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I. About the Guide

This guide is intended for staff working in
organisations that want to improve attitudes
among the public towards NGOs that pro-
mote progressive causes such as human rights,
equality, anti-corruption and environmental
protection, using tools such as campaigning,
litigation and advocacy. For the remainder
of the guide, these NGOs are referred to as
‘advocacy NGOs..

Public audiences can be divided into at least
three segments on progressive causes, such as
human rights, equality, environmental protec-
tion and social justice. Those who are solidly
in favour of your cause (the base), those who
are solidly against (opponents), and those in
the middle, who are moveable. The moveable
middle can be further divided into those who
lean in your favour (soft-supporters), those who
lean towards your opponents (soft opponents)
and those who can go either way (undecideds).

Your ‘base’ includes your existing supporters,
but also people who would be very likely to
support you if you can reach them with your
messages. Research in different countries on
different human rights-related topics suggests
that this base can be anything between 15%
and 25% of the population.' The same is true
for opponents. Your base and your opponents

BUILDING SUPPORT FOR CIVIC SPACE:
A MESSAGING GUIDE

won't usually change their position. But the
middle segments can. This moveable middle is

usually the biggest chunk of the public.

Public-facing campaigns that are aimed at
growing public support for a particular cause
should try to mobilise your base and enlist
their help to spread your message to shift at
least part of the moveable middle over to your
side. The messaging advice in this guide is
designed to mobilise and persuade your base,
soft supporters and undecideds.

Currently, advocacy NGOs message in a way
that is likely only to appeal to supporters and
is either ineffective or counterproductive with
moveable middle audiences. This contrasts
with their opponents’ messaging. Evidence
from different countries suggests that con-
certed smear campaigns against NGOs can
shift undecideds from neutral to negative
views, while not affecting support from sup-
porters and soft supporters.” Smear campaigns
against NGOs are used as a tool in their own
right to harass and intimidate staft at NGOs
and reduce public trust and support, and are
often a prelude to legal and policy proposals to
restrict civic space.


https://www.moreincommon.com/our-work/publications/
https://www.moreincommon.com/our-work/publications/
https://www.moreincommon.com/our-work/publications/
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'This guide will help campaigners to shore up
support among supporters and soft supporters
and win over undecideds. As a result, advocacy
NGOs will be better able to fend off restric-
tions, deter the use of smear campaigns and, in
the long-term, grow public support for meas-
ures that deliver a healthy civic space.

'The guide is informed by the science and prac-
tice behind narrative change. This guide refers
to this approach as ‘persuasive messaging’. It
draws heavily on the work of

. The recommendations in this guide are
based on an analysis of public opinion and mes-
sage testing carried out in four EU countries
in partnership with Liberties members as part
of an EU co-funded project: Croatia (Centre
for Peace Studies)) Hungary (Hungarian
Civil Liberties Union), Italy (CILD), and
Sweden (Civil Rights Defenders). Analysis of
public opinion in Croatia, Hungary, Italy and
Sweden was carried out through social listen-
ing over Facebook in the summer of 2024 on
selected local language pages, as well as with
focus groups with undecideds in September
and October of 2025. In these four countries,
we explored attitudes towards and messaging
on civic space as well as one other topic per
country: migration (in Croatia and Sweden),
access to citizenship (in Italy) and local envi-
ronmental protection (in Hungary).

While the messages were tested with unde-
cideds, as noted, they have been developed to
also appeal to the base and soft supporters. Put
otherwise, messages that risk alienating your
base or soft supporters are not included in this

guide.
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The guide uses the term ‘progressive’ in a
non-politically partisan sense to refer to pub-
lic interest causes recognised in European
legal instruments such as the EU Charter of
Fundamental Rights.

Section II of the guide highlights current
messaging habits of advocacy NGOs that are
probably working against them and explains
what to do instead. Section III explains the
structure of a persuasive message and sets out
sample messaging, including creative content
and messaging designed to respond to attacks.


https://www.asocommunications.com/messaging-guides
https://www.asocommunications.com/messaging-guides
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Il. Summary of key findings

Section II gives a summary of key findings
and recommendations based on the work in all
four countries. While there were differences
between countries in undecideds’ attitudes
and the way they reacted to certain messages,
the audiences had much more in common.

How should we refer to advocacy
NGOs?

Terms like ‘civic space’, ‘civil society’, ‘non-gov-
ernmental organisation’ and (depending on
the language) ‘civil society organisation’ were
alien to undecideds.” Undecideds had either
not heard the terms or had heard of them but
didn’t know what they meant, and generally
said that these terms held negative connota-
tions for them. The social listening analysis
suggests that these are terms mostly used
among policy, professional and expert circles.

On the other hand, the generic term for refer-
ring to civil society as a whole (‘association’
in Croatian, ‘civil society organisation’ in
Hungarian, ‘non-profit association / organisa-
tion” in Swedish and Italian) brings to mind
service-provision and grassroots or communi-
ty-based organisations for undecideds. These
kinds of organisations are largely seen in pos-
itive terms by our base, the middle and even
opposition for filling in gaps left by the state,
offering tangible support to people in need,

enriching community and social life and as a
vehicle for people to offer care and compassion
to others.

Undecideds know very little about advocacy
NGO:s, in terms of the roles they play in mak-
ing democracy work properly or the progressive
causes they advance. Should we ever want to
refer to our sector as a whole, there isn’t really
a short-hand term that we can use that will
make this audience immediately understand
the kind of organisation we’re talking about.

When we described advocacy NGOs to unde-
cideds during the focus groups, they were
happy to continue referring to them using the
local generic term for referring to civil society
as a whole. Put otherwise, while advocacy
NGOs aren'’t currently part of their concept of
civil society as a whole, undecideds are com-
fortable fitting advocacy NGOs within this

concept.

Accordingly, the guide recommends that if
campaigners need to refer to advocacy NGOs
as a whole, they should take a descriptive
approach and be as precise as they can. For
example, assuming that the generic commonly
used word in a given country for civil society
organisations is ‘association’, then: associations
that work on... / associations that are trying
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to change... / associations that are drawing
attention to... .

Do smear campaigns damage
public opinion towards advocacy
NGOs?

When we gave undecideds a description of
advocacy NGOs, this evoked different reac-
tions in different countries. The description
stated that some organisations ‘work on issues
like migration, equality between men and
women, climate change, equality for LGBTQ_
[persons] and fighting corruption in politics
and government’.

In Sweden and Italy, undecideds tended to
react positively, saying that these are wor-
thy causes and that it was a good thing that
organisations exist to work on them, even if
they themselves don't follow these topics. In
Hungary, undecideds reacted negatively, say-
ing that these kinds of organisations are inter-
fering in politics and should not be working
on these issues. In Croatia, undecideds had a
more mixed reaction, with some seeing these
causes as positive and others saying that such
organisations absorb state funds without doing
anything useful for ordinary people.

At the same time, in all four countries, it was
clear that undecideds had no depth of knowl-
edge and were sometimes even surprised that
there were organisations working on these
issues at all. What is remarkable and heart-
ening is that it seems that concerted smear
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campaigns against advocacy NGOs have a
weak and superficial impact on undecideds.
Even in Hungary, where advocacy NGOs have
endured over a decade of attacks, undecideds
seemed only to have taken on board one of
many attacks (that they engage in ‘politics’
which they shouldn’t), and even then, we were
able to dissolve this thinking with the messag-
ing we tested.

How do undecideds interpret
smear attacks?

Undecideds do not seem to realise that smear
attacks against advocacy NGOs are part of a
concerted effort by our opponents; whether as
a strategy to reduce government accountability,
make it more difficult for citizens to participate
democratically, or to distract public attention
or deflect blame away from those using smears.
It seems that only our base realises this.
Undecideds, in contrast, often repeat certain
smears about advocacy NGOs which they
accept at face value. Though, as noted, these
views are superficially held and relatively easy
to reverse. The exception to this was in Croatia,
where participants said that politicians tend to
attack NGOs to deflect unfavourable attention
away from themselves or from difficult polit-
ical issues. However, even here, participants
thought that NGOs were not special: they

were just one out of many targets.
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What do we need to message
about to stimulate positive
attitudes towards advocacy NGOs?

We found three lines of messaging to be

effective at making undecideds in all countries

more positive towards and enthusiastic about

advocacy NGOs:

First, showing undecideds that advocacy
NGOs bring ordinary people like them
together around commonly shared causes.
Undecideds were enthusiastic about the
potential for civil society organisations
to unify citizens and thereby give them
power to change society for the better.
In testing, we found that this was best
achieved through imagery showing the
audience people they could identify
with of different ages and walks of life
(as opposed to people they identified as
stereotypical activists) gathering in pub-
lic, whether through marches, vigils or
demonstrations. Presumably, campaign-
ers can find creative ways of making
the connection between ordinary people
coming together and tools other than
freedom of assembly used by advocacy

NGOs, like litigation and advocacy.

Second, informing or reminding unde-
cideds of times when, by coming together,
ordinary people have managed to achieve
positive changes. Ultimately, campaign-
ers should use examples that point to
how advocacy NGOs played a role in
bringing people together to achieve these
successes. The end goal should be to
dissolve fatalism (the widespread belief
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that ordinary people can’t do anything to
bring about big social changes) by point-
ing to how advocacy NGOs specifically
mobilise popular support to create a more
compassionate and caring society.

