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Figure 6: Human Rights Watch’s “Put Yourself in Her Shoes” print advertisement. 
Available from Qortuba Valley Blog (2010). 
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Figure 7: Image still of woman’s jewelry from Human Rights Watch’s “Put Yourself in 
Her Shoes” video appeal. Available from Human Rights Watch’s YouTube Channel 
(2010). 

 

 

Figure 8: Image still of woman’s makeup from Human Rights Watch’s “Put Yourself in 
Her Shoes” video appeal. Available from Human Rights Watch’s YouTube Channel 
(2010).  
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Emphasizing an Identifiable Brand 

 Post-humanitarian appeals abandon universal morality and communicate the 

brand of the organization instead (Chouliaraki, 2010). Branding enables nonprofit 

organizations to be “reflexive about [their] values and communicate these values more 

explicitly” (Vestergaard, 2011, p. 55) and advertising sends messages about the 

organization’s brand value to the public (O’Guinn, Allen, & Semenik, 2009). Branding 

also enables these organizations to communicate their purpose in an arresting way 

(Beardi, 1999). Amnesty’s “Cake” and Human Rights Watch’s “Put Yourself in Her 

Shoes” emphasize each organization’s visual identity (logo) and brand values. Amnesty’s 

“Cake” advertisement creatively employs the organization’s candle logo. Hence, the 

candle here not only reinforces the notion of celebration, but also cleverly pays homage 

to the organization’s brand and popular visual identity (a strategy also evident in 

Amnesty’s “Shine a Light on Human Rights” appeal). Human Rights Watch’s appeals 

always explicitly present the organization’s logo and reflect a consistent photographic 

style and manner of presentation. Furthermore, Amnesty’s appeal “Shine a Light on 

Human Rights” reinforces the organization’s name and identity by providing its website 

and employing the organization’s current black and yellow branding.  

 Abandoning the grand emotions of shock effect and positive appeals, these 

advertisements communicate the international success, reach, and reputation of each 

organization (Vestergaard, 2011). Amnesty’s appeal proves that it operates in remote 

locations, presenting an image of suffering to the Western spectator in “Cake.” 

Amnesty’s international reach is echoed in “Shine a Light on Human Rights,” as the 

letter-made-lanterns take the shape of the globe, illustrating the global span of Amnesty’s 

membership and the organization’s brand value of international solidarity (Vestergaard, 

2011). Moreover, Amnesty’s brand value of critical dialogue (Vestergaard, 2011) is 

apparent in “Shine A Light on Human Rights,” as Peter Benenson’s appeal was written to 

challenge the actions of abusers and inspired others to follow suit. Human Rights 

Watch’s international reach is apparent in both of its campaigns, as “Put Yourself in Her 

Shoes” shows the organization’s work in Lebanon and Kuwait and “2100 in 2010” 

indicates the research work done on behalf of the organization in Burma. Human Rights 
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Watch’s value of accountability is made acutely aware through the “Put Yourself in Her 

Shoes” campaign, which holds perpetrating spectators accountable for their abusive acts. 

Lastly, the organization’s brand value of justice is apparent in its “2100 in 2010” 

campaign, which seeks to gather signatures to send to political leaders to rectify the 

situation. This proves that the organization wants to seek justice on behalf of distant 

sufferers. Thus, these advertisements “strategically replace moralistic exhortation with 

brand recognition, thereby moving from an explicit marketing of suffering as a cause 

towards an implicit investment in the identity of the humanitarian agency itself” and 

“allow consumption savvy publics themselves to engage with brand associations of 

solidarity and care as the autonomous creators of brand meaning” (Chouliaraki, 2010, p. 

118). 

