These persons
could also add to the drama of the unfolding news and situate it within
a broader theme of democratic uprisings. “This is a story that we need
people to tell effectively. . . . They [NGOs] help us do that.™ Finally, by
linking journalists with activists, NGOs also fulfilled the reporters’
need for perceived authenticity. As one person put it, turning to NGOs
helped to legitimate their reporting efforts to the people they wanted
to interview as sources.™

Interestingly, reporters also looked to NGOs for help performing
some of their own work, especially fact checking In the Syrian refugee
situation discussed here, because journalists had little rapport with local
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activists, they had a difficult time differentiating true and false rumors,
One day, for example, rumors began to circulate about a bakery in Syria
being bombed by government forces. This was a strong allegation and
one with potential news value: if true, it would highlight the regime's
increasing brutality to its own citizens. The focus on a bakery also per-
sonalized the event ina compelling way. Human Rights Watch research-
ers conducted phone interviews with residents in the affected city in
order to confirm the claim. In another case, a reporter described a rela-
tionship with a different NGO: “He [the NGO's representative] has a clear
of idea of what's happening and why it's happening, Every time | heard
news in Guvecci, | would call him and say, ‘Here's what I'm hearing, 1s
it true?” And hewould tell [me]. Or ifhe didn't know, he would call around
and check for me.™ In cases like this, NGOs do work that is more or
less indistinguishable from mainstream concepts of journalism.

At the same time, NGOs sought to tell a variety of other stories that
did not make it into the news. Both humanitarian and human rights
groups focused their attention on ensuring refugees would have access to
the United Nations. They worried that the Turkish government was
bringing Syrian officials into the camps and trying to get them to take
the refugees back, which violated international law and thus drew NGO
ire. Yet these stories stood outside the established news narrative: jour-
nalists were there to cover the story of Syria's uprising. They thus saw
the dynamics of international humanitarian provision as outside their
scope: “There are some things that are extraordinary stories but don't
get a lot of play,” one person explained. “But [the camp story is] a diffi-
cult pitch for the Times. It's too involved for them. They also say it's a
story that hasn't happened yet. It's frustrating™ These stories failed
because they did not accord with news norms. ln short, reporters were
happy to use NGOs when the NGOs' efforts accorded with the reporters’
aims and to jettison them when they did not.

The result is thus field inertia: that is, the field's tendency to repro-
duce its own norms despite changing conditions of production. Report-
ers draw from NGOs in order to improve their chances of getting their
stories in the news; however, established news norms place NGOs' news-
making efforts within a narrow frame of possible functions that center
primarily around adding color, personalizing and dramatizing infor-

mation, and to some degree evaluating the accuracy of claims on the
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ground. Newsroom hierarchies, which place editors in a superior posi-
tion to reporters, function as a mechanism for ensuring the reproduc-
tion of these norms, even when journalists are exposed to situations that
might produce alternative reporting outcomes,

A conversation with an Istanbul-based freelancer nicely illustrates
these dynamics. We met for coffee on the morning he was due to fly back
to Istanbul. | asked him whether he would be coming back to the Syrian
border. “They [my editors] said to be ready to come back if things kick
up again.” | asked what "kicking up” might entail. “The situation they said
was if you have Syrian soldiers firing on Turkish soldiers,” he replied.™
‘This event was unlikely in geopolitical terms at the time, but it encap-
sulated all the elements that his editors wanted in a story that would be
worth their resource expenditures. He said good-bye to me and to one

of the NGO professionals he had worked with and departed for the air-

port to return to Istanbul,

FIELD DIFFUSION: EXTENDING NEWS NORMS INTO
NON-NEWS SETTINGS

MNews norms are not only reproduced within the journalistic field but
also diffused outward onto other fields, such as that of NGOs. Economic
challenges within journalism have led journalists to seek employment in
cognate fields. Although journalists leaving journalism is by no means
new, having fields that hire journalists in order to do journalism (e.g.,
report news, produce multimedia) is. In these new roles, former (and
sometimes still active) reporters bring the sensibility of journalism to
advocacy groups’ news-making efforts: they discuss the need for timely,
balanced, dramatic, and personalized news reports. This sensibility
allows journalistic norms to diffuse into the NGO and other sectors,
which in turn makes it more likely that advocacy groups will produce
information in keeping with the news media’s preferences. This diffusion
is enabled by the NGO sector's own efforts toward professionalization,
which places a growing emphasis on publicity. It also dovetails with what
Ben Jones (zo17) calls the “mediatization” of NGOs,

The combination of newsroom cutbacks and NGO professionaliza-
tion has helped to bring journalists into the NGO sector in at least two

ways. First, former reporters take positions within the communication
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departments of advocacy groups. In a survey of leading groups that 1
conducted, more than half (577 percent) of the individuals working
in communication departments had prior job experience in the media
industry {Powers 2013). Interviews with senior officials at these organi-
zations suggest that the proportion of former journalists switching to
the humanitarian and human rights sector is growing over time* This
change is one of degree because former journalists have for decades
switched from journalism to advocacy. Yet the frequency of the change
has grown, as has the corresponding perception that such a shiftis more
natural today than it was in the past. A freelance journalist working for
several American news organizations told me that he had interned at
Human Rights Watch while in graduate school prior to embarking on a
journalism career. In the course of our conversation [and unbidden by
me), he mentioned several “colleagues” who had switched back and forth
between the advocacy and journalism sectors.™ The point was further
brought home by a person with a journalism background who had worked
at Human Rights Watch for several decades and who described the tran-
sition from journalism to advocacy as follows:

[ think in retrospect often people in the very troubled news busi-
ness today credit me with some sort of clairvoyance for having
made the switch to [Human Rights Watch] [laughs], but it did not
appear to be such a brilliant choice at the time. It was kind of like
vou are the international correspondent for Newsweek magazine,
You know, my beat was the world; [ had, like, a global remit. Why
would you want to go and work at [Human Rights Watch]? It sort
of wasn't obvious. Whereas today many more people, journalists,
have come to [Human Rights Watch], many more journalists are
leaving the profession and looking for homes at NGOs. And it
seems kind of a more natural thing to do. Mot that it was unnatu-

ral at the time. But it was a less-trod path.™®

A second, less-permanent form of field diffusion occurs with tem-
porary contract work between freelance journalists and advocacy
groups. Economic necessity (and, to some extent, ideological affinity)
leads reporters and photographers to perform contract work for NGOs.
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There are no available quantitative data regarding the extent of these
interactions, but multiple qualitative studies suggest such interactions
are regular and growing over time. David Conrad (2015) has explored
partnerships between nonprofits and freelancers and documents con-
testation over how events are framed and represented as a result. In
several thoughtful publications, Kate Wright (20163, 2016b) has docu-
mented regular interactions between human rights organizations and
freelance journalists working in various parts of Africa.™ Finally, Louise
Grayson (2014) reflects on her own experiences as a contracted free-
lance photojournalist working with an NGO.

Freelancers are motivated in part by the financial remuneration by
NGOs, which typically rivals the contracts offered by news organizations
to freelancers. They also are motivated by a desire to continue reporting
on the stories that they find personally and professionally meaningful
but that news media are either unable or unwilling to fund. In her study
of freelancers who work for NGOs, Wright reports one journalist's expla-
nation for taking up work with NGOs: "l wanted to be freer to do the kind
of journalism that 1 think needs to be out there” (2016b, 1001, emphasis
in the original).”® As Wright emphasizes, such a remark points to the
ambivalent nature of freelance labor, On the one hand, journalists inter-
act with advocacy groups primarily because of structural shifts in jour-
nalism employment over which they have little agency. On the other
hand, the experience of freelancing also appears to open up new possi-
bilities for those same journalists, who often report a greater ability to
tell the stories that interest them most when they work with advocacy
groups.

Whether as contract workers or full-time staffers, journalists bring
a news sensibility to NGOs. This sensibility aims to instruct advocacy
groups about how to capture media attention. Former journalists turned
communication professionals described efforts to distill news norms of
timeliness, balance, personalization, and drama to their media products
for NGOs. At several organizations, individuals attempted to get their
organizations to produce information in accordance with news norms of
timeliness. “Asan organization, we take along time to getthings approved.
By the time they're approved, journalists have moved on [to another
story].™ Others echoed this point, and in at least some organizations
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this drive for timeliness has resulted in the creation of “emergency”
units charged with providing research in real time (see chapter 2).

Journalists working at NGOs also described efforts to bring norms
of balance to media products. At Médecins Sans Frontiéres, one person
with a background in television described her organization’s prior audio-
visual productions as “glorified ads” that simply moved from one scene
featuring the organization to another and reported that news organiza-
tions would not take up such productions. “To be honest, if we provide
bad footage, Reuters just won't take it.™ A former journalist now work-
ing at Amnesty International described similar efforts to ensure that his
organization took into account “the interest of broadcasters” and did not
“give too much praise” to only the groups Amnesty supports.™ This for-
mer journalist’s colleague at Amnesty, also with a background in jour-
nalism, added that he was now encouraging the organization to get the
perspective of opponents so that the resulting media product “has some
balance to it.™*

Journalists working at NGOs also describe efforts to bring norms of
drama and personalization to their new employers. Advocacy groups are
not uninterested in these norms; however, the trajectory of their research
practices has long led them to produce detailed and often policy-oriented
reports. For individuals with backgrounds in news, such reports look
stale and uninteresting, They view their job as drawing out the human-
interest aspect of those stories. “This research is filled with human emo-
tion, but it'’s often left out of the reports. I try to bring it back in.™ At
Amnesty International, the head of the news unit described his task as
finding the dramatic story line that could garner the media's attention.
One day, for example, research staff disclosed that they had obtained a
draft copy of a Saudi Arabian antiterrorism law. The research staff's pri-
mary interest in the law was its proposal to treat domestic dissent as a
crime, Evervone saw it as an important issue, and several members of
the publicity team were brought in to find the best way of framing the
issue for news coverage. After poring through the document for hours,
they came across a passage indicating that citizens could serve jail time
for criticizing the king. "You can get ten years for insulting the king—
that's the lead for the New York Times!"” one person exclaimed. In con-
versation later that day, the head of the news unit at Amnesty stressed to

me: “That's where our skills are—finding the news hook."™
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Of course, journalists must adapt to their new work environment,
and they do not unilaterally control all the information work done in
their new organizations. Former journalists describe initial forms of “cul -
ture shock”™ when arriving at their new workplaces. One person dis-
cussed her surprise and impatience, for example, with the amount and
duration of meetings. I don't think [ ever was in a meeting in twelve
vears at Newsweek that lasted more than an hour. | mean, that would
have just been unthinkable.™* This type of organizational slowness, she
suggested, cuts up against the news media’s need for information pre-
sented in a timely manner. Others echoed this point while expressing
their frustration with trying to get things “to move through the organi-
zation more quickly."* In these and related instances, one can see path
dependencies within the NGO field that allows NGOs to stave off exter-
nal demands for change.

Despite these frustrations, the presence of journalists within an
advocacy organization does increase the journalists’ control over the
content and style of the group’s public messaging. As public-relations
officers, they get to decide how a press release should be written, which
leads them to emphasize the news norms discussed earlier. As freelance
contract workers, they get to narrate their stories in ways that are in
keeping with their news sensibility. Although it is true that some research
or advocacy aims will not be subjected to public messaging, the parts
that do are subject to established norms of news worthiness. And
although former journalists initially do not enjoy high status within their
new organizations, they do increasingly come to exert their influence in
deciding how to tell news stories. Several examples from the extant lit-
erature can illustrate these points,

Drawing on her own ex periences as a freelance photographer, Gray-
son nicely demonstrates the extension of news norms. At the outset of
her assignment, she is “required to take photographs of particular
activities . . . that reflect the positive impacts of the work being done [by
the NGOI" (zo14, 636). Other NGO staffers make specific suggestions
of what she should photograph, thus demonstrating a “preconceived idea
of the kinds of photographs they want” (637). As her work continues,
though, these staffers “have begun to get to know and trust me, so [they]
give me greater autonomy” (638). This autonomy allows her to take pho-
tographs that focus less on the NGO's positive impacts and more on the
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social contrasts and the human drama that the photographer sees. She
finds that the latter images ultimately more closely approximate the
types of photographs that might interest news organizations.

Wright provides a related example. Through interviews with free-
lance journalists working for NGOs, she discovered that although they
work with advocacy groups in the hopes of gaining greater autonomy to
do the work they find meaningful, that autonomy is in fact circumscribed
by demands that the content they produce be newsy. Because advocacy
groups want to appear in the news, they hire journalists who have estab-
lished relations of trust with prominent news outlets. A former journal-
ist's article, for example, was accepted for the front page of a prominent
newspaper because the editor was “so impressed with his [the former
journalist's] master of in-house style, which meant that the article would
require very little editing.” Moreover, “the veracity of the material could
be ensured” because the people involved in producing the article were
former journalists (Wright 2016b, 997). Thus, what happens is that news
norms diffuse into the advocacy sector as a function of the diffusion of
former journalists into the NGO sector (see also Jones 2017).

Paradoxically, part of what drives the diffusion of news norms is
NGO professionalization. As discussed in the previous chapter, news
coverage is viewed by donors and political officials as one indicator of
NGO efficacy. Humanitarian and human rights groups work on issues
where success is often difficult to define. When asked whether a particu-
lar advocacy effort “worked,” one person responded: “No, it wouldn't be
that quick. ... It's hard tobe really direct about [whether an effort worked
or not].™" In those settings, media coverage thus becomes an indicator
of effectiveness and impact. Moreover, media coverage is a way of ensur-
ing the relevance of both the organization in general, and the commu-
nication staff in particular. As one person at Amnesty Inter national put
it, “Our argument [i.e., the communication staff’s argument] is [that]
Amnesty needs to be seen in order to be relevant,™ In order to get their
organization's name out, NGO staffers see themselves as “walking into
the [news] media’s turf,” as another person put it. “We have to play by
their rules"™

Growing professionalization and competition within the NGO
sector thus make news coverage more important, which helps propagate
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news norms in spite of the media's growing institutional weakness (in
terms of jobs for journalists). Because editors retain their power to decide
news, they continue to enforce news norms, even when the reporters
producing copy at times work for advocacy organizations, Thus, the
growing resources that advocacy groups acquire are converted—or
attempts are made to convert them—into media coverage. Freelance and
former journalists are hired explicitly in the hopes of “leveraging their
social networks” in the press, as one NGO professional explained to
Wright (quoted in Wright 2016b, 997). On the whole, this development
points to the importance of diffusion dynamics as a way to ensure that
news norms endure, even when the historical bases of international news

production are transforming rapidly.