Campaigners should consider a short-
term and long-term approach to this line
of messaging. First, because undecideds
don’t currently really appreciate the
causes that advocacy NGOs work on. So
this line of messaging would need to be
accompanied by, or preceded by, the kind
of messaging set out in the next bullet
point. And second, because undecideds
don’t know much about what advocacy
NGOs do, they probably haven’t heard
of most of the successes they've had. So
in the long-run, campaigners should aim
to popularise examples of past successes
that can be linked to advocacy NGOs,
especially where these successes can be
linked to how advocacy NGOs have
mobilised people.

In the short-term, campaigners should
point to achievements that highlight
the things ordinary people can achieve
when we come together, using examples
that they think their audience might
recognise. This could include historical
(such as the transition to democracy) or
contemporary changes (such as a pay rise
for teachers) to laws or policies, but also
examples of people helping each other
through organisations during COVID or
after natural disasters. Put otherwise, in
the short-term, campaigners don’t need
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to confine themselves to examples that

link to advocacy NGOs.

In the longer-term, campaigners should
increase public awareness of successes
owed to advocacy NGOs while also
pointing out that the success is (partly)
owed to the participation of ordinary
people in the work that led to the success.
Campaigners will need to experiment
to work out how to do this when their
victories are down to tools that don’t, on
the surface, seem to involve the broader
public, like litigation or advocacy. In
cases where a success was achieved with-
out using protests or demonstrations, this
could perhaps be done by pointing to
ways that ordinary people have supported
litigation or advocacy. However, cam-
paigners should strive to create the feel-
ing that people are participating together,
even if theyre acting individually, e.g by
taking action like donating, signing a
petition, talking to a relative or sharing
social media content. The reason for this
is that in focus groups, one of the things
that drove participants’ enthusiasm was

seeing people physically together.

'Third, breaking down progressive causes
in a way that gets across to undecideds
how these deliver something that they
find important for themselves, people
they care about or people they consider to
be like them. This is a large task because
it means advocacy NGOs need to get
better at talking about all the topics they
work on. Currently, advocacy NGOs do
not talk about the causes they promote in
a way that persuades or enthuses people
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outside their base. Section III explains
this in more detail.

In relation to topics like equality for mar-
ginalised groups, this requires advocacy
NGOs to stimulate empathy for people
whom undecideds currently regard as
‘not like me’, as well as dissolving nega-
tive stereotypes or frames that cause your
audience to misdiagnose the problem. For
example, in countries where we looked at
migration, the audience tended to have a
negative frame of people who migrate as
unwilling to integrate culturally, which
in turn made it harder for our audience to
accept fairer policies towards them.

The reason campaigners should show
their audience how the causes advocacy
NGOs promote deliver something they
find important is that support for NGOs
is largely based on whether the audience
agrees that the cause being promoted is
worthy or aligns with their values. This
is supported by academic literature and
was apparent in the focus groups. In each
of the focus groups, participants were
shown messaging and creative products
that applied the persuasive messaging
method on one substantive progressive
topic. In general, participants began the
session being, at best, vaguely positive
that advocacy NGOs exist and pursue
worthy causes that they weren'’t interested
in. At the end of the session, they often
wanted to know more about the issue,
said that it was important that NGOs
worked on the topic, and sometimes even
said they intended to get more involved.
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How do undecideds feel about
protesters?

In all four countries, undecideds said that the
right to protest was important and supported
it. However, this support is conditional on pro-
tests not being disruptive or turning violent.
Very often, people referred to methods used by
environmental activists, or referred expressly
to environmental protesters, negatively, in par-
ticular road blockages.

'The focus groups did not test messaging that
was aimed explicitly at shifting attitudes
towards protesters. Nevertheless, it’s likely
that the following recommendations would
help campaigners trying to build support for
protests that provoke mixed feelings.

* First, when campaigners are talking to
public audiences about protests, avoid
images that suggest protestors are being
disruptive or violent. Prioritise images
that reflect how people attending pro-
tests come from all walks of life and
are of different ages. As noted above,
people become supportive of protest as a
tool if they see people like them among
protesters. This will also help to dissolve
the negative stereotypes of protesters
promoted by your opponents as eccentric,
unlikeable, militant and violent.

* Second, point to times in the past when
things that your audience is probably
proud of or agrees with were achieved
thanks to protest. The idea is to help the
audience to realise that protest is a tool,
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the purpose of which is to make positive
changes.

* 'Third, unpack how the cause being pro-
moted by the protest aligns with your
audience’s values or delivers something
they find important.

Where do undecideds differ from
each other?

Among other differences, undecideds don’t
react the same way across countries to robust
language. When describing how associations
empower citizens to influence decision-mak-
ers, the messages tested originally stated things
like ‘by coming together ordinary people can
demand / force / make our leaders’ followed
by the desired outcome, such as ‘listen to our
concerns’ or ‘deliver the services we all rely on’.

Audiences in Sweden and Italy reacted badly
to this language, which they considered
overly confrontational, aggressive or radical.
Undecideds in these countries preferred lan-
guage that conveyed the idea that citizens can
make themselves heard or take part in a debate
or offer constructive solutions, rather than
compelling politicians to do something. In
contrast, in Hungary and Croatia, undecideds

had no problem with this kind of language.

Based on the discussions in the focus groups, it
seems that this might be because in Hungary
and Croatia, undecideds believe that politi-
cians aren’t motivated to act in the best inter-
ests of ordinary people, and so having power to
pressure them is a positive thing. In Sweden,
the reason seemed to be that undecideds had
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respect for politicians and thought they were
responsive to concerns raised in public discus-
sion. In Italy, undecideds seemed to think that
politicians were less interested in genuinely
serving the public than in the past, but they
also seemed to want to avoid confrontational

public debate.

BUILDING SUPPORT FOR CIVIC SPACE:
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lll. Drawbacks of current messaging

practice

Section III reviews the messaging habits of
advocacy NGOs, points out where these are
counter-productive and makes suggestions on
how to improve them. Campaigners tend to
make certain mistakes when trying to persuade
public audiences to support advocacy NGOs as
a sector or the specific causes they work on.
‘These mistakes can be divided into two cat-
egories. First, in the way that they structure
their messages. Second, in the details of their
messaging. This section will outline these mes-
saging mistakes to help you avoid them.

A. Structural mistakes

Campaigners tend to try to build support by
using messages that focus on the harm they are
fighting (like restrictions on protests, funding
cuts, harassment through abusive administra-
tive procedures, SLAPPs or smear attacks)
and then talking about the appropriate legal
or policy solution (for example, changing the
relevant law, policy or institutional structures).

Messages that contain only one or both of
these ingredients tend not to be effective at
persuading audiences outside your supporters.
This isn’t to say that information about the
harm and the solution doesn’t belong in the
message. Rather, the problem is that there
are other elements missing. These include not
giving the audience a (good enough) reason to
care about the cause being advanced - whether
that’s civic space in general or the specific top-
ics advocacy NGOs work on - not explaining
why the harm is happening, and not giving the

audience a vision to inspire them.

To understand the structural mistakes set out
in this subsection, it would help campaigners if
they first understand the structure that a mes-
sage should follow in order to be most effective.
Section III will go into this in more detail.

Structure of a persuasive message (also referred to as a ‘narrative’)

be like them.

what their motivation is.

1) Values statement: tell your audience how the cause you are advancing delivers something that
they find important for themselves, people they care about or people whom they consider to

2) Explain the problem: show your audience that the things they care about are at risk or aren’t
being delivered. Set out who or what is causing the problem and, in certain circumstances,
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3) Explain the vision your solution delivers: tell your audience what the world will look like if
your solution is put into practice. This is often a call-back to the substance of the values state-
ment. Do name your solution, but don’t dwell on the policy details.

4) If necessary, show your audience that change is possible by reminding them of past positive
social changes, and tell your audience what they can do to show their support for your solution.

i. Not giving your audience a good
enough reason to care

Advocacy NGOs tend not to give their audi-
ence a (good enough) reason to care about the
causes they are promoting. They tend to talk
about the causes they promote in abstract or
technical terms. Supporters tend to understand
these terms and agree with them in principle.
But moveable middle audiences don’t under-
stand how, for example, human rights stand-
ards help to protect or promote things that
they value. Abstract arguments that do not
connect to tangible things or moral rules that
your audience finds important will have no
emotional impact on them. And the latter is
necessary in order to mobilise them to spread a
message and take action in support of a cause.

For example, we asked focus group participants
in four countries to react to the following or
similarly worded message:

‘A strong and healthy civil society is essential
for democracy. Associations give ordinary
citizens a way to talk to politicians about the
problems we want solved. They also contribute
their expertise to law-makers so they make
better laws, and they monitor people in power
so they don’t break the law or take away our

rights.

'This message is a summary of an argument fre-
quently made by advocacy NGOs, though in a
more concise and clearer form than the typical
style of advocacy NGOs. Participants reacted
to it in almost the same way in all countries.
‘They appreciated that it was clear and concise,
but remarked that it had no emotional impact.

