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Media Relations in Humanitarian Crises

Media relations in humanitarian crises play a critical role in shaping public perception, mobilizing resources,
and ultimately, saving lives. Effective communication with the media is essential for humanitarian
organizations to ensure that accurate information is disseminated, needs are met, and assistance is
provided promptly. This course will delve into the key terms and vocabulary essential for understanding and
implementing successful media relations strategies in humanitarian crises.

1. Humanitarian Crisis

A humanitarian crisis refers to an event or series of events that pose a serious threat to the health, safety,
security, or well-being of a community or population. These crises can be caused by natural disasters, armed
conflicts, epidemics, or other emergencies. The primary goal of humanitarian response is to alleviate
suffering, protect human rights, and restore dignity to those affected.

Example: The Syrian civil war has led to a humanitarian crisis, with millions of people displaced and in need
of urgent assistance.

2. Media Relations

Media relations involve managing the relationship between an organization and the media to ensure
accurate and timely coverage of events, issues, and activities. Effective media relations can help
organizations reach a wider audience, raise awareness, and influence public opinion.

Example: The Red Cross has a dedicated team for media relations that works with journalists to provide
updates on their humanitarian activities.

3. Crisis Communication

Crisis communication refers to the strategic communication efforts undertaken by organizations during
emergencies or crises to inform, reassure, and guide stakeholders. It involves managing information flow,
addressing rumors and misinformation, and maintaining transparency.

Example: During the Ebola outbreak in West Africa, the World Health Organization implemented a crisis
communication plan to educate the public about the disease and preventive measures.

4. Stakeholders
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Stakeholders are individuals or groups who have an interest in or are affected by the actions of an
organization. In the context of humanitarian crises, stakeholders can include affected communities, donors,
governments, media, and other humanitarian actors.

Example: In response to a natural disaster, stakeholders may include local residents, government agencies,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and international donors.

5. Public Relations

Public relations involve managing the reputation and perception of an organization through strategic
communication with various stakeholders. In the context of humanitarian crises, public relations efforts
focus on building trust, credibility, and support for relief efforts.

Example: UNICEF uses public relations campaigns to raise awareness about child rights issues and mobilize
support for their programs in conflict-affected areas.

6. Media Monitoring

Media monitoring is the process of tracking and analyzing media coverage to assess the impact of
communication efforts, identify trends, and respond to emerging issues. It helps organizations stay
informed, evaluate their messaging, and adjust their strategies accordingly.

Example: In the aftermath of a natural disaster, a humanitarian organization may use media monitoring
tools to track news coverage, social media posts, and public sentiment to gauge the effectiveness of their
response.

7. Crisis Mapping

Crisis mapping involves the use of geographic information systems (GIS) and real-time data to visualize and
analyze humanitarian crises. It helps organizations identify areas of need, plan response efforts, and
coordinate with other actors on the ground.

Example: The Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team (HOT) uses crisis mapping to support disaster response
by crowdsourcing geographical data, creating maps, and sharing information with responders.

8. Social Media

Social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube play a crucial role in
disseminating information, mobilizing support, and engaging with stakeholders during humanitarian crises.
Organizations can use social media to provide updates, share stories, and connect with affected
communities.

Example: The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) uses Twitter to share real-time updates on
their humanitarian activities, communicate with followers, and raise awareness about international
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humanitarian law.

9. Crisis Communication Plan

A crisis communication plan is a documented strategy that outlines how an organization will communicate
with internal and external stakeholders during emergencies or crises. It includes key messages,
communication channels, roles and responsibilities, and protocols for media engagement.

Example: The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) develops crisis
communication plans to ensure effective coordination and information-sharing among humanitarian actors
in response to complex emergencies.

10. Media Advocacy

Media advocacy involves using media channels to raise awareness, shape public opinion, and influence
policy decisions on humanitarian issues. It aims to mobilize public support, hold governments accountable,
and drive positive change.

Example: Amnesty International conducts media advocacy campaigns to draw attention to human rights
violations, advocate for justice, and promote respect for international law in conflict zones.

11. Press Release

A press release is a written statement issued to the media to announce news, events, or updates related to
an organization or its activities. Press releases are a common tool used in media relations to attract media
coverage, inform the public, and shape narratives.