Despite expectations of changes in news norms, in reality those norms
remain relatively stable. News coverage of humanitarian and human
rights issues is shaped by the long-established values of timeliness, drama,
and conflict. Although NGOs have developed ways of inserting their
messages within this normative order, a whole range of stories they
would like to tell remain absent from the news, This is the case even
though advocacy groups dedicate greater resources to news production
today than they did in the past. This contradiction creates a puzzle, which
this chapter has sought to unravel: how to explain the relative continuity
of news norms in a period of dramatic changes in journalism, politics,
and advocacy.

This chapter has drawn on the concept of “mechanisms” described
in institutional theory to explain this puzzle. Specifically, it has identi-
fied two distinct sets of actions that reproduce news norms, In the first,
inertia is produced through the specific actions taken both by reporters
in the field and their editors in newsrooms. Journalists remain wedded to
a view of NGOs primarily as advocates, and they look to NGO profession-
als to complete tasks that fulfill that advocacy function. This view is rein-
forced by editors, who are farther up in the newsroom decision-making
hierarchy and ensure adherence to news norms. In the second, news
norms diffuse into the NGO sector due to the increasing circulation of
former (and sometimes still active) reporters in advocacy groups, who
bring news norms into the groups’ news-making efforts. This allows
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journalism norms to diffuse into other sectors, which in turn makes it
more likely that advocacy groups will produce information in keeping
with the preferences of the news media.

Although distinct, these two mechanisms—field inertia and field
diffusion—help to reproduce news norms. Their existence suggests that
extant forms of news production are unlikely to change radically, even
though the social bases of news production are indeed experiencing dra-
matic changes. In this way, the research dovetails with recent empirical
and theoretical work that argues that journalism has in the past several
decades extended its “unique epistemology and form of producing knowl-
edge” into an array of social fields (Waisbord 2013, 139), even as its eco-
nomic foundations have been crumbling. More generally, this research
contributes to an emerging literature that identifies strong continuities
in journalistic norms over time (Anderson 2013; Graves 2016; Ryfe 2011).

Although this chapter stresses the role of mechanisms in shaping
continuity, it is important to note that such continuity is not automatic.
It is possible that the conditions under which the mechanisms identified
here occur will change and that this change could trigger a larger trans-
formation in news norms. The mechanism of field diffusion, for example,
captures NGOs at a specific moment in time—namely, a moment when
the importance of media publicity to fulfilling their organizational
goals is on the rise, This situation gives media professionals prominence
in the organizations at which they work, if only because their skills hold
the promise of fulfilling specific aims.* Crucially, this importance
exists not simply due to some pervasive media logic that saturates all
social institutions but also because of indepe ndent developments within
the NGO sector related to fund-raising and philanthropy, which are
then connected to the aim of generating media publicity.

Media power is not total, and countervailing tendencies within
advocacy organizations can turn against the adoption of news norms. For
example, as we have seen in prior chapters, advocacy strategies are pre-
mised on the idea that coverage in the mainstream media remains
important. However, there are a number of reasons to be skeptical that
this will always remain true. For humanitarian and human rights groups,
sometimes they just need to reach a limited number of decision makers.
As these groups develop their digital strategies, they might encounter

{or create) ways of reaching these decision makers that have little to do
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with media coverage. Such a possibility can be glimpsed in efforts by
human rights groups to amplify pressure on governments through social
media campaigns. Similar efforts could conceivably put advocacy pro-
fessionals on the ascent within these organizations and lead to a con-
comitant de-emphasis on individuals with journalism expertise.

At the same time, it is important not to overstate the potential for
radical change, The extent to which contemporary advocacy is "mediated”
is difficult to understate. Like other social groups, NGOs think about
how their efforts will play in “the media” as they strategize other aspects
of their work (Jones 2017). Rather than journalism and advocacy being
viewed as independent and separate, it is more plausible to see them as
interacting in a hybrid media system that contains both media and
advocacy logics (Chadwick 2013). Moreover, there are strong institu-
tional reasons for NGO's to persist in adapting to news norms. On the
whole, then, the continuity of current news norms seems likely, though
it is not guaranteed.

A more plausible way that the mechanisms discussed in this chapter
may change has to do with ongoing changes in foreign correspondence.
Given the central role of the editor —reporter relationship in shaping news
norms, it is possible to imagine this relationship changing as fewer and
fewer reporters are dispatched to cover humanitarian and human rights
issues around the world. Put bluntly, editors can enforce news norms
only in places where reporters are stationed. As news outlets continue
to cut back on international news gathering, the possibility of a grow-
ing number of places without correspondents is likely to increase.
‘This means that NGO professionals will lose their on-the-ground ally
in getting news coverage.* One possible result would be aloss in cover-
age of humanitarian and human rights issues in places where the news
media do not send reporters and in general. Given the site of my research
and the fact that journalists were there, if only briefly, it is difficult to
know how and in what ways this loss of coverage might affect NGOs. It
might lead advocacy groups to further utilize digital platforms, as can be
seen in the development of issue-specific websites that provide in-depth
reporting on humanitarian or human rights problems. It might also lead
advocacy groups to further intensify their efforts to recruit journalists
to accompany their research teams on specific trips, in the hopes of

boosting their chances of getting news coverage. Whether news norms
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change, mechanisms are important analytical tools for explaining their
stability or evolution. The fact that norms do not change is animportant
finding; however, explaining precisely what needs to occur in order to
ensure continuity is another, This chapter has sought to engage the lat-
ter aim and in doing so to close the circuit of cultural production that
shapes the production of contemporary humanitarian and human
rights news.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Possibilities and Limitations of
NGO Communication

Throughout this book, | have explored the growing role played by NGOs
in shaping and in some cases directly producing news coverage about
humanitarian and human rights issues. In contrast to optimistic and
pessimistic views alike, | have suggested that NGOs are best viewed asa
double-edged sword. On the one hand, these groups do expand news
coverage, They are more likely to appear in the news today than they were
in the past. Moreover, with digital tools and a growing media savvy, these
groups are increasingly able to graft advocacy angles onto trending news
topics. As a result, such groups play a critical role in shaping public
awareness of humanitarian and human rights issues. On the other hand,
these efforts also have a cost. In their quest to garner publicity, NGOs
adopt news norms that leave journalists and government officials with
the upper hand in defining newsworthy topics. This means NGOs tend
to appear on issues and in places where the news media are already inter-
ested, Moreover, despite the potential for digital technologies to cir-
cumvent these patterns of control, NGOs use such tools primarily to
interact with journalists and to protect their organizational credibility.
Exploring alternative forms of public engagement is secondary.

In describing the double-edged nature of NGO communication
efforts, 1 have sought to account for the complex mixture of continu-
ity and change in the fields of both advocacy and journalism. NGO



communication has grown and diversified in recent years, and it has
done so in part due to the shifting institutional environments in which
these groups are located. Donors fund these groups in part for their
capacity to generate public awareness of key humanitarian and human
rights issues; government officials include such groups in their delibera-
tions because they view these groups as public representatives, and this
inclusion diversifies the number of institutional voices involved in elite
debates; and news organizations—confronting staff reductions—are
increasingly likely to turn to these groups to help them cover humani-
tarian and human rights issues. At the same time, NGO communica-
tion is also marked by clear continuities with past practices. Such groups
continue to rely heavily on the news media for publicity and utilize dig-
ital tools strategically and with an eye toward potentially negative out-
comes. Such continuities are also institutional outcomes. Donors want to
see these groups in the news; government officials pay attention to leg-
acy news outlet coverage; and journalists—who continue to see NGOs
as advocates— occupy socially proximate positions to NGO profession-
als in the social world. Each of these factors incentivizes continuity of
NGO communication efforts,

In this final chapter, | bring these various strands together to dis-
cuss the possibilities and limitations of NGO communication. | begin
by evaluating the findings presented in this book in light of normative
theories of public communication. 1 proceed to describe ways in which
NGO communication can be improved from its current status to accen-
tuate its strengths while correcting to some degree for its weaknesses. |
then situate the findings of this book within a discussion of the broader
rise of what | term news-oriented practices—that is, efforts by nonjour-
nalistic actors to directly shape public communication. Finally, | con-
clude with a discussion of what [ see as the core analytical contribution
of this book: how institutions matter.

EVALUATING NGO COMMUNICATION

NGOs are awkward symbols of the contemporary landscape of inter-
national news.! In their efforts to raise attention toward—and to design
action recommendations for—pressing humanitarian and human

rights issues, they highlight some of the highest aspirations of global
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communication. Individuals connected by little more than news coverage
can learn and do something about human suffering half a world away
(Appiah 2006; Beck 2006; Silverstone 2007). At the same time, these
efforts are hampered by organizational and institutional constraints that
| have detailed throughout this book. These constraints not only frustrate
the cosmopolitan aspirations articulated by some NGOs and academ-
ics theorists but also can and do produce communication that misrepre-
sents the causes and nature of humanitarian and human rights problems.

How, then, should we evaluate such efforts? My own view is that
the efforts | chronicle in this book are on the whole salutary. NGOs
produce information about important and often ignored events. In
some cases, they are one of the only institutional actors providing
credible information about humanitarian and human rights issues to
Western audiences. Institutional forces amplify some aspects of this
information (by encouraging mainstream media coverage of tradi-
tional human rights issues) while downplaying others (by accepting
news norms as given and trying to adapt to them). Although this situ-
ation represents a double-edged sword, 1 would rather live in a world
that has advocacy groups producing these mixed effects than one where
they are less involved in the public sphere.

In saying this, | do not want to suggest that NGO communication
is an unalloved boon to the public sphere. Clearly, there are shortcom-
ings to this development, and | have chronicled many of them in this
book. Nor do | wish to imply that NGOs' efforts cannot be improved
from their current state. They can and should, and my discussion in this
chapter suggests some ways in which that improvement might occur.
What I do want to suggest is that insofar as the choice is between NGOs
communicating in the ways they do (ie.,imperfectly) or notat all, | would
vote for the former. NGOs are not a blank slate onto which normative
aspirations can be drawn; rather, they are historical creatures embedded
in a social context. My evaluation of their efforts is based on an analysis
of what they can do based on the possibilities and limitations inherent to
this context.

Before further articulating my perspective, [ think it useful to situ-
ate a discussion about the evaluation of NGO efforts in relation to broader
normative theories of public communication.” Such theories prescribe
the ideal roles and responsibilities for both the participants and outcomes
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of public communication (Benson 200g9; Christians et al. 200¢; Ferree
et al. z002). These broader ideals provide a measuring stick that is useful
for evaluating the relationship between how public communicators per-
form and how they ought to perform in order to best satisfy their civic
obligations. As such, these normative theories provide the background
that inform my thinking about how to evaluate NGOs' communication
efforts,

As 1 see it, normative theories of public communication suggest
four distinctive roles for NGOs: first, as experts, a role rooted in rep-
resentative liberalism; second, as advocates, a role tied to participatory
democracy; third, as facilitators of dialogue, a role found in deliberative
traditions; and, fourth, as critics, a role associated with radical theories of
democracy. My reading of the literature, including the findings presented
in this book, suggests that NGOs most closely approximate the aims of
the representative liberal and participatory democratic traditions while
downplaying deliberative and radical aims. [ briefly want to highlight the
four roles articulated by these traditions and suggest how and in what
ways NGOs fulfill or frustrate these roles. After doing so, [ then return to
my own evaluation of NGOs as being, on balance, salutary for the con-
temporary public sphere.

NGOs as Experis

The normative tradition that NGOs in their capacity as news providers
maost closely approximate is representative liberalism. This tradition
begins from the premise that contemporary societies are complex and
differentiated; therefore, citizens are not expected to be especially knowl-
edgeable about public affairs (Lippmann 1922). Journalists and public
communicators are thus tasked with bringing informed views to their
audiences. To do so, they rely on government representatives and, to a
lesser degree, on experts who have the knowledge necessary to inform
and enlighten (Schudson 2008). For representative liberals, news should
generally aspire to a norm of impartiality: all else being equal, journal-
ists are tasked with presenting the facts of a story and airing opposing
views among government representatives and experts (Ferree et al. 2002).

Within the representative liberal tradition, the primary value of

NGOs is their role as experts” They can and do provide information—to
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journalists or to the public directly—that is factual in nature and based
on evidence. This information certainly can support a particular cause;
however, insofar as the information is seen as credible—that is, that a
different party would collect similar information and arrive at similar
conclusions (Korey 1998)—the NGO retains its authority as an expert.
This authority can be damaged when a group fails to live up to this
evidence-based standard, as when it allows advocacy or fund-raising
aims to drive its coverage (de Waal 1998). This criterion of transparency
governs the actions of NGOs and journalists alike. One example of
applying this criterion in practice would be in the growing utilization of
NGO materials by news organizations (Powers 2015¢; Van Leuven and
Joye 2014; Wright 2016b). From the representative liberal perspective,
the question is whether the materials relay expert information (eg.,
field reports, visual documentation of human rights violations, and so
on). Despite occasional issues with accuracy, NGOs can and do seek to

provide exactly this sort of information.