'The legal arguments that advocacy NGOs typ-
ically use are also unlikely to have the desired
impact on moveable middle audiences. For
example, arguing that your audience should
oppose restrictions on protestors because
this violates international law. Again, this is
because the audience is unlikely to see the link
between particular legal standards and things
that they find important. In this example, a
more persuasive argument would be to remind
the audience that they think it’s important for
people to be able to come together to express
their views and concerns on issues that matter
to them.

A message with a pure legal argument was
tested in focus groups in Croatia. When shown
a message to the effect that pushbacks should
not be allowed because they are illegal under
the European Convention on Human Rights
the audience actually questioned whether the
law made sense because it is important for a
country to be able to protect its borders against
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illegal entry by people whom they considered
to be potentially dangerous.” We also saw thata
legal argument triggered our opponent’s frame
in the audience that potentially dangerous
migrants are crossing into the country illegally.

Section III of the guide will go into more
depth, but below are some short examples of
how to shift away from using abstract or legal
arguments and instead articulate what these
principles or standards deliver that is of impor-
tance to your audience.

5

Human rights law obliges governments to
guarantee people’s basic needs.

Everyone is protected against discrimination.

Marriage equality.

Environmental protection.

Democracy.

Anti-corruption.

Human rights give us the means to demand
that our leaders fund the things our commu-
nities need to thrive, like good schools and
modern hospitals.

No matter the colour of our skin, who we
love, who we pray to or how old we are, most
of us agree that all of us should get the same
opportunities to do well in life.

Everyone should be free to make a long-term
commitment to the person they love, no mat-
ter who they are attracted to.

Most of us want our children to breathe clean

air and drink clean water.

We all want our leaders to listen to our con-
cerns and do what’s best for ordinary people.

'The resources we contribute should go to fund

the things we all rely on, like roads, schools
and hospitals.

See similarly, published results of message testing by the Anat Shenker-Osorio in Australia.

13
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'The right to asylum.

ii. Making your message mostly
about the harm you are fighting

Typically, advocacy NGOs focus their mes-
saging on the hardships they are fighting. For
example, in relation to civic space, this might
mean informing your audience that NGOs and
journalists are facing SLAPPs from politicians
or businesses. On a topic like environmental
protection, it might mean informing your
audience about levels of pollution caused by
fossil fuel use. Or on migration, it might mean
making your audience aware of restrictions on
search and rescue activities.

However, awareness alone of the harms advo-
cacy NGOs are fighting tends not to be enough
to persuade people outside the base to support
us, and it has several drawbacks. First, it can
cause the audience to tune out because they
don’t want to engage with a purely negative
message. Second, it can reinforce their sense of
fatalism by making the audience feel like the
problem is too big or difficult to solve.

Third, it leaves the audience to fill in their own
(usually mistaken) explanations for why the
problem is happening. For example, campaign-
ers might inform their audience that environ-
mental protestors are victims of police violence

14

Most of us will do whatever it takes to keep
our families safe and give them a better
life. We work, sacrifice, and even pack up
everything so we can put food on the table,
a roof over their heads and send our kids to a
decent school.

and subject to prosecutions in a way that people
protesting on other issues are not. Campaigners
might expect that when the audience receives
these facts, they will react with disapproval and
interpret the facts as evidence that the govern-
ment is trying to silence criticism of policies
that benefit fossil fuel companies at the expense
of environmental protection. But if undecideds
tend to think that environmental protestors are
excessively disruptive or potentially violent, as
was the case in Italy, they may instead react
to this kind of message with approval, see-
ing harsher measures against environmental
protesters as legitimate. Similarly, imagine,
as was the case in Croatia, that the audience
has a (superficially) negative frame of advocacy
NGOs, which they see as organisations that
take up public funds without doing anything
useful for society. A message that informs this
audience that the authorities are cutting funds
for advocacy NGOs without adding other ele-
ments to the message (such as giving them a
reason to care) would be likely to provoke the
opposite reaction to what we intend. That is,
they would probably think that reducing public
tunds is a good thing because it reduces waste
or corruption.

For these reasons, it is important for your
message to not only focus on talking about the
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harm. But also to include other elements, such
as giving your audience a reason to care about
advocacy NGOs and, if responding to smears,
explaining the motivation behind the attack.

iii. Talking about the technical
solution but not the vision

Campaigners often have solid recommenda-
tions about the legal and policy reforms the
government should carry out. It’s important
to talk about policies and technicalities when

youre telling the authorities what they need
to do. But when talking to a public audience,
focusing on laws and policies isn’t enough to
mobilise them, and going into too much policy
or legal detail will even demotivate them.

Instead, you should mention the law or policy
or decision that you want from the authorities.
But campaigners must also set out their vision:
it this solution is put in place, what will the

world look like? What does this solution deliver
for your audience? Below are some examples.

THE TECHNICAL SOLUTION AND ALSO WHAT IT DELIVERS

The

minimum wage.

government should increase the

The courts should automatically dismiss

lawsuits based on insufficient evidence,
make plaintiffs bear the costs and compen-

sate defendants.

NGOs should be protected from abusive

audits and smear campaigns.

The government should invest in renewable
energy sources, green technologies and ener-
gy-saving measures.

The government should introduce minimum
standards for public consultation.
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People who work should be paid enough to

support their families.

When we protect journalists from bogus
get the

demand our leaders deliver the

lawsuits, we information we
need to

things we rely on.

When we are free to come together and join
our voices, we can demand that our leaders

solve the problems that worry us.

By funding locally-made green energy and
improving our homes, we can all afford to stay

warm this winter.

All of us want a say in decisions that affect
us. / When citizens get to have our say, our
leaders make decisions that benefit all of us.
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iv. Direct contradictions and
repeating damaging frames

When NGOs are victims of smear campaigns,
the most common response is to contradict the
smears and try to establish the correct facts,
perhaps using a myth-busting format. When
we try to counter our opponents by directly
contradicting their claims, we end up rein-
forcing the original damaging message, rather
than the correction. To contradict a claim, we
need to repeat it, and repetition makes infor-
mation stick in the brain. The emotive words
carry more weight, and the words we use to

) < M <

negate the false claim (‘no’, ‘not’, ‘no one),
‘nothing’) get forgotten.” For example, saying
that ‘we do not misuse public funds’ or ‘we are
not politically biased’ will just tend to entrench
the original damaging attack. Section IV sets
out how to counter misinformation by using a

‘truth sandwich’ or by reframing the issue.
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Sometimes advocacy NGOs try to proactively
refute claims against them, for example, that
they are corrupt or wasteful. Even though
this is not a direct contradiction, it is still an
unhelpful approach because it repeats a dam-
aging frame. As will be discussed below, trust
in NGOs is primarily based on your audience’s
agreement with the cause you promote. But
if an NGO tries to build trust by proactively
arguing that it has safeguards and processes in
place to guarantee transparency and that funds
are spent correctly, this is likely to backfire. It
will probably prompt your audience to ques-
tion your trustworthiness by asking why an
organisation needs such safeguards to begin
with.” Furthermore, any airtime dedicated
to making these unproductive arguments is a
missed opportunity to talk to the public about
the thing that is effective at winning over their
support; namely, the causes that advocacy

NGOs promote.


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/295478583_Making_The_Truth_Stick_and_The_Myths_Fade_Lessons_from_Cognitive_Psychology
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/295478583_Making_The_Truth_Stick_and_The_Myths_Fade_Lessons_from_Cognitive_Psychology
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311632477_NGOs_trust_and_the_accountability_agenda
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311632477_NGOs_trust_and_the_accountability_agenda
https://www.openglobalrights.org/ordinary-people-will-pay-for-rights-we-asked-them/
https://www.openglobalrights.org/ordinary-people-will-pay-for-rights-we-asked-them/
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B. MiStakes in the details 'This can become a problem, because we need to
of the mess age mobilise people to take action. And to mobilise

moveable middle audiences they need a vision
of a better future that they’re willing to fight
i. Negative slogans for. It’s better to have a message that is, overall,
a positive one. You can do this by focusing on

Slogans capture the essence of your message. what your campaign will preserve or prevent
Currently, advocacy NGOs’ messages tend to your audience from losing, and you can do it by
focus on the harm they are fighting, rather than invoking your vision of what things will look
talking about the world they want to create or like if you win. This doesn’t mean campaigns
showing their audience why their cause deliv- can never have a negative slogan, but the mes-
ers something important to them. As a result, sage behind the slogan should be a positive
the slogans they use tend to be negative: saying one. Below are some examples.

‘no’ to something bad, or calling for something
bad to ‘stop’.

FROM THIS TO THIS
We stand against discrimination Freedom to... / Yes to equality

Stop burning fossil fuels We want clean air / protect our health

ii. Using overly sophisticated have a university degree. This doesn’t just apply
language to legal jargon - it also applies to using com-

plicated language more generally. Research
Communicators should keep theirlanguage ata shows that when we use language that is too
level that will be understood by their audience, complicated for our audience, this frustrates

who are not experts and may not necessarily
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them and puts them off from taking part in the
discussion.

