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Abstract
Research has focused on the dominant practices of war journalism in conflict reports by news media
and how these practices can lead to violent responses amongst the public that fuel war (i.a. Hallgren,
2012). However, there is a gap in research on how humanitarian organizations practice war journalism or alternative practices of peace journalism in their communication about conflict through their
own media channels (i.a. Galtung, 1998). Little is also known about the communication strategies of
humanitarian organizations and the influence of these strategies on their use of peace or war frames.
Research on humanitarian organizations rather focuses on how the humanitarian principles that
guide the activities of humanitarian organizations can lead to negative unintended consequences on
conflict and on the ethical dilemmas around the portrayal of human suffering by humanitarian organizations as a means to raise funds.
The humanitarian organizations the International Red Cross Committee (the ICRC) and Médecins sans
Frontières (MSF) are two suitable case studies for this research, because they differ in their humanitarian principles and fundraising strategies. This enables a comparison between practices of peace
and war journalism by different organizations within the humanitarian field. The conflict in Syria is
chosen as the context for this research, because both organizations provide humanitarian aid in Syria
and communicate about the conflict via their media channels. The Syrian conflict as the context for
this study also enables a comparison between humanitarian organizations and news media, which
have proven to dominantly report on the Syrian conflict through war journalism. The research question of this thesis is therefore: To what extent, and why, do the humanitarian organizations the International Red Cross Committee (the ICRC) and Doctors without Borders (MSF) use frames of war
journalism or peace journalism in their communication about the conflict in Syria?
Through a content analysis approach, this research shows to what extent and why the humanitarian
organizations the ICRC and MSF differ from each other and from news media in their practices of war
and peace journalism. This approach includes coding content from the communication channels of
the ICRC and MSF on characteristics of peace and war journalism and conducting semi-structured
interviews with representatives of the ICRC and MSF.
The findings show that similar to news media, the ICRC and MSF use significantly more practices of
war journalism than peace journalism while communicating about the Syrian conflict. The ICRC and
MSF focus on violence by providing limited context on the conflict and by using strong emotional
language that depicts victims as passive and helpless. These dominant practices of war journalism by
the ICRC and MSF are related to their humanitarian principles, fundraising strategies, the type of aid
they provide and their expectations on the role of the media in reporting about conflict.
This study also shows that MSF obtained a higher score on war frames than the ICRC, although this
relation has not proven to be statistically significant. The higher score by MSF might be related to
their role as a medical organization in comparison to the wider range of humanitarian activities by
the ICRC, and MSF’s principle of bearing witness, which results in an elite focus by publicly criticizing
warring parties. The ICRC avoids criticizing warring parties and expresses their political neutrality
more frequently to the public than MSF. This leads to a greater focus on people and on the avoidance of propaganda in their communication texts.
While the ICRC and MSF dominantly practice war journalism over peace journalism, this study shows
that in comparison to news media, humanitarian organizations also adopted dominant practices of
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peace journalism. They avoid propaganda, address the suffering on all sides of the conflict and avoid
the representation of the conflict as a battle between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’.
Although the objective of humanitarian organizations is to provide humanitarian aid to victims of
conflict rather than establishing long-term peace, they are inevitably bound up in processes of conflict by operating in conflict zones. It would therefore be beneficial for conflict resolution if humanitarian organizations not only try to minimize negative unintended consequences on conflict in the
field, but also via their media channels. Based on the outcomes of this research, several recommendations for the ICRC and MSF are provided to minimize practices of war journalism on their media
channels that can fuel violent responses amongst the public about conflict. It would be beneficial for
conflict resolution to address more solutions for the conflict, give a voice to Syrian civilians rather
than experts and institutions and to show the resilience and agency of victims. It is also recommended to address the suffering of other groups than solely women and children and to provide a more
detailed understanding on the conflict by addressing causes, consequences and the different parties
involved. Overall, this approach asks humanitarian organization to reconsider their public communication strategy by examining which information the public (journalists, donors, policy-makers) expects to receive rather than making assumptions that lead to practices of war journalism and rethinking how the public can be informed more properly by providing a balanced and complete view of a
conflict.
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1.