Example: In response to a humanitarian crisis, a non-profit organization may issue a press release to update
the media on relief efforts, fundraising initiatives, or partnerships with other agencies.

12. Media Interview

A media interview is a conversation between a representative of an organization and a journalist to discuss
a specific topic, event, or issue. Media interviews are an opportunity for organizations to share their
perspective, convey key messages, and engage with the public through the media.

Example: The spokesperson for the World Food Programme may participate in a media interview to discuss
food security challenges in conflict-affected areas, highlight the organization's response efforts, and appeal
for donor support.

13. Crisis Spokesperson

A crisis spokesperson is an individual designated by an organization to communicate with the media,
stakeholders, and the public during emergencies or crises. The crisis spokesperson is responsible for
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delivering key messages, addressing inquiries, and representing the organization's interests.

Example: Doctors Without Borders appoints a crisis spokesperson to provide updates on medical activities,
challenges, and needs in conflict zones, natural disasters, and public health emergencies.

14. Media Training

Media training is a process that equips individuals with the skills, knowledge, and confidence to effectively
engage with the media. Media training helps spokespersons prepare for interviews, handle tough questions,
stay on message, and communicate with clarity and credibility.

Example: The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies offers media training
workshops to staff and volunteers to enhance their communication skills, media literacy, and understanding
of humanitarian principles.

15. Photojournalism

Photojournalism is the practice of capturing and sharing visual stories through photographs to document
events, raise awareness, and evoke emotional responses. In humanitarian crises, photojournalism plays a
crucial role in conveying the impact of disasters, conflicts, and humanitarian interventions.

Example: National Geographic features photojournalists who document humanitarian crises, environmental
challenges, and cultural diversity to inform, educate, and inspire their audience.

16. Crisis Communication Challenges

Humanitarian organizations face several challenges in communicating effectively during crises, including
limited access to affected populations, security risks, language barriers, misinformation, and competing
priorities. Overcoming these challenges requires careful planning, coordination, and adaptability.

Example: In conflict-affected areas, humanitarian agencies may struggle to access vulnerable populations
due to security concerns, political restrictions, or logistical barriers, hindering their ability to deliver aid and
communicate with the media.

17. Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations are paramount in humanitarian communication, especially when dealing with
vulnerable populations, sensitive information, and complex emergencies. Organizations must uphold
principles of transparency, accountability, respect for diversity, and protection of human rights in their
media relations efforts.

Example: The International Committee of the Red Cross adheres to strict ethical guidelines in its
communication with the media, ensuring the confidentiality, dignity, and safety of individuals affected by
armed conflicts and other emergencies.
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18. Media Engagement Strategy

A media engagement strategy outlines how an organization will interact with the media to achieve its
communication goals, build relationships, and enhance visibility. The strategy may include tactics such as
press releases, media briefings, interviews, social media campaigns, and crisis simulations.

Example: Médecins Sans Frontières develops a media engagement strategy to raise awareness about
medical needs in humanitarian crises, advocate for access to healthcare, and mobilize support for their field
operations.

19. Digital Advocacy

Digital advocacy involves using online platforms, social media, websites, and digital tools to advocate for
humanitarian causes, engage with supporters, and influence public opinion. Digital advocacy can amplify
messages, mobilize resources, and drive action on critical issues.

Example: Human Rights Watch utilizes digital advocacy campaigns to raise awareness about human rights
violations, promote justice, and mobilize global solidarity in support of marginalized communities in conflict
zones.

20. Media Literacy

Media literacy refers to the ability to critically analyze, evaluate, and comprehend media messages, sources,
and content. In the context of humanitarian crises, media literacy is essential for understanding complex
issues, identifying misinformation, and making informed decisions.

Example: The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) promotes media
literacy programs to empower individuals, especially youth, with the skills to navigate digital information,
discern fake news, and engage responsibly with media content.

Conclusion

In conclusion, mastering the key terms and vocabulary related to media relations in humanitarian crises is
essential for professionals working in the field of humanitarian communication. By understanding the
nuances of crisis communication, engaging with the media effectively, and upholding ethical standards,
organizations can enhance their visibility, credibility, and impact in responding to emergencies and
supporting vulnerable populations worldwide.
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