'The social listening report suggests that people
outside of policy, academic, civil society and
donor circles do not use the term ‘civic space’
or ‘civil society’. Moveable middle audiences
tend to speak about specific substantive topics,
events, protests and, sometimes, organisations.
'The social listening reports also suggest that
the term ‘activist’ has negative connotations in
several countries. In the three countries where
we tested terms like ‘civil society organisation’
or ‘non-governmental organisation’, unde-
cideds did not know what they meant or had
not heard of them, and the terms gave them
a negative feeling.” This guide recommends
avoiding these terms when talking to a non-ex-
pert audience.

When we used the relevant commonly used
broader, generic term for civil society (‘non-
profit organisations / associations’ in Italy
and Sweden, ‘associations’ in Croatia and
‘civil society organisations’ in Hungary), this
brought to mind organisations involved in ser-
vice provision or grassroots organisations for

BUILDING SUPPORT FOR CIVIC SPACE:
A MESSAGING GUIDE

undecideds. However, undecideds were happy
to refer to advocacy NGOs using the relevant
broader term after we described the causes they
work on and the tools they use." In situations
where you need to refer to advocacy NGOs
collectively, we therefore suggest that you avoid
specialist terms like ‘civil society organisation’
or ‘non-governmental organisation’ Instead
use descriptive language and be as precise as
possible. For example, non-profit organisations
/ associations that work on... / that are trying
to change... / that are drawing attention to... .

Below are some further examples of how to

simplify language advocacy NGOs tend to use.


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338897373_The_Effects_of_Jargon_on_Processing_Fluency_Self-_Perceptions_and_Scientific_Engagement
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338897373_The_Effects_of_Jargon_on_Processing_Fluency_Self-_Perceptions_and_Scientific_Engagement
https://cahill.people.unm.edu/480-21/Oppenheimer-2006-Applied_Cognitive_Psychology.pdf
https://cahill.people.unm.edu/480-21/Oppenheimer-2006-Applied_Cognitive_Psychology.pdf
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FROM THIS

TO THIS

SLAPP:s.

Bogus lawsuits designed to stop civil society
organisations helping ordinary people come
together to protect e.g. their clean water / air,
public funds from corruption.

We need transparency.

Our elected representatives should show / tell
/ explain how they make decisions (so that
citizens know what is going on and can give

their opinion).

Integration measures.

We should support people who come here for
work or for safety to learn our language and
culture and get a job so they can support their

families and rebuild their lives.

Inclusion.

All of us, whether we have a disability or not,

should have the same chance to live a good life.

Public consultation.

Citizens want to have a say over decisions that
affect them.

Violation.

Broke the law.

Right to education / health care.

A good school for our children; we should
be able to see a doctor and get treatment

when we're sick.

Everyone has a right to participate in
a democracy.

'The only way for democracy to work for all of
us is if it includes all of us. That’s why every
person has an equal vote in elections.

Accessibility.

Everyone should be able to get to and move
around the places they need to be, whether
it's the town hall, the place we work or a
supermarket.
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iii. Educational approaches

Campaigners sometimes try to educate audi-
ences into agreeing with them. This tends to
involve breaking down complicated concepts
or explaining legal texts or their origins.
Sometimes this is combined with myth-bust-
ing. The problem with educational approaches
is that it tends to hide from the audience what
the causes advocacy NGOs deliver for them
that they find important.

Although formal human rights education has
been shown to make students more support-
ive of human rights, advocacy NGOs are not
communicating in an educational setting. We
cannot force our audience to absorb hours of
our materials. In a campaign context, educa-
tional content is a useful tool for helping the
base or journalists deepen their knowledge.
But it is not an appropriate tool for shifting
opinions among the moveable middle.

This isn’t to say that campaigners cannot give
the moveable middle new information and
perspectives. But they should only do this to
the extent that it’s necessary for the audience
to understand why the cause being promoted
is important. For example, imagine a situation

where an environmental NGO wants to per-
suade their audience to oppose an industrial
development that will harm local nature. And
the NGO knows that their audience is wor-
ried about extreme weather, so campaigners
want to argue that the development should be
opposed because it will make extreme weather
events more severe. But the NGO also knows
that this audience does not understand that
local forests and marshlands provide protection
against floods and heatwaves. For this argu-
ment to work with that audience, campaign-
ers would therefore need to explain to them
how nature mitigates the impact of extreme
weather locally.

Otherwise, as a general rule, campaigners
should focus on explaining what the right or
principle they’re talking about delivers to the
audience, rather than trying to break down the
content. Below are examples of how to talk
about judicial independence and the rule of

law or SLAPPs.

FROM THIS TO THIS

An independent judiciary is a requirement of

the rule of law that protects against corruption.

Most of us want our leaders to fund the schools,

hospitals, roads and buses our communities

rely on. To make that happen, judges check

that our representatives are following the rules
and not pocketing our resources. Judges need

to be independent from politicians so they can

do their job without fear or favour.
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FROM THIS

An independent judiciary is an element of the
rule of law that ensures citizens’ rights and
freedoms are protected.

SLAPPs are Strategic Lawsuits Against Pub-
lic Participation designed to silence critical
voices like activists or journalists by harassing

them and draining their resources with base-

less lawsuits.

21

TO THIS

When judges owe their jobs to politicians,
helping them pass their dangerous laws
come first, and protecting our rights, like
abortion care or having clean air and water,

comes second.

Focus instead on the cause you are promot-
ing and then explain SLAPPS as a prob-
lem that stops us delivering something we
find important.

e.g. All of us want air that’s safe to breathe
and water that’s clean to drink, espe-
cially for our children and older relatives
whose health is most at risk from pollution.

But company x has been secretly leaking poi-
sonous chemicals into the water and air. And
now they are trying to stop journalists from
telling the public by using bogus lawsuits to
harass and bankrupt them.
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IV. Sample messaging and creative

asselts

Section IV explains how to structure a per-
suasive message and gives examples of how
to execute this, including through creative
content, before covering how to respond to

misinformation.

A. The structure of a
persuasive message

Research and practice on public attitude
change show that there are several common
barriers that can prevent the audience from
lending their support. These include: not see-
ing how the cause being promoted delivers
something that they find important; having an
inaccurate understanding of why the problem
is happening (leading them to support the
wrong solutions); not having a vision to inspire
them to action; and thinking that change is
too difficult to achieve (referred to as fatalism).

Campaigners can overcome these barriers by
developing messages that follow a particular
structure in a particular order. This type of
three or four part message is referred to here
as a ‘narrative”:

1) Values statement: tell your audience
how the cause you're advancing delivers
something that they find important for
themselves, people they care about or
people whom they consider to be like
them.

Advocacy NGOs can speak about the causes
they advance in two ways: the substantive topic
they’re working on and their structural role in
society; more specifically they fact that they
help to bring people together to make their
voices heard and make positive change in soci-
ety. This section will offer examples of how to
communicate both of these dimensions.

2) Explain the problem: show your audi-
ence that the things they care about are
at risk or aren’t being delivered. Set out
who or what is causing the problem. If
executing a ‘strategic’ version of a nar-
rative or a ‘truth sandwich’, you should
also point out the motive behind the
person causing the harm. This will be
explained further below.

This means pointing out how the laws or
policies you are contesting will mean that the
audience or people they consider to be ‘like
them’ will be harmed, or how values your
audience thinks are important (like the need
to treat people with compassion and dignity or
the ability to join with others to have a say over
decisions affecting them) will be threatened.

3) Explain the vision your solution deliv-
ers: tell your audience what the world
will look like if your solution is put into
practice. This is often a call-back to the
substance of the values statement. Do
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name your solution, but don’t dwell on
the policy details.

4) Remind your audience that change is
possible by pointing to past positive
social changes, and tell your audience
what they can do to show their support
for your solution.

When people take action to support a cause, it
helps create a ‘social identity’ for them, which
in turn makes them more likely to remain
engaged and take further action in future.
This is important if campaigners are trying
to expand their base of supporters to mobilise
in future campaigns. A call to action can be
something small, like asking the audience
to share or respond to social media content.
Research also shows that even when the audi-
ence agrees with you, they can still be reluc-
tant to do things you ask of them because they
have a sense of fatalism and feel that ‘nothing
changes’. Pointing to past examples of positive
social change can help overcome this.

In practice, reminders of past successes can get
merged into the explanation of the solution,
because it makes the message less repetitive.
Following these three or four steps in the order
given has been shown to be the most effec-
tive structure for a message that shifts your
audience’s attitudes towards your position and
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mobilises them to take action to show their
support for your cause.

'The sample narratives refer to examples of past
successes that can be inserted depending on
the cultural context. As noted above, in the
short term, these should be examples of past
successes in which either civil society played a
significant role or were the result of ordinary
people coming together. In the long-term
campaigners should aim to popularise knowl-
edge of the successes of advocacy NGOs and
link these to popular involvement. By way of
inspiration, examples of past successes could
include things like the the transition to democ-
racy, legal protections for workers, the creation
of the welfare state or specific public elements
of it like paid holidays or parental leave, the
right to vote for women, joining the EU, the
legalisation of divorce, abortion or marriage
equality, successful mass mobilisations on top-
ics like anti-corruption, protections for iconic
areas of natural beauty, support by civil society
during COVID, and natural disasters like

floods, heatwaves and earthquakes.