NGOs as Advocates

NGOs also closely approximate participatory democratic normative tra-
ditions. This theory articulates a vision of public communication that
centers on the promotion of participation in civic life. Like representa-
tive liberals, participatory democrats agree that contemporary societies
are complex and differentiated; however, theorists in this tradition
believe that citizens have the capacity to become more deeply knowl-
edgeable about public affairs (Dewey 1927). News media are understood
to be key vehicles in achieving this aim. Unlike representative liberalism,
the participatory democratic perspective encourages a wide range of
communicative styles (Ferree et al. 2002): some argue that tabloid mod-
els of journalism might spur otherwise apathetic citizens to become
interested in politics (McNair 2000); others suggest that mainstream
news media should provide a greater array of perspectives (Gans zo03).
Although participatory democrats disagree about the optimal style and
form of communication, they generally agree that journalists can—and
should—move bevond the dispassionate accounts of daily events that
representative liberalism reguires,

Within the participatory tradition, NGOs are valued primarily for
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their role as advocates. They are expected to help raise public awareness
of key social issues (Keck and Sikkink 1998). Informing citizens may be
an important aspect of the advocacy role, but it is not central; instead,
participatory democrats emphasize that NGOs as newsmakers should
strive to make citizens aware of—rather than just fully competent in—
previously ignored issues, This initial awareness forms what is sometimes
called a“ladder of engagement,” wherein initial awareness spurs further
discussions and civic action. Advocacy efforts that fuel this engagement
may be optimal, but participatory democrats are not united on this point:
in general, it would be fair to say awareness is seen as the key end in its
own right. In order to achieve this goal, NGOs can and do utilize a wide
range of communicative styles, including but not limited to conducting
campaigns and producing arresting visuals (Ferree et al. 2002),

NGOs as Facilitators

Although NGOs approximate the representative liberal and participa-
tory democratic ideals, the research presented here suggests that they
struggle to achieve the norms required in the discursive tradition, Theo-
rists of this tradition share with participatory democrats a belief that
public communication should actively promote civic engagement. They
differ, however, on how best to achieve this aim. For those in the discur-
sive tradition, the route to civic engagement must pass through a pro-
cess of reasoned debate among ordinary citizens (Friedland and Hove
2016; Habermas 1998). Journalists are tasked not only with informing
their audiences but also with ensuring that news will shape an atmo-
sphere of debate wherein the best argument can carry the day. To do
this, journalists should include a wide range of perspectives drawn from
a cross-section of society, including but not limited to NGOs,
Discursive theorists accord an important role to NGOs as facilita-
tors of public communication. As the dominant organizational layer of
civil society, such groups act as an intermediary between different pock-
ets of civil society and the mainstream media ( Habermas 1998; Wessler
2008). As we have seen, though, these groups tend to have relatively low
levels of interaction and engagement with the public. Online tools, which
in principle might be assumed to boost this interaction and cultivate
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novel forms of engagement, do little to alter the equation. Moreover,
deliberative traditions assign a core role for NGOs to facilitate delib-
eration across diverse social groups. Yet we have seen that the presence
of leading NGOs in the news tends to crowd out smaller civil society
groups. A final way in which NGOs fall short of discursive ideals is the
tendency—at least among some organizations—to use publicity as a
way to raise funds or awareness rather thanto facilitate debate* In this
book, we have seen that communication professionals view disaster
situations—such as the aftermath of an earthquake or tsunami—as an
opportunity to raise funds. This suggests that NGOs' news-making
efforts focus less on facilitating debate and more on achieving strate-
gic objectives,

NGOs as Critics

In their public communication efforts, NGOs appear least likely to sat-
isfy the ideals put forth by radical democratic traditions. In radical dem-
ocratic theories, NGOs are tasked primarily with the role of social critic
(Curran 2005). In their communication efforts, they are valued for their
capacity to question the status quo and to expose systemic injustices.
Like participatory democrats, they may utilize a wide range of commu-
nicative styles in order to achieve this aim; controversial presentations
are especially valued (Downing 2001). However, these styles must be used
toward achieving the ideal of emancipation; they are not valued simply
for their capacity to garner attention. NGOs can work successfully with
journalists only insofar as these collaborations help to realize radical
aims. When journalistic norms impinge upon such a capacity, NGOs are
encouraged to seek alternative publicity avenues (Fenton zo10).
Throughout this book, however, we have seen that NGOs do little
to alter dominant news norms. Instead, these groups package and pitch
news stories in ways that mimic or “clone” (Fenton 2010, 156) the news
that journalists would make on their own. Moreover, these groups use
digital tools mainly to monitor news norms and mimic news codes rather
than to circumvent those norms and codes, Further, although some
researchers argue that the adoption of news norms helps advocacy groups
compete with better-resourced competitors, such as government and
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business (Greenberg, Knight, and Westersund 2011), most argue that
such a move makes NGOs less able to engage in radical forms of social
criticism as called for in radical democratic theory (Fenton 2010). One
effect is that NGOs tend to shun discussions about the root causes of
the problems they describe,

Given the mixed evaluations described in the preceding material, why do
I suggest that NGO communication efforts are on the whole salutary? My
view is rooted in part in the idea that something is better than nothing
NGOs can and do provide important functions in contemporary public
communication. The information they provide is often undercovered,
and the perspective they insert is at least sometimes distinct from the
perspectives of government officials and business leaders. The contempo-
rary landscape of international news would be diminished without their
presence in it, and it is important to acknowledge that contribution—
even though NGOs do fail to live up to other normative functions with
which they are tasked.

My view is also rooted in part in a historical understanding of what
these groups set out to be. Put bluntly, none of the advocacy groups stud-
ied here intended to be deliberative or radical organizations. Human
Rights Watch, to take one example, was created by liberal American
political elites to combat the foreign-policy claims of a resurgent con-
servative elite, It did not set out to provide a radical criticism of Ameri-
can foreign policy. Itis therefore not only unrealistic to assume that these
groups can provide functions they were never intended to provide but
also likely a misplaced target because other groups are set up to be more
deliberative or radical in orientation. To say this is not to sanctify the
role these groups play in public communication but to clarify it.

Of course, to offer this evaluation is not to suggest that there is no
room for improvement among these groups. NGOs are institutions, and
institutions are the product of human action, which can (with effort) be
changed. In the next section, [ highlight some of the ways in which these
groups might be able to address some of the limitations 1 have discussed
in this book. But my suggestions are rooted primarily in an understand-

ing of what leading NGOs can plausibly be expected to do.
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IMPROVING NGO COMMUNICATION

In the conclusion of her own study on NGO communication strategies,
Sabine Lang writes that such groups “tend to act in and respond to an
institutional environment that steers political action into institutionally
desired forms, while, in the process, limiting public discussion and alter-
native action repertoires” (2013, 218). The empirical findings presented
here echo this analysis. More broadly, Lang suggests that such empirical
findings stem in large part from organizational arrangements and insti-
tutional environments, both of which can in principle be changed. To
that end, | focus in this section on steps that might be taken among the
major actors involved in shaping NGO communication to strengthen
NGOs" contributions to the public sphere.

Donors play a major role in shaping NGO communication strategies.
They value media publicity as a way to identify whether organizations are
worth giving their money to, and they use media coverage partly as a tool
to assess the degree to which a given NGO is able to influence public
discourse. Although online technologies provide organizations with new
ways of pursuing publicity, most donors continue to privilege coverage in
the mass media both because these media provide larger audiences and
because of uncertainty within the donor community about how best to
gauge effective publicity online, Donors thus incentivize NGOs to pursue
publicity in the mass media, but they place emphasis on organizations
cultivating engagement with citizens.

Donors might take several steps to incentivize NGOs to modify their
publicity efforts. For starters, there is a need to invest in alternative forms
of publicity, including that which can be conducted online, and to sup-
port training for these efforts, too. Donors have good reason for want-
ing NGOs to appear in the mainstream media; however, those outlets
are simply a few among many in a diversified “hybrid” media system
(Chadwick 2013). Moreover, whereas donors evince interest in giving
money to “sexy” areas such as social media, they show less excitement
about funding some of the basic tools that organizations need to inno-
vate in these areas, which makes it difficult for advocacy groups to invest
heavily in them. As a result, these aspects of their work are underfunded
and underexplored.

Beyond simply investing in alternative forms of publicity, there is
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also a need to move bevond performance-based results and to think of
ways that better capture the public “voice” of an advocacy group. Scholars
have long stressed that donors’ language of accountability is articulated
in corporate terms, with discussions revolving around “stakeholders” and
“management.” This language reinforces the emphasis on using com-
munication to market the organizational brand. Such an emphasis avoids
deeper discussions of what NGOs can and should be achieving through
their public communication efforts. For instance, in many organizations
I heard people discuss an effective publicity campaign, where effective-
ness was judged primarily by the amount of attention garnered. When
asked whether these campaigns achieved the results they aimed for,
respondents would often express uncertainty. To be sure, there is no
easy or single answer to the question of effectiveness—and public com-
munication can be an important outcome in and of itself—but simply
having the discussion can be worthwhile.

Finally, there is a need for donors to facilitate better engagement
among NGOs. The field of organizations is highly crowded, which leads
to a competitive orientation in which funding is often seen as a zero-sum
game, Although organizations do occasionally engage in cross-organi-
zational partnerships, such efforts continue to be difficult to achieve in
practice and even harder to sustain when they are occasionally realized,
This problem is larger than can be address simply by donor demands,
but funders could create incentives for NGOs to collaborate together on
specific issues or problems,

Beyond donors, government officials also shape NGO communica-
tion strategies. As Lang (2013) argues, NGOs are rooted in civil society
and thus aim to be a voice for citizens (or for a segment of them). How-
ever, as NGOs become further integrated into governance, they are typ-
ically used as “stand-ins" for civic engagement. Rather than conduct the
messy work of soliciting citizen feedback, government officials utilize
organized advocacy groups as a “proxy” for public opinion. This is not
always a negative development, and NGOs sometimes effectively use their
proxystatus to “signal” public discontent about a given issue, Forinstance,
however one evaluates Oxfam’s Make Trade Fair campaign, the effort
was clearly an attempt to use public support as a way to get political
leaders to take the organization’s claims seriously. But when NGOs are
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used simply to stand in for more substantial public discussion, it is
indeed a problem,

Within NGOs, there is a need to discuss frankly what does and
does not work in their communication efforts. In some organizations,
communication is viewed as a necessary evil, simply the cost of doing
humanitarian and human rights work in the contemporary world. For
others, communication is central to the organizational identity. It is even
common to find these two views within the same organization. Yet in
relatively few organizations is it typical for there to be a frank conver-
sation about what communication strategies do and do not work and how
these strategies can be improved or altered to better align with organiza-
tional aims. This is a conversation that management and leadership can
help facilitate. Ln it, one discussion can and likely should focus on the
emphasis of economic, cultural, and social rights. Although many groups
have adopted these frames and have hired staff to address them, the pub-
licity of such problems—as we saw in chapter 3—continue to take a back
seat to the publicity of political and civil violations,

Beyond dialogue, NGOs can and probably should seek to hire people
from a more diverse array of professional backgrounds. For the most part,
communication staffers have backgrounds in public relations and journal-
isrn. Certainly, these fields are important, and the entrance of journalists
into NGOs is only like to grow over time as the journalism job market
contracts. Yet people with experience and expertise in digital advocacy
remain relatively rare in the organizations studied here, Although prog-
ress in this area has been made in recent years, most organizations remain
heavy in “traditional” communication staffers and possess comparatively
lesser expertise in new for ms of communication and advocacy.

Finally, NGO communication can be improved in part through jour-
nalists’ acquiring a better understanding of what these organizations do
and do not do well. As chapter 6 showed, most journalists continue to
see NGO professionals primarily as advocates even though they also rely
on these groups for information. But part of what is useful about the
model of NGO communication is that these groups investigate problems
and offer solutions. Of course, these solutions come from one particular
perspective and should not be adopted wholesale or presented without
opposing viewpoints., But the format itself—which blends credible
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reporting with action recommendations—is one that journalists and
news organizations might consider for their own reporting on humani-
tarian and human rights issues.

‘The suggestions provided here are piecemeal, and their capacity to
be implemented rely in part on changing the social conditions that | have
already identified as shaping NGO communication efforts. [ do not offer
them in the expectation that they can be easily adopted or that adopting
them will remove all the problematic aspects of NGO communication.
Rather, | suggest them as a reminder that institutions are human cre-

ations and can therefore be altered.

THE BROADER RISE OF NEWS-ORIENTED PRACTICES

This book has examined the communication practices of a small num-
ber of leading humanitarian and human rights organizations. These
groups are unigue in a number of ways. Few other civic organizations
have budgets or global remits that come anywhere near the ones boasted
by these organizations, and thus their capacity to develop comparable
“boots on the ground” reporting efforts is limited. At the same time,
though, the activity in which these leading groups are engaged is one that
cuts across many other groups and actors, This activity is partof a wider
rise of what we might call “news-oriented practices"—that is, efforts by
nonjournalistic actors to directly shape public communication (relatedly,
see Williams and Delli Carpini 2011). Therefore, | want to specify what
is particular about the case presented here and to suggest how aspects
of it might be more broadly generalizable across other groups and orga-
nizations.

Although my study is limited to a small number of leading humani-
tarian and human rights groups, 1 do think it is reasonable to assume that
smaller groups working on similar issues face similar struggles getting
into the news. Indeed, in a content analysis of 750 civic organizations,
Ronald Jacobs and Daniel Glass (2002) find that just 2 percent of all
groups in the study appeared in more than one hundred news articles,
and nearly 33 percent of them are never mentioned once. Relatedly, a
study by Trevor Thrall, Dominik Stecula, and Diana Sweet (2014) of the
prevalence of more than 250 human rights organizations in more than

600 news outlets indicates that just 10 percent of all groups capture go
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percent of media citations. Other scholarship shows that NGOs of
varying sizes and with different thematic emphases are also hesitant to
embrace or fully utilize digital technologies. Chris Wells, for instance,
reveals a “considerable reticence” on the part of NGOs to engage with
their online users. Specifically, his content analysis of the Facebook pres-
ence of 60 groups finds the majority to be “deeply hesitant to expose
themselves to the considerable risks that true interactivity and openness
entail” (2015, 28). Ella McPherson (2015) also highlights the degree to
which social media use by human rights organizations requires substan-
tial volumes of economic and symbolic capital and thus privileges some
organizations more than others,

At the same time, a subset of groups with fewer resources might be
more inclined than larger organizations to tinker with digital tools.
Groups such as Avaaz and Witness, for example, are smaller in size than
Amnesty [nternational and Human Rights Watch but regularly partner
with amateur activists around the world to improve their information-
gathering capacities. Several years ago, for example, Witness partnered
up with the Brazilian collective Papo Reto (Straight Talk), which uses
mobile technologies to document political violence in favelas on the out-
skirts of Rio de Janeiro (Shaer zo15) and comprises mostly activists who
live in the favelas and have little or no experience in either journalism
or human rights activism. Witness has partnered with this group and
others in places where there is limited NGO or news media presence, It
holds training sessions to teach members about the types of informa-
tion needed to hold human rights violators to account in a court of law.
This collaboration between amateurs and professionals is relatively rare
and helps to ensure that a growing number of human rights violations
are documented and circulated publicly.” To what degree this develop-
ment is specific to Witness or is enabled because of specific conditions
available to smaller NGOs is an important question worthy of further
investigation.

‘The developments described in this book are also occurring in other
thematic sectors of advocacy work (i.e., those focused on the environ-
ment, gender equality, and so on). In 2015, for example, Greenpeace
announced it was hiring a team of journalists and making investigative
reporting a pillar of its advocacy work.” This team of investigative report-

ers has published reports on government regulations that aim to benefit
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the fossil-fuel industry and on the environmental records of multina-
tional conglomerates. To what extent these efforts translate into broader
media coverage for the group is uncertain, as is the extent to which these
other thematic groups more fully utilize digital technologies. Some ini-
tial research suggests that these groups are more likely to utilize such tools
(Reese 2015; Russell 2016), though more research is required. It would
be especially useful to know how and in what ways donors, government
officials, and journalists shape such groups' publicity strategies.