Conclusion 

The promotional material of Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch 

propagates the pervasive axiom of “mobilizing shame,” maintaining that exposure can 

remedy political injustices by opening them up to the force of public opinion (Keenan, 

2004). Amnesty’s “Shine a Light on Human Rights” campaign and Human Rights 

Watch’s “2100 in 2010” appeal extend an invitation to the spectator to take action. Each 

organization provides a means for action, either in the form of a website or petition log, 

which can be used by the spectator to take action after a period of contemplation and self-

reflection (Chouliaraki, 2010). In this regard, the emotions of guilt, shame, and 

indignation evoked from each campaign appear as objects of personal contemplation, not 

immediate emotions that inspire political action to relieve such feelings (Chouliaraki, 

2010). The spectator is offered the possibility to move beyond spectatorship to the realm 

of action if he deems that action is necessary or desirable, which emphasizes the 

reflexivity of the witness (Chouliaraki, 2010). These appeals also illustrate that speech-

acts (e.g. letter writing and petition signing) are viable political actions. Speech-acts 

enable the demarcation of groups and communities that can pressure those in a position 

of power to take direct political action to reprieve suffering (Boltanski, 1999), a 

fundamental component in the process of mobilizing shame. At odds with this, however, 
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is that these appeals emphasize personal as opposed to collective action by relying upon 

individual contemplation and reflection (Chouliaraki, 2010).  

 These appeals also reflect some of the tensions existing in contemporary 

humanitarian communication. Spectators are often invited to take action through quick-

paced, on-the-spot interventions made available by the online components of 

humanitarian appeals (Chouliaraki, 2010). This technologizes action and simplifies the 

spectator’s mode of engagement, suggesting that the click of a button is justified as a 

significant political action even though little time commitment to the cause is required 

(Chouliaraki, 2010). Moreover, these appeals simplify complex social and political 

problems, indicating to the spectator that any and all actions make a substantial difference 

in the protection of human rights. However, the public needs to be aware that there may 

be no simple solutions and the click of a button and signing a name on a petition may not 

always lead to the reprieve of suffering. Amnesty’s “Cake” advertisement and Human 

Rights Watch’s “Put Yourself in Her Shoes” campaign employ the textual tropes of irony 

and role reversal respectively. These appeals engage consumers in playful acts of 

consumerism that emphasize the brand equity of the organization at hand (Chouliaraki, 

2010).  
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Conclusion 

 

The thesis has outlined the historical development of Amnesty International and Human 

Rights Watch, tracing the gradual implementation of commercial strategies, especially 

those employed for marketing, fundraising, and branding purposes. In Chapter One I 

examined key important social, economic, and political factors that helped shape the 

development and emergence of humanitarian societies and non-governmental 

organizations dealing with human rights. Religious revivalism and the Enlightenment 

awakened humanity’s moral consciousness and inspired feelings of compassion in 

response to suffering, prompting the formation of national and international humanitarian 

societies designed to aid sufferers. Private citizens came together throughout the 

nineteenth century to establish organizations that brought about immense social change, 

including the abolition of slavery. During the nineteenth century, these groups employed 

many advocacy strategies: they utilized the press to raise awareness, held conferences, 

conducted research, and had sufferers discuss their personal experiences, all of which 

were later adopted by mass human rights organizations like Amnesty International and 

Human Rights Watch. As illustrated in Chapter One, most intergovernmental efforts to 

protect human rights proved ineffective due to the desire of political leaders to prioritize 

state sovereignty over the rights of their citizens. 

 Chapter Two illustrates how Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch 

integrated commercial strategies into their operations, especially with respect to 

fundraising, marketing, and branding strategies. Beginning in the early 1980s, Amnesty 

employed commercial strategies, as seen with outsourcing the production of marketing 

materials to companies specializing in that line of work. Amnesty’s celebrity activist 

model began with the production of direct mail campaigns endorsed by celebrities like 

Margaret Atwood. This model evolved as seen with the corporate-sponsored “Human 

Rights Now!” concert tour in 1988. World-renowned musicians headlined the concert 

tour, which enabled Amnesty to generate publicity and awareness of its work on a global 

scale. The use of celebrities helped Amnesty to increase its membership and popular 
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interest in its work, but at issue here is how this model ignores celebrity motivations and 

their ties to the capitalist market.  