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325665779_Environmental_protection_through_societal_change
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325665779_Environmental_protection_through_societal_change
https://publicinterest.org.uk/framing-economy-report/
https://publicinterest.org.uk/framing-economy-report/
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B. How to use the four-
part narrative structure

Follow the four-part structure in full as often
as you can. Some formats make it possible to
use a full narrative, or allow you to add to the
narrative with more detail, such as statistics,
storytelling elements, or hooks for the media.
For example, press releases, speeches, talking
points for an interview, or a video script.

Of course, it won't always be appropriate or
possible to deliver the narrative in full every
time. Sometimes you will be using commu-
nication formats with limited space. In this
situation, it’s fine to use only part of your
narrative. Choose which part of the narrative
to focus on according to what you think your
audience needs to hear the most. For example,
our analysis of undecideds’ attitudes and mes-
sage testing shows that it’s very important to
dedicate attention to dissolving the negative
frames about migrants that exist. Sometimes,
the format you have available only allows you
to summarise the essence of your narrative,
such as when you develop a campaign slogan
and image or hashtags.

Look at your campaign materials in the round
and ask: are there enough products carrying
the whole narrative for my audience to see
it; do my communications products either
remind my audience of the overall message
or help them understand it? And don't forget,
you don’t need to deliver all your message
using words: you can represent elements of it
through images and videos. Work with a crea-
tive person or agency who has some experience
of narrative change work and has worked on
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social justice-related causes with non-profit
organisations to convert your narrative into
creative assets for campaigning. Examples are
included below for inspiration.

C. Messaging
considerations affecting
campaign strategy

Sub-section D will set out the sample mes-
sages recommended by the guide. Sub-section
C will first set out how messaging considera-
tions might affect the strategy of a campaign
to increase public support for advocacy NGOs.
Message testing in the focus groups suggests
that campaigners should use the ‘we decide’
narrative as an overarching narrative, but not
by itself. To be effective, the ‘we decide’ nar-
rative needs to be used in combination with
other messaging. The ‘we decide’ narrative
builds support for advocacy NGOs by pointing
to a) the causes that they promote and b) the
tools that they use to bring people together to
make their voices heard. However, there are
two barriers that prevent the narrative from
currently resonating with undecideds.

* First, undecideds know very little about
the causes that advocacy NGOs work on.
There isn’t enough space in the ‘we decide’
narrative to unpack what these causes
deliver for our audience. Undecideds tend
to be ‘undecided’ not just about advocacy
NGOs but also the causes they work on.
Put otherwise, you can’t persuade unde-
cideds that advocacy NGOs deserve their

support by just listing progressive causes
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when they have mixed or only mildly pos-
itive feelings about some of these causes.

To overcome this barrier, campaigners
need to reach undecideds with messaging
that helps them realise that the causes
advocacy NGOs promote are important
to them. To do this, campaigners might
choose to run campaigns that focus
on unpacking one or more progressive
causes, which will in turn increase sup-
port for advocacy NGOs working on
those issues. For example, a coalition
of advocacy NGOs might collectively
decide on a sequence of campaigns cover-
ing specific topics chosen on the basis of
which causes attract the most attacks by
their opponents. Sub-section D ii sets out
examples of messaging for inspiration.

Second, undecideds tend to be a) fatalis-
tic (i.e. do not think that people like them
can make a difference) and are either
unaware or do not have at the forefront
of their minds that civil society organi-
sations in general, and advocacy NGOs
in particular, give people like them a way
of uniting to pursue a cause and that b)
this has allowed them to achieve tangible

SUCCESSES.

Campaigners probably don’t need a sepa-
rate campaign to address this barrier - it
could be done through dedicated creative
materials as part of a campaign that exe-
cutes either the overarching ‘we decide’
narrative, or a campaign that focuses on
unpacking specific progressive causes. To
be clear, overcoming this barrier requires
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two kinds of related messaging. One
is showing our audience that advocacy
NGOs bring people together around a
particular cause. The other is showing
our audience past successes achieved by
civil society organisations more generally,
though examples attributable to advocacy
NGOs would also be useful. Undecideds
were sometimes unaware of the examples
of past successes they were given, which
affected how well they reacted to the
message.

Assuming that advocacy NGOs can mount
campaigns that reach undecideds with the
right messaging about specific progressive top-
ics, this would open the way for them to use
the more general ‘we decide’ narrative in the
longer-term.

We are confident that these messaging
approaches will win over undecideds. In mes-
sage testing in the focus groups, participants
became more positive and enthusiastic about
and interested in advocacy NGOs when they
were exposed to messaging that showed them
how civil society organisations bring ordinary
citizens together around common causes,
pointed them to examples of past successes
and gave them messaging about specific pro-
gressive causes using the persuasive messaging
approach set out in this guide (on the topics
of migration, access to citizenship and local

environmental protection).
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How messaging on specific progressive causes stimulates support for the NGOs that promote them

Campaigners might ask why the guide suggests talking about the causes that advocacy NGOs
promote as a way of improving attitudes towards the organisations that promote them. Research
shows that trust in NGOs is based on how much a person supports the cause that organisation is
promoting."’ This finding was confirmed by the focus groups in all four countries where they were
carried out. Further, people who trust NGOs are more likely to support them and the causes they
promote. For example, by donating, volunteering, defending them from criticism, participating in
protests and campaigns, or repeating their messages to others.



https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311632477_NGOs_trust_and_the_accountability_agenda
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311632477_NGOs_trust_and_the_accountability_agenda
https://counterpoint.uk.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Building-Bridges.pdf
https://counterpoint.uk.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Building-Bridges.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09614524.2020.1801594?needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09614524.2020.1801594?needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09614524.2020.1801594?needAccess=true
https://commoncausefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/CCF_report_no_cause_is_an_island.pdf
https://commoncausefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/CCF_report_no_cause_is_an_island.pdf
https://www.liberties.eu/f/SyG95z
https://www.liberties.eu/f/SyG95z
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D. Sample messaging

The ‘we decide’ narrative has a ‘gentle’ and a
‘strategic’ version. The ‘strategic’ version of the
narrative differs in the way that it explains the
problem by pointing out the malign ulterior
motive of our opponents in spreading misin-
formation, either about advocacy NGOs, the
causes they promote or the groups they pro-
tect. In particular, by pointing out that attacks
against NGOs or certain groups are part of a
strategy to gain or maintain political power
by deflecting blame or unfavourable attention
away from the politicians making the attack.
Campaigners may feel uneasy calling out their
opponents so explicitly. If so, you can always
use the ‘gentle’ version.

A ‘strategic’ version of a narrative was tested
in Sweden and in Croatia. In Sweden, focus
group participants reacted negatively, while in
Croatia, where slightly gentler language was
used, participants reacted with approval. The
lesson to take from this is not that gentler lan-
guage is always needed, but this might be the
case. When the ‘strategic’ version of a narrative
has been tested in other countries, including
in Europe, using methods other than focus
groups (such as randomised controlled trials),
it has proven effective.”” It’s possible that the
negative reaction in Sweden may have been
avoided with softer language. But it’s also likely
that the message provoked backlash because
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of the method used to test the message in the
focus group, rather than the message itself.

Campaigners should remember that in some
countries, undecideds react badly to words
and phrases that said citizens can join together
to ‘demand’, ‘force’, or ‘make’ politicians take
action on something. But in some countries,
this is met with approval. Take this into
account and adapt the narratives accordingly.

The sample narratives do not include a call
to action, since this is something specific to a
given campaign. The narratives can be adapted
to respond to specific proposals for restrictive
measures by adjusting the second part (the
explanation of the problem) to specify the
measure and the harm it’s causing.

i. The ‘we decide’ narrative

This narrative explains how advocacy NGOs
offer ordinary people tools to join together
so that they have the power to demand that
their leaders deliver things that they consider
important, using examples of human rights-re-
lated causes that advocacy NGOs promote.
Campaigners can adapt the narratives to
include different examples of causes that
advocacy NGOs promote or include a smaller
number of examples.
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We decide - gentle

We all want leaders who deliver the things we rely on, whether it’s making sure that we have enough teachers
and doctors to care for us and educate our children or that we can afford to support our families and put food
on the table, protecting us from the damage caused by climate change or making sure we all have the same
opportunities regardless of who we love or our genders.

But today, many of us are going through hard times. We face rising costs for food, energy and housing, our
hospitals are struggling, and wages haven't increased enough. Our homes and health are threatened by extreme
weather, and some of us still aren’t treated fairly just because of who we are. Sometimes it feels like our leaders

aren’t interested in solving our problems.

That’s what makes non-profit associations so important. We bring people together so we can show our support
for causes that matter to us, whether it’s with petitions, protests, or court cases. In the past, we [insert past
success]. When citizens speak with one voice, we can ask our leaders to listen to our concerns / we can demand

that our leaders deliver the things all of us need to thrive.