‘The case of Greenpeace also highlights some of the controversies
NGOs may confront as they embrace news-oriented publicity strategies.
In late 2015, for example, Greenpeace published a report showing that
two American academics agreed to write papers that were in support of
and covertly funded by the fossil fuel industry.” In order to get the story,
however, the group’s reporters posed as energy company representatives
and offered to compensate the academics—both prominent climate-
change skeptics—for writing about the benefits of coal use and carbon
emissions. The academics agreed to write the papers and not to disclose
the payments, Although there is no doubt that the reporting was itself
important and newsworthy, Greenpeace's embrace of deceptive tactics
simply raises long-standing questions about their acceptability. To what
extent might such reporting tactics diminish public trust in Greenpeace?
These and related questions are likely only to increase as NGOs further
boost their communication efforts.

Although the focus of this book has been on NGOs, it should be
clear that the news-oriented practices 1 describe here can easily be used
by other organizations. It is a nontrivial truism that all contemporary
organizations are to some degree media organizations in the sense that
they provide information and updates about their activities with the aims
of steering some segment of public opinion. In recent years, for example,
think tanks have dramatically increased their research and publicity
operations, often in tandem (Medvetz 2012). Private businesses have also
launched for-profit consultancies that aim to provide research, analysis,
and insight. Much of this effort is geared toward private-paying audi-
ences, but aspects of it are also aimed at shaping public debate (Drezner
2017). It is therefore entirely possible that the limited gains in public
visibility that NGOs currently enjov could be reversed in part by the

entrance of more well-resourced actors into these debates, As Ed Walker
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{zo15) has shown, corporations are increasingly inserting themselves
into public debate, in part through their own public-relations depart-
ments and in part via partnerships with grassroots organizers, Their
presence may not exactly crowd out other civic organizations from pub-
lic debate, but, as Tim Wood (2017) shows, it might lead each group to
“own” its own frame on a given issue and thus to create news coverage
that more closely resembles a “shouting match” than a debate.

Scholars still know relatively little about any of these organizations:
their aims, their successes, their failures. This is primarily because most
scholars of journalism continue primarily to study journalists. Yet as the
news industry contracts, analyzing “nonjournalists” involved in produc-
ing the news will assume increasing importance. Of course, as | have
discussed with respect to the case of humanitarian and human rights
groups in this book, the presence of such actors in the news is not novel.
It is the scale of their presence that has grown dramatically. Understand-
ing how this works and what it means for public communication is thus
a key task for scholars moving forward.

HOW INSTITUTIONS MATTER

Whichever organization is studied, it is important to keep in mind that
each is part of a broader institutional environment, This seemingly ano-
dyne statement stands in tension with much current research on the
changing landscape of public communication, which focuses over-
whelmingly on the possibilities brought by new technologies. There is
reason for both interest and excitement in focusing on such possibilities,
but doing so makes sense only when the groups studied are also situated
in their social contexts. Institutions enable and constrain, and research-
ers need to better understand each of those effects and ultimately to
bring them together into a larger account of the changing dynamics of
public communication.

In this book, L have suggested that the institutionalization of human-
itarian and human rights groups has helped create their capacity to pro-
duce credible information. The mere desire to produce such informa-
tion was not in and of itself sufficient; rather, NGOs responded to
opportunities—some in the immediate aftermath of World War 11,
others at the height of the Cold War, They hired people capable of
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producing the information they needed, and they obtained funding that
supported the growth and diversification of such efforts. This means
that the range of coverage that humanitarian and human rights groups
provide today is an institutional outcome, not simply the result of efforts
by a few individuals.

To say that institutions matter is not to imply that all their effects
are positive, As | have documented throughout this book, NGOs are con-
strained as much as they are enabled by their institutional environ-
ments. They need to raise funds and promote their brands, and this need
shapes the tvpes of communication they do. From time to time, NGOs
will undergo periods of self-reflection, where they ask whether their com-
munication efforts undermine their stated organizational aims, yet these
reflections typically produce limited long-term change. For example, in
2011 Oxfam released a report arguing that the UK public’s understanding
of the causes of poverty had changed little over the past several decades,
despite Oxfam's numerous public-education campaigns to clarify the
issue. In Oxfam’s analysis, the public failed to grasp the issue because of
the “transaction frame” for dealing with poverty. In this frame, “giving
money to charities is understood to be the only way to engage with
global poverty” (Darnton 2011, 33). NGOs operating within this frame
thus turn “members” into “supporters” and “set them at arm’s length”
(Darnton 2011, 6). Arguably, the report (and its attendant self-reflection)
has done little to alter the dynamic, in large part because the institu-
tional conditions make dramatic change difficult.

In studying the institutional environments of “new” newsmakers, it
is of course important to remember the importance of pre-existing
newsmakers, too—especially journalism. For better or worse, journal-
ism remains the core institution of contemporary public communica-
tion. Scholars occasionally talk about NGOs as if they might someday
replace journalists. This is nowhere close to becoming an empirical real-
ity. Moreover, there are good reasons to want the institution of journal-
ism to be strong. Early in my fieldwork, one longtime NGO professional
made exactly this point to me when discussing the need for journalistic

oversight of NGO activities:

There's not a lot of oversight [of NGOs] in any meaningful way,

minus some general sort of principles on accountability and
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transparency, [RS filings, and a hodgepodge of self-appointed aid
charities' watchdog groups, most of which never get into the field,
[and] most of which have very imprecise evaluation tools. So nor-
mally journalism would play some sort of function on that. But if
you look at the reporting on the one-year anniversary of the Haiti
earthquake, you can see that the ability to analyze what's going on

there is [at] a very surface level.”

‘There are indeed good reasons for journalists to look beyond that
surface level. In 2015, ProlPublica and National Public Radio copublished
adeeply reported article—relying on months of careful research and on-
the-ground reporting—showing that although the Red Cross raised half
a billion dollars after the Haiti earthquake, the Red Cross's own records
suggest that it built just six homes with that money (Elliot and Sullivan
zo15), The article documented a series of management failures that led
to this state of affairs. The Red Cross contested aspects of the story,” but
the bulk of the report has held up over time. Such reporting is relatively
rare, but it remains important,

Decades ago, scholars routinely called for public communication to
more closely approximate the norms of “multiperspectivalism”™—that is,
of bringing to the public a wider array of voices and viewpoints. Today,
those aims can be realized both within and beyond the legacy news
media. A key aim for scholars, therefore, is to identify where and how they

are best realized: by whom, with what resources, and toward which ends.
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Methods Appendix

PART 1: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

‘The following questions guided my initial interviews with NGO profes-
sionals. Subsequent interviews focused on specific themes generated by
earlier waves of analysis, in keeping with the general precepts of grounded
theory.

Biographical Profile

1. Can you provide me with a brief biographical sketch? How did you
arrive at the position you currently hold?

2, Where did you go to school, and what did you study?

3. Why did vou decide to pursue this line of work?

Organizational Practice

4. Can you take me through some of the typical elements of your
work day?
What publications do you read regularly for work?

wn

6. How does your organization decide which issues to focus on?

What other NGOs do vou follow closely?

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines
Authenticated

Download Date | 1041149 4:14 AM



8. Do you engage in direct lobbying efforts? 1f so, with whom?
g. How important are digital technologies in your everyday work?
10. What conferences or symposia do you attend for work?

Perceptions of the News Media

1. What are your views of the news media’s coverage of issues you care
about?

12. In what ways do you see your work as similar to or different from
journalism?

13. How important is it for your organization to receive news coverage?

14. How do you initiate attempts to receive coverage?

15. Do you care which news outlets pick up your messaging?

16. Who do you see as your audience?

Perceptions of Change Over Time

17. How is the work you do now similar to or different from prior posi-
tions you've held?
18, In what ways has your organization changed since you joined it?

Valuations of Excellence

19. Can you tell me about something you have worked on in the past
year and that you are especially proud of?

20. What other organizations are doing work that you see as especially
valuable?

21, What types of work do you see as not valuable?

22, If there is one thing you could get your organization to do that it
does not do already, what would that be and why?
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PART 2: HUMANITARIAN AND HUMAN RIGHTS NEWS

CODING PROTOCOL
Variables

vi Unigue 1D

Writein a unique identifying number for each coded entry, starting with 1.

va, Year
1= 1900
2 =1995
3= 2000
4 = 2005
§ = 2010
vy, Date

Write in the exact date (e.g., 01/01/2000).

va. Sample
1 =core sample
2 = total sample

vy, NGO Cited

o= None

1= Amnesty

2=CARE

3 = Human Rights Watch

4 = International Crisis Group
5 = Médecins Sans Frontiéres
6= Ofam

7 = Save the Children

8 = World Vision

vo. News Outlet

1= New York Times
2= UUSA Today

3 = NBC Nightly News
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vs. Genre

1= news article

2 = newspaper editorial

3 = opinion (journalist authored)

4 = letter to editor (NGO affiliated)
5 = opinion (not NGO affiliated)

6 = news brief

7 = hook review

8 = transcript of speech

g = fund-raising notice

vE. Word Length

Record the exact number of words.

vg. Nature of Citation
1= NGO driven

2 = NGO responding
3 = Meither

vio. Story Location
1 =top half of article
2 = bottom half of article

v, Order Where Cited
1= first

2 = second

3 = third

4 = fourth

5 = fifth

viz. First Country Mentioned
Write name of country.

vy, First Source
0 = none
1= news outlet

2 = government official
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3 = other NGO or social movement organization
4 = unaffiliated individual

5 = artist, writer, celebrity

& = businessperson

7 = academic

& = United Nations official

g = public-opinion poll

10 = lawyer or legal figure

11 = other (use sparingly and keep notes)

V4. Second Source

0= none

1 = news outlet

2 = government official

3 = other NGO or social movement organization
4 = unaffiliated individual
5= artist, writer, celebrity
& = businessperson

7 = academic

& = United Nations official
g = public-opinion poll

10 = lawyer or legal figure

11 = other (use sparingly and keep notes)

vig. Third Source

0= none

1= news outlet

2 = government official

3 = other NGO or social movement organization
4 = unaffiliated individual

5= artist, writer, celebrity

& = businessperson

7 = academic

& = United Nations official

g = public-opinion poll

10 = lawyer or legal figure

11 = other (use sparingly and keep notes)
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v16. Fourth Source

0 = none

1= news outlet

2 = government official

3 = other NGO or social movement organization
4 = unaffiliated individual

5= artist, writer, celebrity

6 = businessperson

7 = academic

& = United Nations official

g = public-opinion poll

10 = lawyer or legal figure

11 = other {use sparingly and keep notes)

v17. Fifth Source

0 = none

1= news outlet

2 = government official

3 = other NGO or social movement organization
4 = unaffiliated individual
5= artist, writer, celebrity
6 = businessperson

7 = academic

& = United Nations official
g = public-opinion poll

10 = lawyer or legal figure

11 = other (use sparingly and keep notes)

w18, Primary Frame

1= political rights

2 = free expression

3 = gender and family

4 = humanitarian

5 = @COnOmic

6 = cultural

7 = health and environment
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Notes

1. A NEW ERA OF NGO-DRIVEN NEWS?

1. This story was recounted to me in an interview with one of the Human Rights
Watch officials responsible for bringing Platon onto the project and involved in
the subsequent negotiations with news outlets (interview with the deputy execu-
tive director for external relations, Huoman Rights Watch, November 20, 2010).

2. The photographs can be seen online ab hitp: fwww.newyorketeom/ culture/ photo
-booth/exiled-platons- portraits-of-burmese-refugees. The images, credited Lo
Platon, were accompanied by a brief introduction by New Yorker stafl writer
George Packer, who noted in the wext that Human Rights Watch commissioned
the portraits. See Packer 2010, The online package also included video interviews
with Myanmar dissidents that were conducted by Human Rights Watch staff.

3. Human Rights Walch composed a partial list of the non-US news organizations
that republished the photographs. See hitps: www heweorglsives /defa ol tfiles/
related_material/Platon- BURM A-Media-Fallzoio-Springroi. pdf.

4 Initially founded as Helsinkd Watch, the name of the group was chanpged in 1988
Lo its current form, Human Rights Watch. See chapter 2 for aspects of this his-
tory as well as Neler 2012, especially chapter o, for an insider account.

. This phrasing is one Human Rights Watch continues using in the present day. See
hittps:/Pwewowe brweor gl our-history.

6. For a more detatled overview of these changes, see Powers 2016b and 2017,

7.In both North America and western Europe, exact figures are difficult 1o come
by becanse different organizations use different definitions of the term forefgn

W
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10,

11,

12,

13.

1.

15.

16,

178

correspondent. For an effort to detail some figures in the United States, see Car-
roll 2007, For a similar eflort on parts of western Europe, see Sambrook 2010,

. The amount of space that news outlets dedicate Lo intermational news coverage

has diminished considerably, from an average of nearly 40 percent of all news
content inthe 10808 to about 17 percent today (Larson 1982 Pew Research Cen-
Ler 2000,

As Kenneth Cmiel has argoed, Lo the extent that NGOs have influence, it comes

from thelr work in making what he calls “the global flow of key bits of facl” (1004,
1232

Clifford Bob (zoo6) makes the related point that the causes promoted by
NGOs are reflections of organizational needs, not merely worthy goals, and
these organizational needs in turn shape inequalities in the ecology of advocacy
organizations (see also Thrall, Stecula, and Sweet 2014).

Natalie Fenton makes this point strongly in her eall for NGOs Lo be “partial, ooca-
stonally illegal, and passionate about thelr cause—if they continve to mimic the
requirements of mainstream, instituionalized news then arguably they il in the
role of advocacy” (2010, 167).

In drawing on the notion of instilutional felds, T seek to integrate partially com-
peting theoretical accounts within these traditions—especially field theory as
articulated by Plerre Bourdiew and the concept of neotnstitu thonal organizational
fields as developed by Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell. For an overview of these
traditions as well as a discussion of recent innovations in this more general the-
oretical tradition, see Klutz and Fligstein 2016.

Institutions and fields are not merely social constructs created by the analyst but
also contexts in which actors take one another into account. Thus, for instance,
journalists think about how a story will play both within their own news organi-
zations and potentially at other news organ kzations.

A large and growing literature ulilizes institutional and field perspeetives Lo study
the news media. See, for example, Benson and Nevew oo T. Cook 1008; Ryle
2016; Walsbord 2013, The perspective has received less attention with respect w
NGO communication efforts,

To be sure, the extent of variation is an empircal question. In fact, the basic prem-
ise of DiMaggio and Powell 1083 is that institutio nalization leads o isomor phism
across entire sectors,

This definition is drawn from Lang 20313 The history of the term norgovernmen-
tal orgari zations dates back to the United Nations, which first used il in 1045 Lo
distinguish between intergovernmental agencies and groups with no government
association. Any private body that was not controlled by a gpovernment, seeking
public office, generating profit, or conducting criminal activity could register as
an NGO, Although most scholarship, ineluding this book, focuses ona subset of
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relatively liberal organizations, the category includes business assoclations and
religious groups of various political persuasions (see, e.g., the various organiza-
tions discussed in White 1051).

