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Advocating for peace 

 

Jan Servaes 

 

Around 250 armed conflicts were fought in the 20th century, over 110 million people 
were killed, and many more wounded, crippled and mutilated. The first decade of the 
new millennium has not shown any change in this pattern. On the contrary, with 9/11 
and the ‘war on terror’ other frontlines have been opened and more humans 
subjected to physical and emotional hardships. 
 

‘Violence puts the brakes on authentic development and impedes the evolution of peoples 

towards greater socio-economic and spiritual well-being’ 

Pope Benedict XVI (2009: 52-3) 

 

Analyzing the factors which caused these wars and conflicts leads to multilayered and 

complex explanations. Some of the reasons can be found in structural (including economic, 

social, cultural and political) issues relating to wealth distribution and inter-ethnic relations, 

the degree of politicization and ethnic consciousness, sharp economic and social crises, 

inter-group tensions and the collapse of central authority (Kaldor & Kalyvas, 2009, Kalyvas, 

2006, Nagel, 2003). 

 Advocates for peace are usually ‘issue’ or ‘program’ oriented and do not often think in 

terms of an on-going process of social change in general or peace-building in particular. The 

resolution of an issue or the initiation of a program are ends in themselves. Thus the primary 

aim of advocacy is to foster public policies that are supportive of the solution of an issue or 

program. 

 Since public policies must be viewed as an integral part of the social and economic 

development process, the kind of advocacy we would like to put forward is that which is 

participatory. The focus in this approach is on ‘listening’ and ‘cooperation’ rather than on 

‘telling what to do’ and presumes a dynamic two-way approach towards communication. 

 

Media advocacy roles 

Bratic & Shirch distinguish between seven roles the media play, some constructive, some 

rather destructive: (a) media as information providers and interpreters, (b) media as 

watchdog, (c) media as gatekeeper, (d) media as policymaker, (e) media as diplomat, (f) 

media as peace promoter, and (g) media as bridge builder (Bratic & Schirch, 2007: 9-10). In 

general, mass media can play two kinds of advocacy roles: (a) they can support 

development initiatives by the dissemination of messages that encourage the public to 

support peace-building projects; and (b) they can provide the decision-makers with the 

necessary information and feedback needed to reach a decision for action. 

 Policy-makers usually respond to popular appeal, to lobby groups, and to their own social 

network of policy- and decision-makers. Therefore, advocacy, political commitment and 

supportive policies are often themselves a product of social support systems and 

empowerment of people. Advocacy should therefore be viewed in conjunction with social 

support and empowerment strategies (for more details, see Servaes, 2000). 

 Advocacy is most effective when individuals, groups and all sectors of society are 

involved, through three interrelated strategies for action: (a) Advocacy generating political 

commitment for supportive policies and heightening public interest and demand for peace 
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issues; (b) Social support developing alliances and social support systems that legitimize and 

encourage peace-related actions as a social norm; and (c) Empowerment equipping 

individuals and groups with the knowledge, values and skills that encourage effective action 

for change. (Further elaborated on in DFID, 2000; Fraser & Estrepo-Estrada 1992, 1998; 

Papa, Singhal & Papa, 2006; Omoto, 2005; Servaes, 1999, 2008).  

 

Decision-making versus decision-reaching 

Confusion remains about what should be the main focus in advocacy strategies. Different 

kinds of problems and situations may call for different solutions. However, there is no 

universal approach that can be used in all circumstances and flexibility is required in 

selecting appropriate strategies. Basically, one can distinguish between two fundamentally 

opposite strategies, which in practice should be viewed as extremes on a continuum: (a) 

strategies for decision-making (top-down); and (b) strategies for decision-reaching 

(participatory). Therefore, one could propagate either a combination of policies or strategies, 

or the creation of a hybrid approach drawing on several theories and perspectives.  

 It is important to recognize that decision-makers will only be willing to make a decision or 

change a policy under a number of conditions: (1) when they consider the issue economically 

or politically viable; (2) when there is enough public pressure or support; and (3) when there 

is strong supportive evidence and the need is felt to prioritize the issue. 

 However, decision-making builds on a number of ‘resources’: (a) expertise/knowledge; (b) 

availability/control over information; (c) political access and sensitivity; (d) assessed stature 

and personality; (e) group support/empowerment; and (f) a favourable socio-cultural and 

political-economic environment. Decision-making ideally has to be based on 

knowledge/expertise and the technical merit of the issue. Politics however will always play a 

role in the process and outcome of decision-making. (For more details, see: Crewe & Young, 

2002, Figueroa et al, 2002, Lie, 2003, McMahon, 2001, Servaes, 2008).  

 Therefore, the issue is not primarily ‘how to get the message across’ but ‘how to improve 

the use of the advocacy information in decision-making’. In order to improve the utilization of 

information and advocacy messages the following issues are considered important (see Box 

1). 

 

 

Box 1: Important criteria for the success of advocacy messages 

 

Relevance The issue has to be 

considered relevant 

to the several 

stakeholder groups.  

 

Timing The issue has to be 

brought up on the 

right time. 

 

Validity The information and 

statistics provided 

have to be valid. 

Cultural sensitivity The information 
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should be tailored to 

the audiences and be 

in line with the 

understandings and 

expectations of 

people or 

stakeholders. 

Orientation of the 

relevant stakeholder 

groups  

Stakeholder groups 

have to be trained in 

interpreting data, so 

that they are able to 

understand them. 

Planning The advocacy 

strategies and 

communication 

should be planned in 

advance to improve 

utilization of the 

information. 

Communication Interaction and 

reaching mutual 

understanding(s) 

between relevant 

stakeholder groups 

Action orientation Advocacy strategies 

have to provide 

information for 

concrete action. 