  Amnesty has also aligned itself with corporations for cause-marketing initiatives 

and consumption philanthropy efforts, which has changed the way that donors engage 

with the organization and its cause. While this avenue of fundraising may generate 

additional revenue and publicity, it sends a bold message to the public: the solution to 

social ills lies in certain acts of consumption. Eikenberry (2009) notes that this method of 

fundraising and marketing is “unsuited to create real social change” (para. 1). Moreover, 

cause marketing “devalues the moral core of philanthropy by making virtuous action easy 

and thoughtless,” preventing donors from exercising their moral core and leaving 

consumers unaware of the potential beneficiaries and their plights (Eikenberry, 2009, 

para. 6). Furthermore, this method of fundraising divorces philanthropy from the act of 

duty and sacrifice that was once a part of public action (Eikenberry, 2009).  

 The use of consumption philanthropy as a means to raise funds reflects an 

ongoing predicament facing nonprofits: the need to strike a balance between morals (or 

the organization’s “saintly principles”) and money (Barnett, 2009, p. 42). While 

consumption philanthropy enables the organization to generate new streams of revenue, it 

does not address the notion that capitalism has caused many of the conditions under 

which suffering occurs (Eikenberry, 2009). Ironically, many organizations, including 

Amnesty, fight to redress the social ills sometimes caused by capitalism, yet they endorse 

consumption philanthropy as one of the means to do so. Furthermore, consumption 

philanthropy may actually be inhibiting the organization’s ability to raise funds through 

additional revenue streams, as the public often believes they have contributed enough 

through their purchases. Thus, Eikenberry (2009) suggests that “the most benevolent 

agenda would not be infused with consumption,” but instead, “would give voice to those 

who suffer” (para. 32).  

However, Amnesty’s more recent marketing and branding efforts that rely on 

market transactions have not entirely replaced the smaller, locally organized initiatives 

that reflect the organization’s grassroots origins. Rather, these efforts exist alongside 
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small fundraisers and locally organized community events. It appears that some of 

Amnesty’s consumption philanthropy efforts are meant to be an additional means for 

existing members to contribute to the cause. Yet, cause-related marketing initiatives and 

consumption philanthropy have changed the nature of the relationship between members 

and the organization. Amnesty members and supporters are no longer simply activists 

working on behalf of the organization’s cause, but they are consumers, purchasing goods 

from CDs to concert tickets to help the organization attain its social missions. 

Furthermore, the struggle to strike a balance between small, locally organized efforts with 

large scale events and cause-marketing reflects the tension between wanting to maintain 

the grassroots nature of the organization and the general need to raise revenues. Perhaps 

the onus lies with the public or donor to seek out a more involved relationship with the 

organization and with sufferers (aside from market transactions). In this vein, Amnesty 

has cultivated a strong relationship with many of its members across the globe and offers 

numerous ways, both financially and otherwise, to support the organization.  

 The money-morals dilemma is also seen with Human Rights Watch. For its 

revenues, it relies mainly on donations, supplementing this with occasional dinner and 

film festival fundraisers. The organization also has an endowment fund to generate 

additional revenue, carefully managing its investments and operating under a strict social 

investing policy in order to uphold its brand image in the eyes of donors. A majority of 

Human Rights Watch’s donations come from foundations and wealthy donors, such as 

George Soros. However, some of these wealthy individuals have accumulated a great 

deal of personal wealth at the expense of others and have been indirectly linked to 

situations that resulted in worsening human rights conditions. These individuals partake 

in a system that “exploits but still cares, wreaks social havoc but really worries, institutes 

Wild West entrepreneurialism but also a Welfare state” (Kapoor, 2013, p. 61). This begs 

a serious question: how far removed should donors be from human rights infringements 

in order for a donation to be accepted? It is essential for organizations to do due diligence 

to ensure that donors are disconnected from human rights abuse. But where does one 

draw the line?   
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 The easy, thoughtless action made possible by consumption philanthropy is also 

evidenced in the communication materials discussed in Chapter Three. Both Amnesty 

and HRW extend call-for-action invitations to spectators, either through websites (in 

Amnesty International’s, “Shine a Light on Human Rights”) or direct banner ads (as part 

of Human Rights Watch’s, “2100 in 2010” campaign). These appeals emphasize the 

reflexivity of the spectator, allowing the spectator to decide if and when action is required 