17. The process whereby NGOs become the dominant form of civil soclety organi-
zation is frequently labeled “NGO-ization.” Evaluations of this process are typi-
cally ambivalent, with scholars noting both the potential for NGOs Lo serve as
otganizers for soclal sction as well as their potential to harmonize the ssues they
cover with those that interest funders. See Lang 2m3 for an overview of these
debates.

18, As James Dawes has argoed, the most important work these groups do entails
“asking questions, evaluating answers, and pleading with those of us who observe
from a distance” (2007, 2).

2. THE CHANGING FACES OF NGO
COMMUNICATION WORK

1. The compensation figure comes from Hurst 2016, 152-153. See also Hopgood
zo06 fora description of Amnesty International’s London offices.

z. Exact salaries vary by position, educatiomal background, and a range of other fac-
tors. For some data provided by Amnesty Intermational, see the Amnesty Inber-
nathonal web page “Pay al Amnesty Intermational” at htips: fwwwamnesty.org/en
{abvoul-us/pay-at-amnesty-international /.

3. The lack of historical scholarship necessitated reliance on a small corpus of non-
scholarly texts written by either those involved with NGOs or sympathetic 1o
them. They are thus “insider” accounts. Rather than treat them as veridical
accounts of what happened, 1 have vsed them primarily to help sketch out the
reasons why NGOs developed various information functions. Key texts include
Black igge (on Oxfam); Borlolotl 2004 (on Médecins Sans Frontibres); W Camp-
bell 1o jon CARE); Ennals 1082 (on Amnesty International); Mulley 2000 (on
Save the Children); and Neier zoo3 (on Human Rights Wateh). Sympathetic
accounts by close observers include Harrison and Palmer 1086 (on NGOs in
Alfrica); Kondracke 1988 (on Human Rights Watch); Korey 1998 (on NGOs gener-
ally); Larsen 1978 (on Ampesty International); Power zoo1 (on Amnesty Inberma-
tional); Rieff 2002 [on several NGOs, in particular Médecing Sans Frontibres); and
Terry 2002 (on Médecing Sans Frontiéres). The few scholarly sccounts include
Buchanan 200z Clark 2001, Cmiel oy Dezalay and Garth 200y Ho pgood 2006;
and Scoble and Wiseberg 1974, The historical portion of the argument is intended
Lo be a synthetic account that makes sense of how NGOs came 1o be both capa-
ble of producing information on their own and reliant on the news media for
publicity. It does not aim to be an exhavstive historical account of humanitarian
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10,

11.

and human rights NG Os. My analysis highlights themes that ave useful inexplain-
ing the developments on which Tam focusing. T use source citations Lo provide
the reader with the appropriate places to find more general information about
the larger history of these organizations and the NGO sector more broadly.
The classic definition of professionalization comes from Weber 1047, For discus-
sions of professionalization within the NGO sector, see Clemens 107, Lang
2013, and Zald and MeCarthy 1087, These discussions broadly fit with inst tional
perspectives on field formation, which highlight the extent Lo which professional-
ization is a strategy adopted by those seeking 1o legitimate their efforts (and exis-
tence ) vis-a-vis other sockal actors (Bourdiew 1006 Fligstein and MeAdam zoiz).
This development parallels the shift, described by Margaret Scammell (zo14), from
political propaganda to political marketing. Whereas the former focuses primarily
on the capacily to persuade, the latter s charsclerized by recurrent inbe s Lions
between advocales and thelr vartous publics Lo cultivate a desived imapge.

The term care package derives from this history (Barnett 2o11).

.Francesea Wilson, the famous British humanitarian, remarked optimistically in

the period afver World War 1T that “we have at last become planning-minded " That
humanitarian organizations were now conduoc ting surveys of need in local popula-
tions, she remarked, was “an advance of incalculable importance” (1044, 269,

. The effort to be impartial is a strong theme in the early history of Amnesty Inter-

national. One of Amnestys eatly leaders, Martin Ennals, wrote that the group's
credibility was “always on the line" and that the organization “could not afford Lo
make mistakes” in its reporting (1982, 73).

I the first decade of its existence, the International Secretariat of Amnesty Inter-

national would “collect and publish important positive and negative statements
about Amnesty Intermational inorder to stress its impartiality” The items in the
collection included everything from newspaper editorials about the group's work
in Ireland (“monstrously misgouided”) Lo comments by the US altorney general
Erwin Griswold (who was “rather puzzled” by interest in the US imprisonment
of a man who had refused military service) (Scoble and Wiseberg 1974, 25-26).
These different committees—Americas Watch, Asia Watch, Middle East Watch,
Alfrica Watch—coalesced into Human Rights Watch in 1087, For an insider
account of this history, see Neler 2003,

For a historical account of humanitarianism, see Barnett 2o11. For a similar treat-
ment of human rights work as well as an emphasis on its sudden explosion in the

ig7o8, see Moy 2010,

12, Interview with news unit producer, Amnesty International, July 22, 2011,

13.

A brief overview from the perspective of Amnesty International can be found at
https:/fwww.amnesty.org.ubk/nelson-mandela-and-amnesty-intermational.

14. The International Commission of Jurists, founded in the wake of World War 11,

180
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15.

16,

17.

18,

B

22.

3.
24.
25,

provides an additional example of developed research functions and limited
publicity. It was staffed by elite lawyers and career diplomats; the organization
sought to emulate the Council of Forelgn Relations model of creating interna-
tional organizations that could further American interests. These experts saw
little cavse for waging their campaigns publicly. The Central Intelligence Agency,
through an entity called the American Fund for Free Jurists, covertly provided
the International Commission of Jurists with funds. As Howard Tolley notes in
his history of the commission, the “directors favored the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions approach: the organization of a highly exclusive elite, selected and gov-
ermed by a small inner elrcle” (1994, 51).

Jebl is said to have disliked fund-raising and not considered hersell especially
skilled in doing so. Nonetheless, from the outset she recognized the need to lead
by example in embracing fund-raising (Mulley 200g).

The figures for humanitarian groups are certainly vndereounted becanse they
capture only those groups that self-identily as development orlented —merely one
pole in the larger field of humanitarian sction. On divisions within the homani-
Larian sector, see Krause 2014,

This funding by mation-states bas increasingly been dedicated to short-term emer-
gency funding rather than longer-term development assistance. As James Fearon
has shown, emergency reliel ald has scared dramatically since the 19708, going
from a relatively small portion of overall development assistance in the 10608
iroughly 2 percent) and rising steadily through the 10708 and 10808 to roughly 15
percent of all aid in 2000 (2008, 54).

As multiple people reminded me, NGOs have for decades hived peoplewith back-
grounds in journalism. The perception that working for an NGO s now a wise
career move does seem Lo be more common, though,

Interview with stafl member, Mercy Corps, June 2, 2011,
Interview with communication diveetor, Save the Children UK, July 14, 2011,
Interview with press officer, Amnesty International UK, July 15, 2011,

Interview with communication officer, Médecing Sans Frontibres, February 18,
2011,

Interview with public-relations director, World Vision, July 14, 2011

Interview with press officer, Amnesty Internatiomal, July 22, zoi.

Developing relations with journalists is a theme echoed by most contemporary
NGO communication professionals. One person described cultivating social con-
Lacts among journalists in her job for Merey Corps: “You kind of get on people’s
Rolodex. ... The bureaw chiefs know you, and . . . they say, ‘Be sure to look her
up ... You definively gain familiarity, and that was a positive thing about covering
a region for a while. . .. People get to know who you are, and then they call you

cause . .. they know you" (interview with press o fficer, Mercy Corps, June 2, 2011).
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26. Interview with press officer, Save the Children UK, July 21, 2011

7. Interview with communication officer, Médecins Sans Frontiéres, July 19, 2011

28, The Bamine also proves an excellent example of how “successful” messaging is not
alwayssuccessful for the issue isell As Alex de Waal argoes, the publicity about the
famine penerated lots of domation funds, much of which was not well spent and
maost of which ereated the false impression—de Waal calls it the “big lie"—that
relief could ameliorate suffering. It instead, be argoes, largely allowed the Ethio-
plan government bo remain in power and pursue sirategies that furthered the fam-
ine in exchange for allowing NGOs acoess Lo some areas. In short, he argues, pub-
lieity worked o spur donations and mobilize public opinion toward Western
action, but the action itsell was misguided and wltimately harmful (1008, 106-132).

20. Interview with broadcast-relations manager, Médecins Sans Frontibres, July 27,
2011,

0. Interview with commuonication director, Médecins Sans Frontibres, February 18,
2011,

31 Interview with media officer, Merey Corps, June 2, 2011,

32, Interview with the executive divector of external relations, Human Rights Watch,
MWovember 20, 2010,

33 Imberview with the execative director of external relations, Human Rights Watch,
MWovember 20, 2010,

34 Interview with the divector of communication, International Crisis Group, July
4, 2011

35 Interview with media officer, International Crisis Group, April 1, 2011

36. Interview with media officer, International Crisis Group, April 1, 2011

37. Interviews with communication officer, Oxfam, February 18, 2011, and researcher,
Christian Add, July 11, 2011,

3. THE PARTIALLY OPENING NEWS GATES

-

. As noted in chaprer 1, some researchers assume that changes in echnology have
enabled NGOs W by pass the news media and directly target relevant stale holders.
I investigate this assumplion in chapter 4. Here my alm is o investigate whether
other Bctors—that is, changes in jourmlism, politics, and advocacy, as identified
in chapter 1—alter the established scholarly wisdom on NGO news access.

2. Some aspects of this article have been previously published in Matthew Powers,
“Opening the News Gates? Humanitarian and Human Rights Groups in the ULS.
News Media, 1000—2010," Media, Cullure & Society 38 (3) (2016): 315— 331 This
chapter deepens the analysis in that article by exploring the various human rights
frames associated with NGOs' appearances in the news.

3.A5 I noted in chapter 1, human rights and humanitadanism were historcally
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separate discourses, with the former focused on protecting citizens against state
violence and the latter driven primarily to reduce suffering. Since the end of the
Cold War, the two have become Increasingly intertwined, with both relying on
human rights discourses to justify their work (Moyn 2010). One can thus group
them together for content-amlytic purposes without denying the actual differ-
ences in the work the two sets of actors do on the ground.

4. [ thank an anonymous reviewer for making this point o me in an earller version
of this chapier. The extent to which humanitarian groops ought to speak publicly
about the human rights problems they encounter in their work is a recorrent
theme in both the popular literature and the scholarly literature. See, for exam-
ple, Kennedy 2004, Riell zooz2, and Terry zooz.

5. The division of the press into the broadeast press and the prestige press hardly
exhausts the range of available media. In vsing these two, T daw upon the pri-
maty sourees of media coverage for most organizations. Future research is needed
to explore how and in what ways these findings can be extended Lo cable, satel-
live, and digital news providers.

6. NGO prevalence is alsolikely vo vary in accordance with a number of other orga-
nizathoral features leg., internal organizational relations between public-rela-
tions and research departments, an organization’s historical identity, and others)
[see Krause 2014; Orgad 2013; Powers 2014). My alm here is simply 1o adjudicate
the main features of the debate on NGO prevalence in the news media,

7. This use offraming is associated with the first of Robert Entman's (1903 four fram-
ing “functions” —the selection and emphasis of some aspect of reality o promote
a particular “problem definition” My framing analysis does not seek Lo identify
causal claims, moral evaluations, or proposed solutions, which are other legiimate
uses of “frame” analysis. 1 instead use framing Lo answer an empirical question
related o human rights news: Has “human rights” news diversified over time 1o
include problems such as economic deprivation, given the historical endency for
human rights frames to focus on political rights and free expression? For method-
ological discussions of framing lssues, see Gitlin 1980, Reese 2007, and Ryan 1991,

. This decrease is likely due o a larger number of sources used in news articles over
Lime,

4. Clifford Bob (2006) suggests that the situation of smaller civic groups can be seen
as a market for loyalties. Small groups must package their causes and ideals in
ways that appeal symbolically, linguistically, and culturally w the larger, typically
Western NGOs. Fora conlrasting perspective, see Engle Merry 2006,

10, This finding dovetails with the research by A Trevor Thrall, Dominik Stecula, and
Diana Sweet (zo14), who find that NGOs tend to be mentioned in connection
with a small number of countres. In thelr work, they attribute this problem o
the problem of attention—that is, the news media can pay attention to only a
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limited number of issues at any one given moment of tme. Without denying the
validity of this argument, [ suggest there may be additional factors at work, See
chapters 5 and 6.

. Interview with press officer, Amnesty International, July 26, zou.

12, The Make Poverty History campaign had its detractors, who argued that the coali-
tion fovcused too much on “insider” stralegies and thus marginalized more radical
critielsms of the causes of poverty. For an overview, see Davis 2007, chapter 8.

13 See Powers 2013 for a longer discussion of the methodology used by NGOs Lo
investigate human rights violations. See Roth 2007 for a discussion of the mer-
its and drawbacks of this approach from the perspective of human rghts prac-
Litiomers.

14 See the photograph “Praying on a Volatile Central Asian Border” (New York Times
20053).

15 Saskia Sassen (2017) makes a similar point in her research on the representation
of human rights abuses in Myanmar. She argoes that NGO reporting—which the
news media largely amplify— frames the problem primarily in terms of religious
freedom while sidestepping the business interests (e.g., corporate land grabs) that
underlie such efforts.

4. THE STRATEGIC ADVOCATE IN THE DIGITAL 5TORM

-

My use of the lerm pubdicity heve is deliberately expansive becanse 1 intend o
capture the muoltiple ways these groups seek Lo raise awareness of an issue, orga-
nization, or individual. Thus, T do not examine solely how NGOs create digital
content to be picked up by the news media, nor do 1 focus solely on how advo-
cacy groups see digital tools as part of their agenda-building process. 1 instead
asked advocacy professionals how digital tools figure into their everyday prac-
toes (see the methods appendix). My hope is that by casting a wide net, T have
been able o capture the varlous ways digital tools are integrated in NGO com-
munication strategies more generally.

z. Andrew Chadwick's (zo13) influential notion of a “hybrid” media syswem differs
from the idea of “direct-to-public” communication. In Chadwick’s view, media
systems contain a mixture of older and newer logics, which advocacy groups seek
to exploit. Thus, he argoes, the point is not that advocacy groups bypass the news
media so much as they integrate with the news media in new ways. His empirical
wotk on advocacy groups, however, stresses that the online environment provides
these groups with an important degree of power to put their issues on the news
agenda,

3. Interview with media officer, Internatiomal Crisis Group, April 1, 2011

4. Fleld notes, July 2011 and June 2013,
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5

As James Gronig has shown, the act of creating content to be picked up by the
news media has a long history, Although NGOs' efforts are nol precisely forms
of “press agentry” (zo0g, 2), a description that carvies connotations of manipula-
tion, they do corvespond with a long history of public-relations professionals seek-
ing to influence media coverage.