(+call to action)

We decide - strategic

Campaigners can decide to use the strategic, rather than the gentle, version of the narrative either
in direct response to attacks against them, or if you consider that there is a more general climate of
hostility towards advocacy NGOs. 'The strategic version functions to dissolve the misinformation
directed at you by causing your audience to question the credibility of your opponent, by pointing to
their hidden, malign motives. A later section below concerning ‘truth sandwiches’ will elaborate on
this further. Campaigners are offered softer versions of the problem statement as well as a version with
more direct language, which is along the lines of ‘strategic’ narratives that have been tested and shown
to be effective in different countries.

We all want leaders who deliver the things we rely on, whether it’s making sure that we have enough teachers
and doctors to care for us and educate our children or that we can afford to support our families and put food on
the table, protecting us from the damage caused by climate change or making sure we all have the same oppor-

tunities regardless of who we love or our genders. That’s what makes civil society organisations so important.
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We bring people together through petitions, protests, or court cases so that ordinary citizens can draw the
attention of our leaders to things we find important.

But today a handful of politicians. ..
[Examples of softer language]

... are attacking us and the work we do as a way to win over voters / because they don’t want us to criticise
their policies / because we hold them accountable and demand that they serve the public interest. They talk
about us so that people don’t talk about them.

[Examples of more direct language]

... attack us when we call them out for not doing their jobs properly. Like when they fail to fix our schools and
hospitals or fail to protect our lakes and beaches from private developers. /

... spread lies about organisations like ours to distract us from the fact that they haven't solved the things were
worried about. Like our crumbling schools and hospitals and high food, housing and energy prices. /

... attack organisations like ours as a way of firing up their supporters to come out and vote for them. We reject

their attempts to turn us against each other.

We will keep doing our jobs. In the past, we [insert past successes]. Today, we will continue to bring citizens
together to talk to our leaders about their concerns / to force our leaders to make life better for all of us.

(+call to action)

As explained above, if campaigners use the ‘we * To help undecideds recognise that advo-
decide’ narrative, it’s important to accompany cacy NGOs allow ordinary people to
this with other lines of messaging: join their voices, campaigners need to

deploy messaging - particularly through

* To help undecideds appreciate the impor-

tance to them of progressive causes, cam-
paigners need to deploy messaging that
unpacks specific progressive causes that
you have chosen as examples in the first
paragraph of your narrative. This will be
dealt with in sub-section C. ii.

creative materials - that shows advocacy
NGOs bringing ordinary people together
around a cause. This will be covered in

sub-section C. iii.

To address fatalism, campaigners need
to deploy messaging that highlights

examples of past successes by civil society
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organisations more generally and / or
advocacy NGOs more particularly. This
will also be covered in sub-section C. iii.

As noted above, it may make more sense for
campaigners to begin with a series of cam-
paigns on chosen progressive topics and run a
campaign with the ‘we decide’ narrative later,
once undecideds have been exposed to mes-
saging that helps them appreciate the impor-
tance of progressive causes, recognise that
advocacy NGOs bring people together around
those causes and recognise that when citizens
work together they can achieve positive social
change.

ii. Messaging on specific
progressive causes

As noted, trust in NGOs is largely based on
whether the audience agrees with the cause
being promoted. However, as set out in Section
ITI, currently, advocacy NGOs message in
a way that does not get across to their audi-
ence how the causes they promote align with
their audience’s values or deliver something
that they find important. In message testing
during the focus groups, we found that after
being shown messages and creative content
on specific progressive causes, participants
became more positive and enthusiastic about

the NGOs working on that topic.

'This sub-section will set out sample messaging

on four topics: migration, local environmental
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protection, access to abortion and marriage
equality. Messaging suggested below on
migration is based on messages tested in the
Swedish and Croatian focus groups carried
out as part of the same project (and to a lesser
extent, the Italian focus groups in relation to
access to citizenship). Messaging suggested
on local environmental protection is based on
messages tested in Hungarian focus groups.
Messaging on the other two topics is drawn
from campaigns on those topics from other
countries. We are confident that the suggested
messaging is much more effective than mes-
saging currently used by advocacy NGOs, but
suggest that campaigners use any methods
available to them to test their effectiveness.
'The messaging here is not set out in great depth.
Rather, campaigners are referred to additional
resources for more detailed guidance.

a) Migration

Traditionally, NGO messaging promoting the
right to asylum focuses on showing the harm
suffered by asylum seekers (such as violent
pushbacks or harsh detention conditions) and
tends to argue that the audience should sup-
port the right to asylum because it is legally
protected under European or International
Law. These arguments proved ineffective and
counter-productive when tested in the Croatian
focus group.

What proved effective in the Swedish and

Croatian focus groups were two basic moral


https://publicinterest.org.uk/TestingGuide.pdf

CiviL
LIBERTIES
UNION FOR
EUROPE

arguments, which have also been shown to be
effective in other countries in this topic: the
‘people move’ narrative and the ‘golden rule’
narrative. The ‘golden rule’ was also tested as
a written message in Italian focus groups, but
adapted for the topic of access to citizenship.
'The ‘golden rule’ and ‘people move’ narratives
were developed and tested by Anat Shenker
Osorio and have been used with success in
several countries. These narratives should
be accompanied by messaging to stimulate

BUILDING SUPPORT FOR CIVIC SPACE:
A MESSAGING GUIDE

empathy between your audience and asylum
seekers (so that the audience recognises them
as ‘people like me’ who deserve humane treat-
ment) and messaging to dissolve a negative
frame of people who migrate as unable or
unwilling to integrate and adopt the cultural
values of the receiving country.

Below is an example of the ‘golden rule’ narra-
tive executed as a social media post and tested
in Sweden:

Text on visual: “‘When I lost my home in the
fighting, I fled. I hope to rebuild my life in

Sweden and sleep without fear.

Social media caption text:” Most of us strive to
treat others the way we’d want to be treated. If
any one of us had to move because we feared
for our lives, we’d like to know others would
help us start over. Our asylum system should

reflect our values.

Below is an example of the ‘golden rule’ narrative executed as a social media post and tested in Croatia:

Text on visual: “These parents will do anything
for their children. Just like us’;

Social media caption text: ‘Most of us strive to
treat others the way we’d want to be treated. In
the past, Croatians who feared for their lives
and their families found safety and the hope
for a better life in other countries. Today, it’s
right that we do the same for people who risk
everything to escape danger.
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Below is an example of the ‘people move’ narrative executed as a social media post and tested in

Croatia:

tested in the Swedish
focus groups aimed at dissolving the negative

Here is a link to a

frame of migrants as not contributing or inte-
grating into Swedish society.

Here is alink to a tested in the Croatian
focus groups that is an example of how to dis-
solve negative stereotypes that people with a
migration background are unable or unwilling
to integrate.

For sample narratives on the topic of migra-
tion and further examples of creative materials,
please refer to the guide

and
. Campaigners can also refer
to the messaging guide
)
for sample narratives and creative products on
the related topic of access to citizenship.

Text on visual: ‘Samane wants her children to
be safe. Just like us’;

Social media caption text: ‘Most of us will do
whatever it takes to keep our families safe and
give them a better life. We work, sacrifice, and
even pack our lives into suitcases to give our
children a future. It’s right that we welcome
people who have risked everything to escape
danger and support them to rebuild their lives.

b) Environmental protection

Traditionally, NGO messaging promoting
environmental protection takes on one of two
forms.

» Campaigners emphasise the harms that
they are fighting, like rising tempera-
tures, sea levels and pollution and call
on their audience to take urgent action.
'This is typically accompanied by imagery
of environmental destruction like floods,
fires, destroyed forests and polluted land,
air and water.

and / or

» Campaigners point to nature as some-
thing the audience should want to pro-
tect for its own sake simply because it
is beautiful, innocent, vulnerable and
cannot protect itself. This is typically


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qWfuvHjF50fb9opzq6G_MJJ_ksu3Q_4N/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_eTUIr-vtCvEjkNU39zQFnkUXNoM_zND/view?usp=sharing
https://www.liberties.eu/f/8oglyc
https://www.liberties.eu/f/8oglyc
https://www.liberties.eu/f/djrbnj
https://www.liberties.eu/f/djrbnj
https://www.liberties.eu/f/fjs8kj
https://www.liberties.eu/f/fjs8kj
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accompanied by imagery of breathtaking
landscapes or wildlife.

Messaging that is focused on the harm cam-
paigners are fighting tends not to be effective
with audiences outside supporters for a number
of reasons. First, it makes the audience feel
like the problem is too big to solve. Second, it
makes the audience feel scared, which causes
them to want to turn away from, rather than
engage with, the message. We also found in
the Hungarian focus groups that messaging
that focuses on protecting nature for nature’s
sake, while effective, was less compelling than
messaging that gave additional reasons for
protecting nature.

The Hungarian focus groups were looking
specifically at messaging that would stimulate
undecideds to want to protect nature in their
local area against damaging industrial or com-
mercial developments - rather than environ-
mental protection more generally. We found
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several arguments to be effective in making
the audience want to protect nature, such as,
because:

* it allows children and older generations
to bond by exploring together and pass-

ing on their knowledge;

* it allows us to relax and spend quality
family time together;

* it’s part of our natural heritage that we
have a moral duty to pass on to future
generations;

* it protects us from extreme weather by
storing water and soaking up pollutants.