(Chouliaraki, 2010). However, these texts technologize action, simplifying the spectator’s 

mode of engagement to the click of a button (Chouliaraki, 2010). These appeals signify 

that the click of a computer mouse is a significant political action that yields results, yet 

the spectator does not commit any time to the cause (Chouliaraki, 2010). Nevertheless, 

these appeals also reveal that political action can be undertaken through the speech acts 

of letter-writing and petition-signing, which facilitate the demarcation of groups and 

communities that can pressure state officials to take direct political action (Boltanski, 

1999). In this sense, these appeals reveal that action is both collective (through the 

creation of groups) and individual (through the click of a button, writing one’s own letter, 

signing one’s own name).  

 The axiom of mobilizing shame was also examined in Chapter Three. In terms of 

mobilizing shame, the purpose of human rights promotional material is two-fold. Firstly, 

each appeal acts as a tool used to mobilize shame, in that each campaign exposes a type 

of political injustice and seeks to mobilize public opinion to produce beneficial outcomes. 

Second, these video appeals illustrate how the concept of mobilizing shame works within 

these organizations and the results that can be achieved. Said differently, these campaigns 

illustrate the process of mobilizing shame. However, both organizations have shifted 

away from imagery that shocks the spectator and ignites spectator feelings of guilt and 

indignation that triggers immediate political action. Rather, these more recent appeals are 

exemplary of what Lilie Chouliaraki (2010) calls “post-humanitarian” communication. In 

these ads, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch break with the traditional 

registers of pity and emphasize brand equity. The textual tropes of irony and role reversal 

are used in human rights campaigning to engage consumers in playful acts of 

consumerism that emphasize the brand values of the organization (Chouliaraki, 2010). 

However, by emphasizing each organization’s unique brand image, these organizations 
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compete more with one another, even if they have similar goals. Spruill (2001) suggests 

that issue branding would be a more beneficial approach, as it would encourage 

organizations to work together by implementing a collaborative strategy across 

organizations to foster social change. Yet, a collaborative strategy and common brand 

image may have similar disadvantages for an NGO as would a merger. The Deputy 

Director of Finances at Human Rights Watch notes that there is a financial disincentive to 

merge in the nonprofit industry, as organizations may actually receive less financing. 

Some foundations may only want to donate once to the merged organization instead of 

twice to two smaller organizations that work towards the same cause (Deputy Director of 

Finances at Human Rights Watch, personal communication, September 14, 2012). 

Perhaps the same can be said if a unified brand was used. In this case, would donors only 

donate to one organization instead of two if they shared the same brand image?  

 This thesis outlines the trajectory of human rights marketing, branding, and 

fundraising. It maps the gradual implementation of marketing, branding, and fundraising 

initiatives and outlines the dilemmas faced by human rights NGOs when employing such 

strategies. Human rights organizations are constantly faced with a money-morals 

dilemma. They are in constant search of new revenue sources as they operate in a 

competitive nonprofit market with limited donor resources. These organizations attempt 

to balance this need for increased revenue with the desire to maintain the grassroots 

principles and moral foundations of the organization. The money-morals dilemma has 

also seeped into the visual advertising texts of each organization. Each advertising appeal 

communicates the organization’s reliance on the axiom of mobilizing shame in its 

operations. Therefore, these appeals are designed to educate viewers and inspire 

reflective political action in the form of speech-acts. However, these appeals also seek 

donations and communicate the brand equity of the organization. A strong brand, as 

noted in Chapter Two, can secure more donations and revenue for the organization. Each 

organization has sought to project a unique brand image within their promotional texts, 

distinguishing themselves amongst a sea of competitors working in similar fields. But, is 

it effective to compete against one another if each organization is working towards 

similar ends? Furthermore, human rights organizations are faced with the need to attract 

the public’s attention in an age of consumerism and media saturation. This has led to the 
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development of fundraising, marketing, and communication strategies that enable fast-

paced, on-the-spot interventions that require little or no time engaged with the cause or 

the organization. 