Interview with media officer, Amnesty International, July 22, 2011

7. Interview with social media mamager, CARE, February 17, 2015.
8. The Vulture Club has, for example, eriticized the Israeli government's human

10,

11.

jy

1%
i3.
14

15.
16.
17.
18.
10
Interview with press officer, Médecing Sans Frontibres, June 18, 2013

See, for example, the photographs in Zormbietinne 2006, For an overview of this

B

22,

23,

rights record, eriticism that in turn invited criticlsm from the Israeli government
that the lines separating journalists from advocates was thin, if not entirely non-
existent. See Kirell zo1z.

Interview with social media officer, CARE, February 15, 2015 inberview with press
officer, Oxfam, Febroary 2o, 2011; interview with press officer, Médecing Sans
Frontiéres, June i8, 2013

Interview with soctal media officer, CARE, February 17, 2015, This response cor-
responds with the distinction Shani Orgad (2013) identifies in ber amalysis of the
organizational politics that shape visual-messaging strategies at humanilarian
organizations. See also Powers 2014.

Interview with social media officer, CARE, February o, 2015,

Interview with sdvocacy officer, Médecins Sans Frontidres, March 20, 2015,
Interview with press officer, Amnesty International, June 19, 2011,

As Erich Sommerfeldt, Michsel Kent, and Maoreen Taplor (2012) nobe, most prac-
titoners see organizational websites as passive tools that need to be supple-
mented with more taditional advocacy approaches, such as mainstream media
advocacy. For quantitative data, see Seo, Kim, and Yang zo0g.

Interview with press officer, Oxfam, Febroary 20, 2011,

Interview with social media officer, CARE, Febrsary 15, 2015,

I pursue these reasons ab greater depth in chapler 5.

Interview with social media officer, CARE, February 15, 2015

Interview with press officer, Amnesty International, July 15, 2011,

controversy and the criticisms made, see Zuckerman 2006.

As Robert Entman (2012) notes, scandal-orented news coverage is typically not
calibrated to notions of corruption, which means that lesser scandals can still
generale substantial media attention. It is this knowledge that in parl seems Lo
molivate a conservative approsch o online publicity by NGOs.

Ella MePherson (2015) provides an sccount of how NGOs are seeking Lo improve
verlfication issues in thelr social media reporting. She also highlights the trade-
olfs between efficiency and legitimacy, with the two often appearing toadvocacy
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2

25,
. Fleld notes, Amnesty International Secretariat, London, July 2011, AL times, these

8.

-3

3.

32,

33.

dd

35
36.

-

Eroups as a zero-sum game, with increases in efficiency seen as frequently result-
ing in a loss of legitimacy and vice versa.

The term graft s my own description for the action observed and beard about
through interviews with NGO professionals.

Interview with online editor, Human Rights Watch, March 4, 201s.

efforts ean lake on a humorous dimension. During the summer of 2011, several
Amnesty staff joked about finding a “human rights angle” o an ongoing scandal
surrounding the now defunct News of the World, It was revealed that journalists
at the newspaper illegally hacked into phone lines as the basis of their news
reporting. The claims at Amnesty International were made in jest and never with
a hint of seriousness, but the absurdity stems from their being highly attuned to
the news agenda and well acelimated to thinking through news hools.

Jnterview with bead of news unit, Christian Ald, July 11, 2011

Interview with press officer, Save the Children, July 8, 2013,

Interview with communication officer, Oxfam, February 11, 2011

. Lynn Zochand Juan-Carlos Molleda (2006) make a parallel argument in their work

on organizational framing as a way Lo build the news agenda in a favorable manner.
Adrienne Russell sugzests that activists cultivate a “sensibility” for the news apenda
that malces it possible to betber manipulate the news agenda in thelr Bvor (2016, 5).
Interview with media officer, Oxfam, February 18, 2011, He continued: “After the
first week, people were like “yeah, yeah, yeah floods! But T couldn't make it up:
There were twenty million people that needed assistance!”

On the concept of “compassion fatigue” see Susan Moeller's book (1909) featur-
img these words in its main dtle

This episode is taken from an interview with the senjor online editor at Human
Rights Watch, March 4, 2015, a8 well a8 from the public remarks aboul the event
found in Bogert 2014

The CNN transcript of this episode of Amanporer bs available at hitp:/fedition.cnn
com/TRANSCRIPTS 1g02/13/ampr.o1.himl.

Interview with press officer, Oxfam, Febroary 15, 2012,

A related eriticism is that NGOs erase other potential forms of advocacy. This is
the argument, for example, made by those who see large NGOs as removing
arguments from the local public spheres in which smaller organizations might
be expected to exert an influence (Shivil zoo7; Yamcoopulos 2os).

. PUBLICITY'S ENDS

CAn earlier version of this chapter was published as Matthew Powers, ‘NGO

Publicity and Reinforcing Path Dependencies: Explaining the Persistence of

186 4. The Strategic Advocate in the Digital Storm

Brought to you by | The Mational Library of the Philippines
Authenticated

Download Date | 101149 4:15 AM



e

&

Media-Centered Publicity Strategies,” fiternational Jowrnal of Press/Poditics 21 (4)
[2016]); go0—507.

. Simon Cottle and David Nolan (zoo7) find that leading humanitarian groups ane

justas interested in garnering mainstream media coverage today as they were in
the past. Watalbe Fenton similarly argues that these same groups use digital tech-
nologies 1o “clone” the news in an effort to have thelr copy picked up by cash-
strapped news organizations (2010, 156; see also Wright 2016a). Finally, Silvio
Walsbord suggests that advocacy groups adapl Lo what he terms a “journalism
logic" that privileges the needs of the news media (zo11, 149).

. T be sure, such an explanation is beyond the scope of Cottle and Nolan's impor-

tant article, in which they explicitly call on future scholars to provide a much
“cloger mapping” of the NGO sector's organizational ecology and political econ-
omy (2007, B64).

. An example of this sort of explanation can be found in Walsbords (zoo8b) account

of the fallure of international ald groups Lo develop “participatory” communica-
tion approaches. In that case, NGOs failed w implement participatory ap proaches
not for lack of effort but because they are bureaucratically set up to achieve dif-
ferent communicative aims (Le., 1o communicate with elites).

. Exogenous shocks and critfcal furnctures are terms used in the new-institutioml

literature to describe large-scale and often unexpected changes in the political,
economibe, and soclal environs in which institutions operate. For a discussion of
both concepls, see B, Seoll 2o14. For an application of the concept of critical june-
tures in relation Lo media history, see Starr 2004,

Interview with media officer, Oxfam, February 18, 2011.

7. Interview with press officer, Amnesty International UK, July i5, 2011,
8. Interview with the communication director, Médecing Sans Frontidres, February

10

1z
13.
14
is.
16,

17.
18,

18, 2011

Interview with the deputy executive director of external relations, Human Rights

Watch, November 2o, 2010, The 7o pereent figure has declined since, due partly
to grant money that encourages the organization Lo internationalize its efforts.

Jnterview with media officer, Oxfam, February 18, 2011
1.

Interview with media officer, Amnesty International US, December 14, 2011
Interview with communication director, Intermational Crisis Group, July 4, 2011,
Interview with researcher Amnesty International, June 5, 203,

Interview with researcher, World Vision, July 15, 2011,

Interview with advocaey officer, Save the Children, July 15, 2011,

Interview with the deputy executive director of external relations, Human Rights
Watch, Movember 2g, 2010,

Interview with communication director, Intermational Crisis Group, July 4, 2011,
Interview with communication officer, Human Rights Watch, May 11, 2013,
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1G.

B

2%,
23.

24.
25,

i

28

The literature on how to evaluate the effectiveness of humanitarian and human
rights eifforts is enormous. For varlous perspectives, see Kennedy 2004, Krause
2014, Moyn 2010, and Terry zooz.

.For a discussion of donor views of social media, see McPherson zo1s,
. To be sure, advocacy groups sometimes prefer not 1o be in the media spotlight

[see, e.g., Powers 2014 and Reese 2015). My point is simply that when such groups
do want attention, they prefer mainstream media coverage rather than alterna-
tve forms of publicity.

Interview with advocacy officer, Amnesty International, Febroary 10, 2015
Interview with communication officer, Médecins Sans Frontiéres, February 18,
2011,

Interview with media officer, Oxfam, February 18, zoii.

Theexamples given in the text blur the lines between perception and practice. On
the one hand, the idea that government officlals cannol ignore NGOs when NGOs
are referved Lo and cited in the New York Times is clearly an overstalement, one
that is unlikely to hold up o empirical seroting (given the fact that government
olficials regularly eschew advocacy claims broadcast in the news media). On the
other hand, the fact that government officials’ bebavior does fat least sometimes)
change when NGO messages appear in the news media indicates that advocacy
groups do receive cues that media coverage remains important o political elitves.

nterview with commuonication director, International Crisis Group, July 3, 2011
Interview with communication officer, World Vision, October 10, 2013.
Jnterview with press officer, Médecins Sans Frontibres UK, July 10, 2011
Interview with the executive divector of external relations, Human Rights Watch,

Movember 20, 2010,

nterview with the executive director of external relations, Human Rights Watch,

MWovember 20, 2010,

JInterview with communication officer, Amnesty International, December 14, 2011,
32,
33
34
35.
36,
nterview with country researcher, Amnesty International, June 19, 2013, In fact,

Interview with news unit producer, Amnesty International, July 22, 2011,
Interview with news unit producer, Amnesty International, July 22, 2011,
Interview with communication officer, Human Rights Watch, September 4, 2013,
Interview with press officer, Save the Children UK, July 21, 201

Interview with media officer, International Crisis Group, April 1, 2011

this proximily to reporters is a source of contention for some critical academics.
Alex de Waal, for example, arguoes that becavse NGOs and journalists share so
much socially, reporters are unable o see advocacy groups as anything other than
a potential solution w the problems they describe (rather than as potentially part
of the problem) (ige8, Bz—85). As he puts it “Most journalists do not see anything
wrong with this intimacy [between NGOs and reporters]. They tend to believe

188 5. Publicity's Ends
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38.

30.

-

4

42,
43

g

45.
45,
&7

[y

that reliefl works are impartial and humanitarian and that ald work provides a
solution to the problems they can see” (83).

Interview with the executive director of external relations, Human Rights Watch,
Movember 2o, 2010,

The Vulture Club, discussed in chapter 4, is a private Facebook group that includes
human rights professionals and ourmalists, s participants interact bo coordinate
travel planning and discuss issues of shaved concern. When Richard Engel of NBC
MNews was abducted while on a reporting Lep in Syria, leaders in the group encour-
aged members to protest the decision by a Gawker reporter Lo publish informa-
tion about the kidnapping. For the latter publication, see ], Cook zo1z

Anterview with press officer, Amnesty International UK, July 26, 2o11.
nterview with media officer, International Crisis Group, April 1, 2011

Interview with media officer, Internatiomsl Crisis Group, April 1, 2011

I his research on environmental summits, Hartmot Wessler and his collaborators
find that such events provide moments where advocacy groups and journalists
may temporarily suspend otherwise adversarial relations (Lick, Wozniak, and
Wessler zo16),

This finding is similar to Rodney Benson's {2013) analysis of a “habitus gap”
between natiomal immigration reporters and restrictionist groups. In both cases,
shared sockal worlds make it possible for some groups Lo interasct more easily with
one another bul Lo create barviers between others.

Interview with news writer, Amnesty Inlernational, July 22, 2011

Interview with media officer, Oxfam Intermational, February 17, zo1z.

Interview with the director of communication, Amnesty International US,
December o, 2011,

. EXPLAINING THE ENDURANCE OF NEWS NORMS

. Richard Sambrook, who writes that “NGOs from Oxfam to Amnesty Lo Open

Society now directly contribute w public debate in their areas of concern,' akes
the news medias openness to advocacy perspectives as given. For him, the ensuing
questions are primarily ethical: “In this blurring of boundaries, NGOs need Lo be
clear whether they are acting as reporters or [as] advocates. And il news organiza-
tions wse NGO material it must be trans parently fagged as such” (2010, 35— 36).

My emplasis here is on the relative durability of news norms, not on disproving

extant claims of change. It is possible that different types of NGOs working in
different areas (say, environmental organizations working in China) will in fact
eifect greater changes in news norms, as Stephen Reese (2015) finds in his research,
This does not obwviate the need to explain durability, which has mostly been
downplayed in the available literatore on NGO-journalist relations. T return Lo
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questions of generalizability in this chapters concluding paragraphs as well as in
chapler 7.

3. Although Istanbul was geographically speaking the closest bureau, several news
outlets alsoe sent reporters from thelr offices in Calro for language reasons (Le.,
conlemporary Turkish is distinet from Syrian Arabic).

4 By December 2016, the official number of registered Syrians living in Tarkey was
2.8 million, making Turkey the largest host country The actual aumber of Syri-
ans residing in Turkey at the time was likely higher. See hitpy idata unher.oeg/
syrianrefugees ‘country phplid=azq4.

5 Although Tdid not systematically collect demographic data on the journalists, my
impression is that many were relatively young (Le., younger than forty) and pri-
marily male. This was especially true of freelancers, who overw helmingly tended
Lo b young and male,

&, Interview with journalist, June 26, 2011

7. See, for example, Albayrak 2011 and Stack 2011,

8. Interview with journalist, June 26, 2o11.

4. Interview with journalist, June 26, 2011

1o Imberview with journalist, July 11, 2011

11, Field notes, June 25, 2011,

12 It s important Lo nole that these comments reflect journalists’ peree plions. NGO
professionals may be broadly sympathetic to activists, but thelr own organiza-
tomal processes require a degree of skepticism regarding the activists' claims (see
Powers zo16a).

13, Interview with journalist, June 25, zo11.

1 Imterview with journalist, July 2, zo1z.

15 Interview with journalist, June 25, zo11.

16, Interview with journalist, June 25, 2011

17. Interview with journalist, June 24, 2011,

18, Although the Turkish government hosted many Syrians, it never formally declared
them refupees, thus raising questions about the Syrians' security within the coun-
try over the long term.