Below is a collection of sample social media
posts that performed well with undecideds to
give campaigners a sense of how to message
on environmental protection more effectively.

English translation: ‘Wildlife every generation
can still experience’;

Social media caption text: ‘Of all the things
we want to leave our children and future
generations, the natural beauty we explored
and discovered when we were children with
our own parents and grandparents may be the

most important.
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English translation: ‘A countryside families
can still enjoy’;

Social media caption text: ‘For many of us,
natural beauty is our oldest form of heritage
and a source of pride. It’s been handed down
from past generations for us to enjoy today and
protect for our children in the future.

English translation: ‘A clean Danube we can

swim in’

Social media caption text: ‘Most of us want to
protect nature in our area because it’s where we
relax and recharge our batteries with family
and friends. It’s where some of our most pre-

cious memories are made.

English translation: ‘Protect the nature that
protects us from summer heat!;

Social media caption text: ‘By storing water,
absorbing pollutants and cleaning the air,
lakes, rivers, forests, swamps and the animals
that live in them can dial down the impact of
extreme heat, storms and drought.
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Here is a link to a that also makes
the argument that we should protect nature

because it protects us from extreme weather.

For full sample narratives and further examples
of creative materials, see the English version of

the

c¢) Marriage equality

Traditional NGO messaging on the topic of
marriage equality has tended to argue that
lesbian and gay couples should have the right
to marry because everyone should have equal
rights on principle, while pointing to the harm
this unequal treatment causes, such as the
lack of ‘next of kin’ rights in relation to med-
ical treatment, social security, inheritance or
adoption.

This messaging has tended to be ineffective
for at least three reasons. First, because peo-
ple outside of our supporters tend to have a
frame of marriage that involves two people
of the opposite gender. Second, because of a
negative frame of people who are lesbian or
gay as uninterested or incapable of long-term
monogamy and wanting to challenge rather
than join traditional institutions like marriage.
Third, because most people tend to think that
they have no personal connection to the issue.
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Campaigns that were successful in building
public support for marriage equality in the
USA, Ireland and Australia reframed mar-
riage and dissolved negative stereotypes of
lesbian and gay people. Marriage was reframed
as a relationship of mutual trust, respect and
support where gender became irrelevant.
Campaigns used storytelling to show lesbian
and gay couples in long-term relationships
alongside stories of heterosexual couples to
emphasise that there was little difference
between them and to dissolve negative stere-
otypes. And the argument shifted away from
the administrative drawbacks or the abstract
right to equality to one of fairness and free-
dom. Campaigners argued that we all share
the same human experience (falling in love)
and desire (to make a long-term commitment)
and that it’s unfair to deprive people of the
freedom to enter marriage just because of their

gender.

Campaigners’ choice of messengers was also
important. Centre-right religious and political
figures spoke publicly of how they had shifted
their position after careful consideration as a
way of giving more conservative audiences per-
mission to change their minds. And in addition
to lesbian and gay people themselves, cam-
paigns used story-telling that involved friends,
colleagues and family members talking about
how they wanted their loved ones to be able
to have access to marriage because of the joy it
had brought them, which also emphasised to


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ow1wF8JDcuxlNGKY5XJyBdBRS143BHZ0/view?usp=sharing
https://www.liberties.eu/f/3m07b_
https://www.liberties.eu/f/3m07b_
https://www.liberties.eu/f/3m07b_
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the audience how they were connected to the
issue through friends, colleagues or children
who might not know yet if they were lesbian

or gay.

For a review of marriage equality campaigns
from around the world, see . Examples of
creative content from the Australian campaign

can be found . A wvaluable resource of
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creative content from campaigns in the USA
can be found

Since none of these resources set out sample
narratives as such, below is an example of what
a narrative for a marriage equality campaign

might look like:

All of us have fallen in love. When we find someone special, many of us want to make a long-term commit-

ment to each other through marriage.

But today, our out-dated laws deny some of us the freedom to commit to the person we love just because of who

we are attracted to.

Just like in the past when we [insert past success], we can modernise our laws, so all of us can be free to commit

to the person we love, whether it’s someone of the same or the opposite gender.

(+ call to action)

d) Access to abortion

Traditionally, NGO messaging promoting
access to abortion has focused on the idea of
personal autonomy, arguing that a woman
should have control over her own body and the
decision whether and when to have a family
should be hers. This argument has tended to fail
outside our supporters for a number of reasons.
First, because people outside our base often
have a negative frame of women who have an
abortion as irresponsible or promiscuous, and
therefore, view them as being undeserving.
Second, because most people don't feel directly
connected to the issue. Third, because of
concern for unborn children. Fourth, because

the language of ‘choice’ (‘my body my choice’)

suggests that people who argue for abortion
view the act as trivial or whimsical (in the way
one might ‘choose’ which colour socks to wear
or what flavour of ice cream to have today).

Campaigns that were successful in building
public support for access to abortion in Ireland
and Argentina, as well as creative materials
tested in the USA, followed a similar approach
to that used by the marriage equality movement.
Abortion was reframed as a painful decision
facing women in impossible situations, such
as health problems threatening the mother or
child, financial constraints that would prevent
the family from supporting another child, or
life situations where people are not in an envi-
ronment or stage in their lives when they can

bring up a child. Campaigners did not address


https://commonslibrary.org/what-we-can-learn-from-the-marriage-equality-campaign/
https://www.youtube.com/@AustralianmarriageequalityOrg/videos
https://www.freedomtomarry.org/video
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directly the question of personal autonomy or
moral correctness of abortion, but rather used
as a starting point the reality that abortions
happen and the choice is between treating
women who need them with compassion and
giving them safe treatment, or allowing them
to put their lives at risk with unsafe procedures.
This approach acknowledges the concerns the
audience might have while redirecting them
to the need to provide women with care when
they need it.

Campaigners’ choice of messengers was also
important. In addition to women with expe-
rience of abortion themselves, campaigns used
story-telling that involved friends, colleagues
and family members talking about how they
wanted the women in their lives to have access
to safe abortion care if they should ever need it.
'This helped to emphasise to the audience how
they were potentially connected to the issue
through friends, colleagues or their own chil-
dren in the future. In Argentina, campaigners

Example of environmental protection
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relied heavily on storytelling by doctors based
in provincial areas who had treated women
with serious injuries resulting from clandestine
abortions since they were particularly trusted
as messengers by moveable middle audiences
outside urban areas.

Campaigners can find videos carrying these
messages , and , as well as a case
study on the abortion campaign in

and , which includes discussion of the

messaging used.

iii. Examples of how to connect
messaging on progressive causes
to the NGOs that promote them

Below are two examples of how campaign-
ers could connect progressive causes theyre
explaining with the NGOs that promote them
within the same narrative.

We all want our families to be healthy and feel safe in our homes.

Today, extreme weather like floods, forest fires and extreme heat are already causing health problems like
strokes or breathing problems, damaging our homes, cutting off power and threatening our food supply.

A /yea/z‘/_)y environment soaks up pol[uz‘am‘s and acts as a buﬁér against extreme weather like ﬂooding and
drought. But instead of protecting the nature that keeps us safe, the government is authorising projects that
pollute and destroy our environment.

We can make a different choice. Non-profit organisations like ours bring ordinary citizens like you
together, so we can ask politicians to listen to our concerns. We know what we can achieve when we

unify, like when [insert past success]. Today, when we join our voices, we can make our leaders aware of


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LGDbJ6zq4u8l8tJL6v-cQjbn2loqtd-z/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1h_v_JuEoSxE89bhkgaMOdsgzAadtb7it/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1x7p9QVmeNgA8ZOnlQ_rCjpH9vQnFg9vw/view?usp=sharing
https://wordstowinby-pod.com/they-planted-fear-in-us-and-we-sprouted-wings-legalizing-abortion-argentina/
https://wordstowinby-pod.com/together-for-yes-ireland/
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how important we think it is to protect the nature that protects us and keep our health and homes safe.

(+ call to action)

Example of the right to asylum

Most of us strive to treat others the way we’d want to be treated. If any one of us had to move because we feared

for our lives or for our families, we’d like to know others would help us rebuild our lives and quickly integrate

into our communities.

But our leaders have made it almost impossible for people looking for safety to come here without risking

everything. And for those who make it, our government refuses to give them the support they need to make a

new start and contribute to our communities.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Civil society organisations like ours bring ordinary citizens like you together so

we can demand that politicians do better, and honour our values. We know what we can achieve when we

unify, like when [insert past success]. Today, by joining our voices, we can call on our leaders to welcome people

who come here for scy‘éty and support them to rebuild their lives and contribute to our communities.

(+call to action)

iv. Addressing fatalism and
highlighting the tools NGOs offer
for collective action

As discussed, as well as unpacking particu-
lar progressive causes for your audience, you
should also dedicate messaging to addressing
fatalism and to highlight the tools that advo-
cacy NGOs offer for collective action.

Campaigners should think of addressing
fatalism as a separate issue from highlighting
how NGOs bring people together to achieve
change. Having said this, it’s possible to do

both at the same time, and the reason they are
dealt with together here is because we tested
these two elements together as part of a sin-
gle narrative or creative product in the focus
groups.