 This thesis only skims the surface of marketing and branding performed by 

human rights NGOs. More research is needed on how group members, donors, and the 

general public perceive marketing and branding efforts. Additional research is also 

needed on human rights representational practices and textual tropes employed in these 

ads. Future research might also consider a larger array of organizations (e.g. economic, 

social, and culture-related NGOs) in order to make comparative observations. Additional 

research may also consider how emergency/relief humanitarian agencies have been 

inspired by commercial strategies and market logic in their operations and marketing.  
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Appendix B: Letter of Information for Prospective Participants  
 

The “Commercialization” of Human Rights NGOs and the  
Commodification of Human Rights 
Danielle Morgan (MA Candidate) 

Faculty Thesis Supervisor: Dr. Daniel Robinson (PhD). 
 
Participants can keep this document for their own records.  
 
Purpose of this Study 
The purpose of this study is to assess the historical changes and present 
practices of human rights marketing and communications over the past two 
decades (from the 1990s to present). The brand image of Amnesty International 
and Human Rights Watch will be analyzed to determine how historical changes 
in the marketing practices have influenced their visual identity. This study also 
considers the working relationship between professional marketing firms and 
human rights organizations and how this may have an impact on the visual 
identity and branding of each organization. The data collected through interviews 
with participants will supplement the researcher’s analysis of promotional texts 
dating from the 1990s to 2011.  
 
Procedures 
Personnel with experience in the marketing, public relations, and/or 
communications of Amnesty International and/or Human Rights Watch will be 
interviewed. This includes those marketing firms/agencies that have worked with 
either of these human rights NGOs on an ongoing basis. A semi-structured 
interview guide will be used during the interviews. Interviews will take place over 
the phone, through email, or face-to-face, depending on the location of the 
participants. Interviews will be recorded for future reference and will be 
approximately an hour long.   
 
Voluntary Participation 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Participants can refuse participation. 
Participants can withdraw from this study at any time for any reason without the 
fear of any repercussions. If any questions leave the participant feeling 
uncomfortable, he/she can decline to answer without the fear of any 
repercussions.  
 
Risks and Benefits  
There are no psychological or physical risks associated with this study. 
Questions are open-ended, providing the participants with a strong degree of 
control over the interview. Questions that deal with confidential or sensitive 
subjects that may cause discomfort will be avoided.  
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Confidentiality of Information 
The organization or corporation at which the participant is employed will be 
revealed in this study and direct quotations from the interview may be used in 
publications/reports. Information that may further help to identify the participant, 
including job title, department title, etc., will be kept anonymous in reports and 
publications that may result from this study. However, due to the fact that only 
two organizations are being studied and the few employees working on 
marketing and advertising at these organizations, participants may be easily 
identified. Since each participant’s work is done for public consumption, there 
should be little risk in having the participant’s identity potentially known. All 
physical copies of transcripts and consent forms will be locked in a secure 
cabinet. All electronic copies of emails, consent forms, transcripts will be stored 
on a password-protected computer. Only the researcher, Danielle Morgan, will 
have access to these materials. All information obtained from the participants will 
be destroyed upon five years of the completion of this study.  
 
Compensation 
There will be no financial compensation offered to the participants of this study.  
 
Consent 
Consent to participate in this study is indicated by the return of a signed and 
dated copy of the Interviewee Consent From to the researcher. 
 
Further Inquiries  
If you have any further questions about this study, please contact:  
 
Danielle Morgan, Masters Candidate 
Graduate Program in Media Studies 
Faculty of Information and Media Studies, the University of Western Ontario 
Faculty Thesis Supervisor: Dr. Daniel Robinson  
 
For more information on the conduct of this study or your rights as a research 
participant, you may contact:  
 
The Director  
Office of Research Ethics 
The University of Western Ontario 
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Appendix C: Interviewee Consent Form  

Interviewee Consent Form 

 
Participant’s Name:  
 
______________________________________________________ 
 
By signing this document and agreeing to be a participant in this study, I have 
read the letter of information for prospective participants provided by the 
researcher. All questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction by 
the researcher. I hereby understand the purpose, procedures, and the general 
nature of this study, as explained by the researcher.  
 