14 Interview with journalist, June 26, 2oi1.

zo. Interview with journalist, June 25, zo11.

zi. Interview with journalist, June 22, 2011, Guvecel is a small town in the Hatay
region of Tarkey.

22, Interview with journalist, June 25, 2o11.

3. Field notes, June 25, 2011,

z4. Interview with the communication director, International Crisis Group, July 4,
20115 Interview with communication officer, Oxfam, February 18, 20115 Interview
with the communication director, Médecins Sans Frontiéres, February 18, 2o,

o 6. Explaining the Endurance of News Norms
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36.
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Interview with journalist, June 25 2o11.

Interview with the deputy executive director for external relations, Human Rights
Watch, November 2o, 2010,

Although T do not discuss them in detail bere, there are also one-off relationships
between individual NGOs and individual news organizations. Ben Jones (2017, for
example, writes aboul the interplay between an sdvocacy group and a lesding Brit-
ish newspaper (the Geeardlan ) in coproducing news about Uganda and finds that
the uptake in interactions between the two sigmals the growing incorporation of
news norms into the everyday work of advocacy groups and, in his view, may also
make the communication stall more powerful vis-a-vis other units within an NGO,
Tor be sure, not all freelancers are equally interested in working with NGOs. For
example, although it is relatively common for photogea phers and moltimedia spe-
chalists to work with NGOs, it seems less common for print-based jourmalists o
do so. Moveover, even those who do work with NG Os have different opinions of
the relationship. Some, in keeping with Weights indings, do report feeling “freer”
in working with advocacy groups, but others claim that such work constrains the
types of reporting they do. One photographer explained to me that although he
did sometimes work with NGOs for economic reasons, he moch preferred work-
ing with news organizations. The former placed constraints on the types of pho-
tographs he could produced, whereas the latter had relatively little input (feld
fuobes, Juie 26, 20ii)

Interview with media officer, Médecins Sans Frontibres UK, July 10, 2011
Interview with broadeast-relations manager, Médecins Sans Frontitres, July =7,

2011,

Cnterview with researcher, Amnesty International, July 7, zo11.
32,
33
Fde
35

Interview with audio-visual producer, Amnesty International, July 7, zo11.
Interview with news unit officer, Amnesty Internationmal, July 22, 2011
Interview with news unil, Ambesty International, July 25, 2011

Interview with the deputy execotive director for external relations, Huoman Right s
Watch, Movember 2o, 2010,

Interview with communication officer, International Medical Corps, April 27,
2011,

Interview with researcher, Amnesty International, June 5, 2013,

Interview with news unit, Amnesty Intermtional, July 25, 2011,

Interview with public-relations staffer, Amnesty International, June 5, 2013,
The degree w which media publicity is important varies somewhat by organiza-

tion. See Powers 2014 on this point

Some authors have suggested that local correspondents might pick up the slack,
yet existing efforts to link local journalists to large Western news organizations
have experenced little pickup. See Zockerman 2013,

6. Explaining the Endurance of News Norms 1
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7. THE POSSIBILITIES AND LIMITATIONS OF
NGO COMMUNICATION

1. The description of NGOs as “awlkward symbols” borrows from a discussion in
Calhoun 2010 regarding media coverage of humani tarkan emergencies.

2. For a longer dise ussion about normative theories of public communication as well
as aboul the roles they prescribe for NGOs, see Powers 2017,

3. In Liberty and the News, Lippmann (1920) foreshadowed this normative argument
in his discussion of “political observalories”—that is, independent organizations
that research important public-affairs topics. More recently, Michael Schudson
[zoi0) explicitly refers o Human Rights Watch as a contemporary instantiation
of such an observatory. Central to both claims s the status of NGOs as experls.

4 Inn her discussion of the messages clrcolated by NGOs in the aftermath of the Haiti
eartheualie, Lilie Chouliaraki notes that they were “primarily testimontal®: rather
than convey detailed information about what had happened, they sought Lo
“express compassion with the earthquake victims" (zo12, 273).

5 See Kavada 202 for an account of how Avaaz utilizes digital tools to boost its
engagement and overall actvism.

6. For an overview of this development in Greenpeace, see Powers 2oi5d.

7. 5ee my review of this case in Powers zoi5h.

8. Interview with commuonication director, Médecins Sans Frontibres, February 18,
2011,

4. The Red Cross response can be found at http:/ fwww.redeross org/news/press
-release/ American-Red-Cross-Responds-to-Rece nt-ProPublica- Report-on- Hai Ll

g2 7 The Pogsibilities and Limitations of NGO Communicalion
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1i6; and H. Clintons campaign, oo,
w0; included in news access study,
61—62; jourmalists hived by, 144;
media savvy, 57, 66-67, 82, 103—4;
on Mexican human rghts and U5
funding, 76; multimedia content
produced, 48, 120, 121 name, 17704
NEWSs acoess, 57, 6667 72, 74; and
Olymple protests over Chinese
human rights violations, 101; and
photejournalists, i—4, 47 -48, 103-4,
105, i77nni—3; policy makers' news
consumption studied, 120-21; as

Brought to you by

“political observatory,” 102n3;
professionalization, 35 reasons
for seeking media coverage, 116;
reasons for studying, 2o; response
to public criticism, of—o8, 124;
satellite imagery used, s0; soctal
media used, 103 and Syrian
refugees in Turkey, 137; and
Uzbekistan, 74, 80

impartiality [objectivity; falrness), 131,
146, 156—57

inerti: and path dependence, 16-17,
11112, 12728 See also feld
ineitia

information-gathering. See rescarch
by NGOs

information technol ogles, 49—50.
See also digital tools and strategies

institutional fields: NGOs and
journalism as interacting
institutional fields, 1418,
178nn1z—1% theory, 14, 16-17,
111-12, 178012, 178015

International Commission of Jurists,
180—Binig

Internat bonal Crisis Group, 20, 49,
61-62, Bo, 01, 119

International Medical Corps, 2o

intermational news: changes and
cuthacks in reporting/coverage,
67, 55 58, 61, 68, 151, 1777807,
178n8; story location (countries),
g0, 63, 72—74, 82, 1009, 83— Banio.
See also journalism and journalists;
news acoess; news media; news
norms; and specific cotniries, news
organizations, and events

International Yearbook of
Chrpanizations, 38
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interviews, 20—22, 109, 129—30, 134—36,
171-72

Invisible Children, 120

Istael-Lebanon War (2006), ob—08

Jacobs, Romald, 164

Jebl, Eglantyne, 38, 18115

Jolie, Angeling, 41

Jones, Ben, 143, 191n2y

journalism and journalists: author's
interviews with, 120—30 (see also
Syrian refugees, in Turkey; and
spectfic topics); changes in
journalism, 6-7, 20, 55, 132,
177—78n7, 17808, 180n1; and civie
engagement, 158; economic
constraints on, 55, 130 (see also
international news) editors’ impact
on contenlicoverage, 139—41, 143;
and the Ethiopian famine, 45-47;
fact-checking, 141-42 field
diff usion and news norms, 4—2s,
130, 133—34, 143—50; field inertia
and news norms, 14, 12728, 130,
133— 34, 137—43, 149 —50; freelance
journalists 7, 47-48, 55 93 105-6,
144—45 147 —40, 10005, 101n2E;
journalism seen as ally by NGOs,
24, 108, 122, 123, 125; journalists
switching to advocacy, 143—44 (see
also WGO-journalist relations:
journalists hived by NGOs) NGOs
and journalism as interacting
institutional fields, 14-18, 43-44.
178nn12—13; normative orders
(values), 131; objectivity and
fairness, 131, 146, 156; oversight of
NGOs needed, 168—-6g; primacy of
political ieivil vielations for, 23,
s0—60, 74—77 rise of narrative

216 [ndex
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journalism, 83 Syrian refugees
reporting, 134—35, 137—43, 190003,
5, 12; verbatim use of NGO
materials, 4o, 58, 63, 72 See also
international news; news access;
news media; news norms; NGO-
journalist relations; and specific
news organizations and ndtviduals

Karpf, Dave, 10, 87

Keck, Margaret, 10

Kent, Michael, 184014

Kondracke, Morton, 34

Kony, Joseph, 120

Kouchner, Bernard, 40. See also
Médecins Sans Frontibres

Lang, Sabine, 12, 55 88, 161

Lebanon, of—of

legitimacy of NGOs digital tools and,
Bo, 01, 106; political legitimacy
through medis attention, 11823,
iB8nzs; preserving, 8o, o6—of, 106,
See also eredibility of NGOs

Liberia, 75

Lippmann, Walter, 1g2n3

Live Add (concert), 47. See also Geldof,
Bol

Livingston, Steven, 10

location. See story location

Make Poverty History campalgn, 77,
184n12

Mandela, Nelson, 35

MecPherson, Ella, 87, 165, 185—86n23

Médecins Sans Frontidres (Doctors
Without Borders): on civilian
injuries in Liberia's civil war, 75;
digital tools and strategies, o6; drug
companies eriticized, 77; founding
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(formation) of, 31; fund-raising and
branding strategies (PR and
marketing), 40, 116 media savvy, 57,
B6-67, B2; nEws access, 57, 61—-6z,
66—68, 72; reasons for seeking
media coverage, 116; reasons for
studying, 20; relations with
journalists, 4, 44, 06; videos and
visual materials, 47, 146

media-centrism of NGOs. See news
FCCESS; news norms; NGO
communication efforts; publicity
strateghes of NGOs

media savvy, of NGOs, 57, 66—67, 661,
Az, 103—4. See also news acoess;
NGO communication efforts; and
specific organizations

Mercy Corps, 2o, 181nzs

methodology, 13—22, 171-76, 170—Rong;
case study (Syrian refugee
reporting), 134—36; core sam ple
(defined), 62; interviews, 2o0—232,
109, 12030, 134—36, 171-72;
measuring news access, 5764,
18znn7—8. See alio institutional
fields: theory

Mexico, 76

Molleda, Juan-Carlos, 186030

Morrison, Tonl, 44

Moyn, Samoel, 19—20, 27

MSE. See Médecins Sans Frontibres

Myanmar {Burma), 1—4, 99, 100, 184015

“naming and shaming" strategy, 3

Mational Public Radio (NPR), 135-36,
106G

nation-states: government sources and
the news, 54—55, 50, 60—71, 70L, 100;
NGOs funded by, 39, 181017, See
also specific nations

Brought to you by

NBC News, 48, 180n30; NBC Nightly
News, 61, 68, 72, 79, 2

Meier, Aryeh, 34

news. See intermtional news;
journalism and journalists; news
sccess; news medis; news-oriented
practices

news aCoess, 23, 52—83; attracting
media attention, 11—12, 85, 8788,
Bo—g0, 93, 102—4, 18505 broadeast
vs. prestige media, 58, 64—65;
challenging the news media agenda,
125—26; changes in forelgn
corvespondence and, 151, 10in41; by
civil soclely groups, 71-72, 18300
digital tools used Lo garner media
attention, Bs, 87—90, 92, 93, 102—4,
110, 187n2; economic ssues and,
76-81; humanitarian vs. human
rights NGOs, 5354, 58, 64—65,
6768, 671; human rights frames
and, 23, so—60 {see alto human
rights: human rights frames);
increase in, and contribuling
factors, s5—57, G5—60, 661, B2—H3;
limited by news norms, 131, 13830,
142—43; mainstream media
coverage as NGO alin, 5, 23—24, 87,
G0-03, 105-6, 10710, 113—25,
150-51, 18702, 188n2y; measuring
(terms, data, and methods), 57—64,
18z —8; NGOS' incentives for
seeking, 5, 24, 107-0, 113-25; partial
opening of the gates, 54, 8
prevalence of NGOs in the news,
57—58, Ha—60, G5L, 661, B1-83,
164-65; and the primacy of
political feivil rights vielations,
74-77 By professionalization of
MNGEOs and, 56, B1—82 (see also
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news access (cont.)

professionalization of NGOs);
prominence of NGOs within news
arlicles, sf—so, 63, Ho—74, 70, 71L,
73l 81, 83 real-world events and,
68— 60; story location and, 5o,
72—74, 73L B2, 100, 183 Banio;
unevenly distributed, 57, 6667 82;
US legacy news media and, 60-61,
130; verbatim use of NGO materials,
40, 58, 63, 72. See also news media;
NGO-journalist relations

news media: broadeast vs, prestige

media, 58, 64—65, 67—68, 671, 18305
challenge of getting storles into,
130; challenging the news media
agenda, 125-26; changes/cutbacks
ininternational reporting, 6-7 55,
58, 61, 68, 151, 1777807, 178n8,
ingi; changing media landscape,
NGO communlcation in, 43-51
economic issoes sidelined by, 77-78
{see also cconomic issues, NGOs
and); editors’ impact on coverage/
content, 139—41, 143; efficiency and
profitability, 131 government
SOUTCES, 13, 54-55, 50, 6o—71, 7oL,
100, 136; grafling advocacy
reporting into news flows, 23-24,
85, 01, 00 —104, 120, 1860024, 26,
30-31; Human Rights Watch's
relationship with, 2—4; and “hybrid”
media system, 151, 161, 184n2;
integration of news considerations
by NGO, 44—47, 12223 (see also
news notms NGO adaplation Lo);
legaey news media, 60-61, 139
monitoring of news by NGOs,

01— 92, 100, 102, 104 IEWS COVErage
and NGO funding, 5,17, 24, 40, 41,

Index
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107 -4, 11418, 125; news cyele, 121;
NGO communication as boon/
bane, g—11 (see also wnder NGO
communication efforts); NGOs as
experts for, 156—57, w2ng NGOs'
coverage more ex haustive than,
B6—87; online vs. legacy editions,
130; primacy of political/eivil
violations in human rights
coverage, 23, 50-60, 7477

81; scandal -oriented news
coverage, 185n23; seen as ally

by NGOs, 24, 108, 123, 123, 125;
sensal ionalization distortion of
NGO messages, w0o—10; story
location (countries), 5o, 63, 72—74,
f2, 100, 183-8amio; verbaltim use of
NGO materials, 40, 58, 63, 72 See
also digital tools and strategies;
intermational news; journalism and
journalists; news acoess; news
norms

news notms adaptation of NGOs Lo,

B7— B8, 02-03%, 100, 105—6, 121,
120-33, 143—40, 150— 060, 101037,
cage study (Syrian refugee
reporting), 134—36 (see also Syrian
refugees, in Turkey); changes in,
132, 18on1; drama and human
interest, 83, 130, 146; endurance of
(generally), 24—25, 12728, 12031,
14050 (see also feld inertial;
explaining continuity amid change,
131—34, 140—50; feld diffusion and
the endurance of, 17, 24-25, 130,
133—34, 143—50; feld inertia and the
endurance of, 24, 127-28, 130,
133—34, 13743, 149 —50; imbrication
of advocacy and journalism, 132,
1By n1; NGO news access limited by,
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131, 13830, 142—43; normative
orders (values), 131 objectivity and
falrmess, 131, 146, 156; polential for
change, 150-51; reinforced by
editors, 136, 130—41, 143, 149, 151;
timeliness, 11, 133, 139, 145— 46, 147
See alswo news media