 

Dissemination of 

information 

Advocacy messages 

and information can 

only be used by 

decision-makers if 

they are 

disseminated 

properly. 

 

 In order to be effective, advocacy strategies should focus on the users of the information 

as well as on the message. People are actors and subjects, not objects, in advocacy efforts. 

The content and form of the advocacy messages have to be adapted to the specific audience 

of decision-makers and be based on their needs, issues, concerns and interests to be able to 

catch their interest and potential engagement. Coalition building and networking with various 

interest groups and actors in the decision-making process are critical elements in advocacy 

strategies. 

 

Media and peace-building Interventions 
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So-called ‘hate’ media and both commercial and partisan media’s sensationalist and 

propagandistic reporting and attacks on the ‘others’ are important ‘players’ in conflicts and 

wars (Bratic & Schirch, 2007, James, 2004, Elias, 1993). For Hamelink (1997: 32) it is 

through the media that national or ethnic propagandists can ‘suggest to their audiences that 

‘the others’ pose fundamental threats to security and well-being of the society and that the 

only effective means of escaping this threat, is the elimination of this great danger.’  

 Despite evidence supporting a more ‘selective effects’ approach, many international, 

bilateral and national governmental and non-governmental organizations believe that 

specially ‘designed’ peace-building media interventions can have a positive impact and stop 

violent conflicts. The idea behind media interventions and peace building is clearly a 

problematic one to make. The mainstream line of thought behind ‘media and peace building’ 

goes that journalists are not supposed to ‘take sides’ on the conflict in question, other than 

the side of ‘peace’ (Galtung, 1998; Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005). 

 The findings and recommendations from a major project of the international NGO, Search 

for Common Ground, involving fifteen cases where media peace-building projects were 

carried out in conflict areas around the world (Afghanistan, Benin, Cambodia, Central Αsia, 

Colombia, Cyprus, DG Congo, Greece, Indonesia, Kenya, Macedonia, Rwanda, Senegal, 

Sierra Leone, and Turkey) may be of interest. We summarize from Howard, Rolt et al (2003) 

and Terzis & Vassiliadou (2008). 

 The selected projects have striking differences, ‘but they all begin with a basic premise: 

that violent conflict is fuelled by ignorance and misunderstanding, and that knowledge and 

accurate information are vital building blocks of peace, stability, and reconciliation’ (Howard, 

Rolt et al, 2003: 82). 

 Some of the basic questions raised during these projects were: Who defines peace?, How 

is peace conceptualized?, How many types of peace exist for the various stakeholders and 

how do these apply in particular conflict areas?, On which criteria, premises and priorities are 

journalists’ choices based over the target audience and/or the issues to be addressed?, 

Which accountability systems are held in place in order to take into consideration for 

eventual fallbacks? Who decides if media interventions are indeed ‘constructive’?, Should 

media interventions take place at all?, Which are the defining conditions for such 

interventions and what is the justification for the [often international] organization’s presence 

in areas of conflict?, To which extent are they imposing their own value-system while 

attempting to introduce a media culture of peace?, To which extent are these media 

interventions funding driven and in which ways does it affect the process and the outcome? 

 Since no two ethno-political conflicts or media environments are the same, these 

questions led to a variety of answers and suggested solutions. There is no such thing as a 

one-size-fits-all in this. It is important to distinguish between the various stages of media 

intervention and the suggestions provided are meant as ‘guidelines’ rather than ‘must-follow 

recipes’. Therefore, the Canadian-based organization ‘Journalists for Human Rights’ (JHR, 

2007) has started the publication of country-specific handbooks for a number of countries in 

Africa. 

 The various stages of media intervention projects are the following: (a) the ‘Pre-Project 

Assessment’ section, deals with the first stage of conducting media peace-building projects, 

that is, feasibility studies and pre-project assessment work; (b) the ‘Project Planning/Design’ 

section categorizes media projects into three broad categories, namely training, provision of 

hardware, and media content and provides a comprehensive outline of questions and 

themes that need to be addressed before a project takes place; (c) ‘Monitoring/Evaluation’ 

addresses two challenging and often controversial stages of any media [and other] peace-
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building project, that of implementation and evaluation. It points to important issues to 

consider throughout these two stages and provides guidelines on how these can be carried 

out most effectively. (d) Lastly, the ‘Sustainability’ of the project needs to be taken into 

account (For more details, see: Beckett & Kyrke-Smith, 2007, Eknes & Endresen, 1999, 

Gilboa, 2000, Guseva et al., 2008, Hieber, 2001, Kelman, 1995, O’Siochru, 2005, Reychler, 

2007, Sida, 2004). 

 

In short 

Advocacy, in essence, implies gaining political commitment and policy support through 

organized social action with the involvement of committed individuals, support from influential 

forces and the involvement of concerned sectors of society. 

 Therefore, three streams of action are important: 

• Media must be activated to build public support and upward pressure for policy decisions. 

• Interest groups must be involved and alliances established for reaching a common 

understanding and mobilizing societal forces. This calls for networking with influential 

individuals and groups, political forces and public organizations, professional and academic 

institutions, religious and cause-oriented groups, business and industry. 

• Public demand must be generated and citizens’ movements activated to evoke a response 

from national leaders. It may not always be easy to build up a strong public movement 

around peace issues -- but even a moderate display of interest and effort by community 

leaders could stimulate the process for policy decisions and resource allocation for peace-

building. 

 

This text formed part of the keynote address at the World Congress of Signis, the World 

Catholic Association for Communication, ‘Media for a Culture of Peace: Children’s Rights, 

Tomorrow’s Promise’, Chiang Mai, Thailand, October 17-21, 2009. 
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