I understand that the organization/corporation at which I am employed will be 
revealed in this study and direct quotations from my interview with the researcher 
may be used in the reports and/or publications that result from this study. I 
understand that all other identifying information obtained by the researcher 
through my participation will be kept anonymous in reports and/or publications 
that result from this study.  
 
I understand that I may withdraw from this study at any time for any reason 
without any repercussions. I will notify the researcher of my withdrawal. I 
understand that I can decline to answer any questions that make me feel 
uncomfortable without fear of any repercussions.  
 
By signing this document, I hereby give my permission:  

1. to participate in a taped interview with the researcher; 
2. to have the organization/corporation that I am employed revealed in 
the reports/publications resulting from this study, while keeping all 
other identifying information anonymous  
3. to use the data collected from the interview for research, 
educational, and publication purposes.  

 
 
 
 
_______________________________     _______________________________ 
Participant’s Signature                                               Researcher’s Signature 
 
 
_________________________________ 
Date 
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Appendix D: Sample of Semi-Structured Interview Guide – Human Rights 
NGOs 
 
Topic 1: Marketing Campaigns—Past and Present 
The information gathered through this section will be used to supplement the 
information I have found on the marketing campaigns of human rights 
organizations. I have gathered this information through the analysis of each 
organization’s internal documents, trade publications, and campaign material. 
 

A) What are the key marketing and advertising materials used by your 
organization?  

B) Are certain marketing materials geared towards different goals (ie. 
education/awareness or attracting donations/members, etc)?  

 
 
Topic 2: Organization Image and Identity 
This portion of the interview will focus on how the identity of human rights 
organizations has changed over the last two decades. In this section I focus on 
visual stimuli such as logos, taglines, slogans, websites, etc.  
 

A) How would you describe your organizational brand and do you feel 
your brand and marketing efforts accurately reflect (and are consistent 
with) the mission and vision of your organization?  

B) Are changes in the representation of human rights deliberate? If yes, 
why were these changes made? How have these changes affected the 
brand of the organization?   

 
 
Topic 3: Working Relationship—Human Rights NGOs & Marketing Firms 
This portion of the interview will gather information on the nature of the 
relationship between human rights organizations and the marketing firms they 
employ to create their promotional material.  
 

A) What marketing firms are employed to create the marketing and 
promotional material for your organization? Who is responsible for 
selecting the marketing firm and what are the reasons for selecting one 
marketing firm over another?   

B) How involved is the human rights organization in the creation of the 
marketing and promotional material?  

 
Topic 4: Implications of Human Rights Marketing  
This portion of the interview will discuss the implications of an increased use of 
professional marketing and marketing firms in the creation of promotional 
material.   
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A) To what extent do the promotional texts released by human rights 

organizations reflect their commercialization?  
B) Do you think changes in the promotional texts have changed donors’ 

perceptions of the organization?  
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Appendix E: Sample Semi-Structured interview Guide – Marketing 
Firms/Agencies 
 
Topic 1: Organization Image and Identity 
This portion of the interview will focus on how the identity of human rights 
organizations has changed over the last two decades. In this section I focus on 
visual stimuli such as logos, taglines, slogans, websites, etc.  
 

A) How would you describe the organizational brand of AI or HRW? Do 
you feel the marketing and promotional material developed by your 
firm accurately reflect the mission and vision of the organization?  

B) Are changes in the representation of human rights deliberate? If yes, 
why were these changes implemented? How have these changes 
affected the brand of the organization?   

 
 
Topic 3: Working Relationship—Human Rights NGOs & Marketing Firms 
This portion of the interview will gather information on the nature of the 
relationship between human rights organizations and the marketing firms they 
employ to create their promotional material.  
 

A) How involved is the human rights organization in the creation of the 
marketing and promotional material?  

 
 
Topic 4: Implications of Human Rights Marketing  
This portion of the interview will discuss the implications of an increased use of 
professional marketing and marketing firms in the creation of promotional 
material.   
 

A) To what extent do the promotional texts released by human rights 
organizations reflect their commercialization?  

B) Do you think professional marketing and promotional texts have 
changed donors’ perceptions of the organization?  
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