News of the World, 186n26

news-oriented practices, broader rise
of, 16467

New Yorker, 2

New York Times: on the American
meatpacking industry, 77; Human
Rights Watch and, 103, 116,
inclusion in analysis, 61; influence
of, with political elites, 110-21;
journalists interviewed by author,

13d4—35 NGOs referenced, 67, 68, 71,

0% story location, 72; on Syrian
media conters, 138; Uebekistan
provests and crackdown covered,
To—8o

NGO communication eiforts:

accuracyferedibility of information,

20, 50—51, Gb—08 [see also

credibility of NG Os); adaptation to

news norms/media logles, 87-88,
GE—0%, 100, 105—6, 121, 12033,
143—40, 15060, 101027 (fee also
news norms); allracting media
attention, 11—1z, 85, 87— 88, Bo—og0,
93, 102—4, 18505 [see also news
arcess); benefits of, o—11, 12—-13, 28,
155, 178n00; as boon or bane, o—14,
28, 154—55, 160; changing contexls
of, 6—0; 1t a changing media
landscape, 43-51; communications
roles of MGOs, 155—60; costs of,
s—6; credibility and information
strategies, 32—36, 4344, 157,
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1Bonng—g (see also credibility of
NGOs); development, growth, and
diversification of, 4—5, 15, 28-20, 43,
153—54; as double-edged sword, 13,
51, o1, 15% drawbacks and negative
impacts, 11-13, 28, 100-10, 155 and
coonomic issues, 76-81; evaluating
overall, 154—60; and fund-raising
and branding, 5, 36-43, 51-52, 158
[see also branding; fund-ralsing);
historical scholarship lacking,
2728, 17on3; and “hybrid" media
system, 151, 161, 184n2; improving,
161 —64; Integration of news
considerations, 44—47, 55, 12323
(see also news norms); interaction
with citizens/the public, 85, 87;
journalism seen as ally, 24, 108, 122,
123, 125 mainstream media
coverage as aim, 5 23-24, 87,
G003, 1056, 10710, 113-25,
150-51, 18702, 188021 (see also news
access); objectives of, 15, 18—19; path
dependence, 16—17, 24, 108;
pragmatism of, 85-86, 60, 105
problem-solving orientation of, 10
professiomal ization of, 21, 30-36, 44
56, B1—82, 130, 14 8—40 (see also
professional ization of NGOs);
public engagement minimized, 85
reasons for seeking media coverage,
113—25, 150-51; a5 resull of three
developments, 2z; and sockal/
culturalieconomic righls, so—6o;
and story location, 5o, 63, 82, 106,
183 —B4nio (see also story location);
studying (methodology), 18- 22;
timeliness and speed of, 84, o5, o8,
145—a6, 147; videos and visual
malerials, 47, 50—51, 83, 146,
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NGO communication efforts {cont.)

See also digital Lools and strategies;
journalism and journalists; news
access; NGO-journalist relations;
NGOs; publicity strategies of
NGOs; public relations and
marbketing social media; and
specific organizations and sirategies

188 —Bong7, idonnio, 43—44;
suggestions for improvement,
163—64; on the Turkey-Syria border,
137—a% verbatim use of NGO
matertals by news media, 40, 58, 63,
72, See also journalism and
journalists; news acoess; news
media; NGO communication

MNGO-ization, 179(m7)
NGO-journalist relations: and the
Ethiopian famine, 46-47; feld

efforts; and specific organizations
aned fournalisis
NGOs: accountability, in donors' eyes,

diffusion and, z4—25, 130, 133—34,
143—50o; field inertia and, 24, 130,
133—34, 13743, 149 -50; and
integration of news considerations
by NGOs, 44—47, 12223 (see also
news acoess); journalism and NGOs
as interacting fields, 14-18, 43—44.,
i7Bnniz—1%; journalism seen as ally
by NGOs, 24, 108, 123, 123, 125;
journalists’ scoess Lo sources
facilitated, 83, 140; journalists
hiredicontracted by NGOs, 24, 44,
d7—d4 8, 92—03, 1056, 122, 133,
143—40, 181018, 1win2 (see also
photojournal sts and NGOs);
journalists’ perceptions of NGOs'
contribulions Lo news, 16, 24,

43 —ddi 135, 130, 13942, 163
journalists’ use of NGOs limived,
138-30; mix of factual reporting
and advocacy claims provided by
MWGOs, 75-76; NGOS as experts,
ig6—57; online interactions between
journalists and NGO professiomals,
o3, 06; photojournalists and NGOs,
1—4, 47 —48, 103—4, 105, 147 —48,
177A01-3, 191028 press releases
expected from NGOs, g5—o6; sockal
proximity, 16, 93, 122-25, 181025,

zx0 Jndex
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161—62; advocacy role, 157-58;
appearance in the news (see news
access); a8 “boots on the ground,”
18, 22, 20, 51, 164; and civie
engagement, 8, 10, 158— 50, 162—63;
credibility of (see credibility of
MGEOS); a8 critics, 150—60; definition
and role of, 18—10, 17870016,
tronif; digital-first groups, 106; as
dominant form of civil soclety
organization, 18, 170(n17);
engagement between, 162; as
experls, 156—57; as facilitators,
158—50; government funding for, 30,
181n17; growing competition
AMORE, 21, 22, 20, 51, 148; growth of,
38— 30; historieal scholarship
lacking, #7-28, 170n3; influence of,
23, 178n9; as information providers,
6—g (see also NGO communication
efforts); institutionalization and
professionalization of, 7-8, x,
26—, 20—36, 56, 130 (fee alio
advocacy, professionalization of;
professionalization of NGOs);
journalistic oversight needed,
168—60; in the news (see nows
access; news media); organizational
needs of, 11, 178n10; organizational
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slowness, 147; other forms of
advocacy erased by large NGOs,
186t posssibility of change
within 127 as “proxy publics,” 85;
public and official sceeptance of,
s5—5i roles of, vis-a-vis public
communications theories, 156—60;
state functions devolved to, 30 and
Syrian refugees news reporting,
137—38; transnational advocacy
networks, 10, See also NGO
communication efforts NGO-
journalist relations; and specific
tapies and organizations

Molan, David, 11—12, 88, 110, 187nn2—3

nongovernmental organizations. See
MGOs

MWPR (Mational Public Radio), 134—35,
1y

NRC Harndelshlad (Dutch newspaper),

03

Olymples [zoo8), 1too-1m
Orgad, Shani, 184n10
organizational analysis (institutional

theory), 15-16, By —g0

Oxfam: clothing drives, 38;

contemporary communications
efforts, o7; credibility of, 31; digital
tools and strategies, os5; carly
communication efforts, 31; and the
Ethiopian famine, 45—47 founding
(formation) of, 27, 30 fund-raising
and branding strategies (PR and
marketing), 57-40, 116; growth of,
3o —a0; information-gathering
strategles, 4, 32; and the Make
Poverty History campaign, 77;
Make Trade Fair campaign, 162;
NEWS AC0LSS, B1—62, 67—68; news

Brought to you by

strategies, 100, 102, 104, 11314, 125,
18603 1; reasons for seeking media
ooverage, 116, 119, reasons for
studying, zo; self-reflection within,
168; and WWIl-era Greece, 31, 36

El Pafs, 134—135

Papo Reto (Straight Talk), 165

partici patory democratic tradition,
MNGOs and, 156, 15758

path dependence: defined and

explained, 16, 108, 126—27;

exogenous shocks and critical

junetures explained, 112, 187n5; of

government officials, 11822,

188n2s; inertia and, 16-17 111,

12728 (see also field inertia); and

the persistence of media-centric

publicity strateghes, 100-13; and the

possibility of change, 127-28;

relnforeing path dependencies, 17,

2, 108, 11227 1150

philanthropy. See donors;
fund-raising

photejournalists and NGOs, 1-4,
47—48, 103—4, 105, 147-448,
177001-3, 101028

Pinochet, Augusto, 33

Platon (photographer), i-3, 177a0n1-2

podeasts, 40, 124

political elives. See political officials

political legitimacy of NGOs, 118-22.
See also legitimacy of NGOs;
political officials

“political observatories,” weng

political officials (government officials):
information materials produced for,
7i media consumption by, 103, 116,
118-22, 127—28; a8 NEWS SOUTCES, 13,
54—55 59 60—71, 700, 109, 136;
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political officials (government officials)
{comt.)
NGOs incentivized to favor
malnstream news media by, 5
24, 108, 100, 114-15, 1151, 11822,
125, 188025 NGOs included in
deliberations, 154 NGOs used as
proxy for civie engagement, 16263
(e also civic engagement)

prevalence fas term), 57-58. See also
wrcler news acoess

professiomalization of NGOs: and
the adoption of news norms,
148—q40; defined, 30, i8ong;
diverse backgrounds needed,
163; and the diversification of
information offerings, 21; drive Lo
professiomalize, 30—36; and the
em phasis on credible reporting,
24, 30, 180ns; generally, 78,
26—17, 167 —68; journalists hived/
contracted, 24, 44, 4748, 92-03,
05— 6, 122, 133, 143—4%, 151018,
1winzd; NGO communication
elforts and, 21, 30-36, 44, 56, B1—82,
130; Lensions with volunteer spirit
created, 35—36; and wider news
coverage, 50. See also advocacy,
professionalization of

prominence (as term), 58—50. See also
urider news acoess

ProPublica, 160

public communication. See digital
tools and strategies; international
news; jourmalism and journalists;
fews acoess; news medis NGO
communication efforts; social
media

public communication theories,
15560

222 Index
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publicity fas term), 184n1
publicity strategies of NGOs: changes

needed, 161-62; evaluating
elfectiveness, 162, 163 former
journalists’ impact on, 143—47

[see also NGO-journalist relations:
journalists hired by NGOs);
incentives for, 5 24, 107-0, 113-25;
persistence of media-centric
strategles explained, 1w09—13, 126—27
[see also path dependence);
possibility of change, 127-28; public
engagement minimized, 85 quest
for political legitimacy, 118—22;
questionable strategies, 166; social
proximity of NGOs and journalists
and, 122—25 (see alto NGO-
journalist relations). See alio
branding digital tools and
strategies; fund-ralsing; news
access; NGO comimunical ion
efforts; public relations and
marketing

public relations and marketing,

37—43, 108; integration of news
considerations, 44—47, 122—23
[see also news norms); jourmalists
as PR officers, 1a43—a47 (see also
NGO-journalist relat ons:
journalists hired by NGOs) NGO
investiment in, 122-23; path
dependence in NGO PR offices, 16,
108 (see also path dependence);
tensions between research and,
41—43. See also branding; fund-
raising NGO communication
efforts; publicity strategies of
M

Qana ambulance attack, o6—of
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radical democratic traditions, NGOs
and, 15060

Ramos, Howard, 63

Red Cross, g6-08, 169

Reese, Stephen, 10

Reimann, Kim, 39

Remnick, David, 2

representative liberal tradition, NGOs
and, 156—57

reputation, protection of NGOsS, Bg, o5
See also branding; credibility of
MG0s

research by NGOs: development of
research functions, 26—27, 30—32,
35— 36; incorrect informat ion,
50—51, G8—00, 124; journalistic
approach, 123; researchers and news
reporting, 137 —38; supplemented by
information technol ogies, 40-50,
87, o tensions between PR and
marketing and, 41-43; verification
of information, 4o0—51, 87, 05, 06—08,
124, 141—42, 185-86n23

Rohingya, oo

Ron, James, 63

roving correspondent s, for NGOs, 48

Russell, Adrienne, o, 86, 186030

Ryfe, David, 132-33

Sambrook, Richard, 18om1

San Francisco, Olympic protests in, 1o

Sassen, Saskia, 184015

satellite imagery, 10, 50

Saudi Arabia, 146

Save the Children: and the Ethiopian
famine, 45 founding (formation) of,
30, 38; fund-ralsing and branding
strateglies, 37-38, 40, 181015; and
the Make Poverty History
campalgn, 77 news access, 61— 62,
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67; news monitored by, 100; reasons
for studying, 2o; relations with
journalists, 44

Scammell, Margaret, 18005

Schudson, Michael, 132, 10203

Seperberg, Alexandra, 17, 87

Sikkink, Kathryn, 10

social eriticism, NGOs and, 150—60

social media, NGOs' use of: for
communicating with public/
supporters, 93—o4; for fund-raising,
o3—od: generally, 5, 1011, 48, B4,
B6—87; Human Rights Watch's use
of, 103 o inleract with journalists,
123—24; and Olympie protests over
Chinese human rights violations,
101; raising awareness through, 120
smaller organizations, 165; Twilter,
o1, 44, 10% used Lo atlract
journalists’ attention, ob. See also
digital tools and strategies

Sommerfeldt, Erich, 184n14

Stecula, Dominilk, 164—65, 183—84mo

story location: coding for, in study, 63
(see also news access); and NGOs in
the news, 7274, 82, 100, 183-84n10;
as Lerm, 59

Sulten, Robert, Bo—go

Sweet, Diana, 164—65, 183—84n10

Syria, s0—51, 08, 138, 18gn3o

Syrian refugees, in Turkey, 21-22, 130,
138—35 137—4% 190003—5, 12, 18

Taylor, Maureen, 184014
Thompson, John, o7

Thoms, Oskar, 63

Thrall, A. Trevor, 164—65, 183—Bgnio
Tibet, 100-101

Tolley, Howard, 181014
transmational advocacy networks, o
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Turkey, 137, 140, 19on4. See also Syrian
refugees
Twilter, 91, o4, 103, See alio social media

Uganda, 120, 121, 101027

United Fruit Company, 37

United Nations: cited in news articles,
F1-72; Climate Summit, NGO
coverage of, o; and homanitarian
and human rights issues, 34; media
consumption by UN officials, 103,
116, 119, 120-21

United States: and Afghanistan, 110
American polities and human rights,
33—34 (see alio Human Rights
Watch); human rights discussions
among policymakers, 63, 65-66,
650 meatpacking industry labor
violations, 76-77; and Mexico, 76;
and Uzbekistan, 70; “war on terror”
and human righls abuses by, 68,
See also political officials

LISA Today, 61, 68, 72, 75-76, 70, Bz
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