The insights in this subsection derive from
two narratives that were tested in all four
countries, which are ultimately not included in
the guide. Both narratives were tested either
through creative assets (such as a social media
post or video) or as a written message. While
neither narrative had the impact we wanted
on the audience’s attitudes towards advocacy
NGOs (and so are not part of the messaging
recommended here), the testing did deliver
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two important insights. First, it showed us that
undecideds react positively to seeing examples
of how civil society organisations bring people
together around a common cause. Second, it
confirmed that being reminded of past suc-
cesses helps undecideds overcome fatalism.
These findings were true in all four EU coun-
tries where we tested messages and creative
content about civic space.

In the short-term, when your objective is to
address fatalism, there’s no need to confine
yourself to giving examples of past successes
from advocacy NGOs. Of course, if you can
point to these, it will probably help cement a
trame of advocacy NGOs as effective at doing
good things, which is positive. And in the
long-term, as outlined above, campaigners
should build awareness among the public of
these examples. But in the short-term, the
main thing youre doing when addressing
fatalism is helping your audience overcome the
feeling that they are powerless and therefore
there’s no point getting involved in your cause.

If campaigners choose to highlight examples
of past successes that are specifically due to
advocacy NGOs, you should consider using
storytelling as a technique. For example,
having people who have been helped by laws,
policies or court decisions act as messengers to
talk about the positive impact on their lives.
These could be ‘ordinary’ people e.g. locals
who are able to enjoy public beaches saved
from property speculators. Or it could be
people from respected professions, e.g. doctors
or teachers able to provide a better service
because of increased resources. Or it could

BUILDING SUPPORT FOR CIVIC SPACE:
A MESSAGING GUIDE

be service-delivery or grassroots civil society
organisations whose work has been helped
by advocacy NGOs e.g. local environmental
groups who have received legal support from
an advocacy NGO to protect local nature
against developers.

When your objective is to highlight to people
how advocacy NGOs bring people together,
then you should try to stick to showing exam-

ples of people taking action together as part of
the work of advocacy NGO:s.

Below are links to examples of creative prod-
ucts tested in focus groups, with an explanation
of which elements could serve as inspiration
either to address fatalism or to highlight how
advocacy NGOs bring people together.

This , tested in the Croatian focus groups,
implements a narrative not ultimately included
in this guide. Although the video performed
very well in focus groups, it mainly reinforced
the audience’s already positive opinions of ser-
vice and grassroots NGOs, rather than causing
them to realise that they should also support
advocacy NGOs because of the similarity in
the nature of their causes. Having said this, the
video can serve as inspiration for campaign-
ers. The images in the video showing people
working together after natural disasters are
examples that could be used to address fatal-
ism. And the imagery of protestors protecting
Dubrovnik against property developers serves
as an example of advocacy NGOs bringing
people together.


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1y7zxvTkdw1umIV3ifXpYjfuYrurxBlxs/view?usp=sharing
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'This , tested in Hungarian focus groups,
implements a different narrative also not ulti-
mately included in this guide.” It is included
here to show how historical examples of past
successes can be executed in a creative format
as a way of addressing fatalism. In addition,
the more contemporary examples of different
kinds of protest can provide inspiration for
how to visualise the way advocacy NGOs
bring people together around a cause.

In addition, this
focus groups is an example of how to talk about

also tested in Hungarian

a specific cause (in this case, environmental
protection) while also highlighting how advo-
cacy NGOs can bring people together in order
to advance that cause.”’ This shows how cam-
paigners can both build support for particular
progressive causes while also highlighting the
tools advocacy NGOs offer to bring ordinary
people together to advance them in a single
short video.

Campaigners should also be aware that
undecideds react much more enthusiastically
when they see ‘ordinary’ people represented in
protests and other forms of collective action -
rather than organisations, institutions or peo-
ple they might identify as typical activists. This
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is probably because they consider these people
to be ‘like them’ and therefore they find it more
empowering.

E. Messaging for
responding to
misinformation

As discussed, communicators should generally
avoid directly contradicting their opponent’s
messages, even if this is to correct misinfor-
mation. To contradict a claim, you need to
repeat it, and repetition makes information
stick in the brain. To neutralise your oppo-
nent’s messaging, you can either reframe the
topic on which youre being attacked, or use a
‘truth sandwich’. A truth sandwich reframes
the topic, but it has an additional layer, which
is to expose your opponent’s ulterior motives in
using misinformation. A truth sandwich fol-
lows the same structure as a normal narrative
or message. The main difference is that when
explaining the problem, you point out that your
opponent is attacking you as part of a strategy
to serve a malign agenda - which is the same
as in the ‘strategic’ version of the ‘we decide’


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1s0DJ1ZbRrIOs8hpT6q6SV2xwZ46E4PxT/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Ow1wF8JDcuxlNGKY5XJyBdBRS143BHZ0/view?usp=sharing
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narrative. As a reminder, this is the structure
to follow:

1. Values: rather than directly contradict-
ing your opponents, begin by reminding
your audience why they find the cause
you are promoting important. Instead
of directing attention to your opponents’
message and letting them set the agenda,
this allows you to bring your own cause
back into focus.

2. Explain the problem: expose your
opponents’ malign agenda; why are they
attacking your organisation, the causes
you promote or the groups you work
with? Allude to your opponent’s lies but
don’t repeat them.

3. Your vision and solution: return to the
cause you are promoting by talking about
how we can bring the situation into line
with the values you outlined in the first
step.

4. If this is part of a campaign, remind
your audience of past successes and ask
them to do something to show their
support.

Reframing works by a) avoiding repeating the
misinformation and b) giving your audience
your alternative frame as a different way of
understanding the issue. In a ‘truth sandwich’,
the audience is, in addition, c) also prompted to
let go of the misinformation by the revelation
that the source of that misinformation is not
trustworthy. In the context of an interview or
a debate, you may respond to misinformation
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with a truth sandwich, and then use a short
reframe to rebut a follow-up attack. In the
context of an interview or debate, it may be
impossible to avoid engaging completely with
the substance of the initial attack while main-
taining credibility. In this case, you should deal
with the substantive issue as briefly as possible
before reverting to talking about the cause you
are promoting and, if appropriate, pointing out
why you are being attacked.

Below are some examples of what (longer) truth
sandwiches can look like, as well as (shorter)
reframes in response to common attacks or
misinformation relating to advocacy NGOs.
Because a truth sandwich does not respond
directly to specific attacks or misinformation,
it can be repurposed to respond to different
kinds of attacks. The main difference between
different truth sandwiches is the explanation
of the motivation behind the attacks. Shorter
reframes may need to be adapted more closely
to the original attack.
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Example 1: truth sandwich that can work as a response to a range of attacks (e.g. accusations of

political bias, foreign influence, corruption or wasting public funds) where the motivation of your

opponents is to deflect attention from their failure to address people’s material problems.

Whatever our party, most of us want our elected representatives to deliver the things we need to thrive: jobs
that pay enough for us to support our families, good quality hospitals and schools, and homes, food and energy
we can afford. Non-profit organisations like ours help to bring citizens together so we can speak with one voice

to our leaders about our concerns.

Many of us are going through hard times because our government has failed to bring down the cost of living or
Jix our public services. And now they attack us because we're calling them out for not doing their jobs.

We reject their attempts to divide us. In the past, we helped ordinary people join together to protect the right to
divorce and abortion care. Today, we will continue to bring citizens together so we can let our leaders know

what’s important to us.
Shorter generic reframe

Certain politicians are attacking us because they’re trying fto deflect blame for failing to solve the problems
citizens are worried about. Most of us, no matter who we vote for, just want politicians to come up with real

solutions instead of trying to divide and distract us.
Shorter reframe where the attack is an accusation of political bias against an environmental NGO

We're working to make sure that citizens have clean water to drink and air that’s safe to breathe. It’s not
a question of left or right. It’s a question of right or wrong. The fact that certain politicians have a problem
with this and feel the need fo attack us should make us ask who they care about more: companies polluting the
environment or ordinary people.

Shorter reframe where the attack is an accusation of foreign influence because of your sources of
tunding against an NGO working on migration

Most of us think it’s right that we should welcome people running from war, just like we were welcomed by
people in other countries in the past. This is what we work on. We are completely transparent about where
our funding comes from, and every year we publish this information on our website. Certain politicians are

attacking us because they win votes by blaming people who migrate for problems like high living costs.
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Contact

The Civil Liberties Union for Europe

'The Civil Liberties Union for Europe (Liberties) is a non-governmental organisation promoting and
protecting the civil liberties of everyone in the European Union. We are headquartered in Berlin
and have a presence in Brussels. Liberties is built on a network of national civil liberties NGOs from
across the EU. Unless otherwise indicated, the opinions expressed by Liberties do not necessarily
constitute the views of our member organisations.

'The Civil Liberties Union for Europe e. V.
c/o Publix, Hermannstrafle 90
12051 Berlin

Germany

+ * " Co-funded by

the European Union

Co-funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s)
only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the granting authority - the
European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA) Neither the European Union nor the
granting authority can be held responsible for them.


mailto:info%40liberties.eu%0A?subject=
https://www.liberties.eu/en
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