Introduction

Most of us have never been in conflict zones and we often do not have the means to obtain firsthand information about distant conflicts (Dag, 2013). Our perceptions are shaped by representations
in the media and by representations of organizations that communicate about conflict via their own
media channels. The media, however, do not always provide us with balanced and complete information about the conflict. Research has shown that today’s conflict reporting by the media is characterized by dominant practices of war journalism. These practices are defined by an oversimplification
of facts, a bias towards one side, a disregard of background information, the exclusion of vulnerable
groups and an reliance on violence to draw public interest (Lee and Maslog, 2005; Siraj, 2008; Bennett, 2003; Reese, 2004; Patrick and Thrall, 2007; Lee, 2010). This type of journalism is more likely to
stimulate violent response amongst news audiences which can fuel war. War frames can create polarizing thoughts and feelings of anxiety and hopelessness amongst audiences. These feelings can
hinder their engagement in conflict resolution and trigger support for military intervention as it is
often seen as the only way to solve the conflict (Hallgren, 2012; McGoldrick, 2009; Fröhlich, 2005;
Szabo & Hopkinson, 2007; Galtung & Ruge, 1965; Norhsteds & Ottosen, 2008). But how do humanitarian organizations shape public ideas about conflict via their communication channels?
While research focuses on how conflict reports by news media can fuel war, the role of humanitarian
organizations in communicating ideas about conflict remains under-researched. Though from the
1990s, humanitarian organizations increasingly started to communicate about conflict via their own
media channels. They communicate to inform the public about their operations in the field, bring
about policy change and attract financial resources from public or government donors (Vestergaard,
2008; Cottle & Nolan, 2007; Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). They have gained a prominent role in communicating ideas with the public, journalists and policy-makers due to their presence in conflict areas,
their local expertise, their ties with organizations and communities, and their reputation as interestfree organizations (Walton, 2018; Lewis, 2003).
This research addresses a gap in existing literature on how humanitarian organizations communicate
about conflict via their own media channels. It does not aim to explore the effects of peace and war
journalism on the public, but it explores whether humanitarian organizations also use dominant
practices of war journalism or whether they use practices of peace journalism. Peace journalism was
first introduced by Galtung (1998) and serves as an alternative model for war journalism. It addresses
all sides of a conflict, exposes the causes and consequences of the conflict, gives voice to vulnerable
groups and highlights peace initiatives and solutions to the conflict. Peace journalism has been proven to generate a more peaceful response amongst news audiences, as it opens up possibilities for
dialogue and engagement in conflict resolution (Aslam, 2016; Lynch & McGoldrick, 2009; Peace Science Digest, 2018).
This study concerns the conflict in Syria. News media dominantly use practices of war journalism
while reporting about Syria (ABC, 2011; Godefroidt, 2016; Ribbens, 2013-2014). Both international
news media and local media focus on propaganda messages in accordance with the role of their own
nation-state in the conflict. This focus on propaganda is caused by a range of factors, such as the
national interests of the journalist and their reliance on political authorities as a source for information. News media are elite-oriented through their reliance on national politicians. They do not
expose truths and untruths on all sides and do not give a voice to Syrian civilians. Conflict reports on
Syria mainly focus on violence, while neglecting solutions and underlying causes and consequences.
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This research examines whether humanitarian organizations use similar practices of war journalism
when communicating about the Syrian conflict via their media channels (Galtung & Fischer, 2013), or
whether they use dominant practices of peace journalism (Aslam, 2016).
Besides examining the practices of war and peace journalism by humanitarian organizations, this
research provides insights into the motives of humanitarian organizations to use specific frames of
journalism. While humanitarian organizations communicate for different purposes, such as bringing
about policy change and raising funds, little is known about how these different purposes determine
their communication.
Humanitarian organizations are generally cautious about presenting their communication strategies.
Public communication is a strategic and delicate area for an organization that needs to present itself
in a positive way (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). The available literature on humanitarian communication is
limited to the ethical dilemmas around fundraising messages by humanitarian organizations. This
debate addresses the portrayal of human suffering by humanitarian organizations in a way that stereotypes the victims of crisis and undermines their agency as a means to raise funds (i.a. Bell &
Carens, 2004; Al Nawakil, 2015; Burman, 1994a,b; Chouliaraki, 2010). Although literature shows that
fundraising strategies are important in shaping the public communication by humanitarian organizations, a gap is found in existing literature on how these fundraising strategies can shape practices of
peace or war journalism in the public communication of humanitarian organizations. Therefore, this
research addresses to what extent fundraising strategies play a role in the use of peace and war
journalism by humanitarian organizations.
In relation to the norms of humanitarian organizations, research is limited to the political and ethical
dilemmas that these organizations face while operating in conflict zones (Bell & Carens, 2004). It
shows that different applications of the humanitarian principles of ‘neutrality’, ‘impartiality’ and ‘independence’ in the field can have negative unintended consequences on a conflict (Anderson, 1999;
Shivji, 2012). Although research shows that humanitarian principles can stimulate conflict in the field,
little is known about how these principles affect the public communication of humanitarian organizations by shaping practices of peace or war journalism (i.a. Bell & Carens, 2004; Dijkzeul & Moke,
2005; Weiss, 1999; Abiew, 2012). Therefore, this research addresses to what extent humanitarian
principles play a role in the use of peace and war journalism by humanitarian organizations.
This research will compare two humanitarian organizations that are active in Syria: the International
Red Cross Committee (the ICRC) and Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF). These organizations differ in
their humanitarian principles and fundraising strategies. It is expected that these differences lead to
different practices of peace and war journalism. Studying organizations with different principles and
strategies enables a comparison between the practices of peace and war journalism by different
organizations within the humanitarian field.

1.1

Research objective and research questions

The aim of this research is to identify to what extent the ICRC and MSF use frames of peace and war
journalism in their communication about the conflict in Syria, and what their motives are for using
these frames. The main question therefore is:
To what extent, and why, do the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and Médecins sans
Frontières (MSF) display frames of war journalism and peace journalism in their public communication about the conflict in Syria?
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To identify to what extent humanitarian organizations use frames of war journalism and peace
journalism, the practices of peace and war journalism by humanitarian organizations will be
discussed at three levels: 1) the overall war and peace scores, 2) the orientations of war and peace
journalism, and 3) the elements of war and peace journalism. This leads to the following three subquestions that will be central to answering the first part of the research question:
Sub-question 1.1:

What are the overall scores on peace and war journalism by the ICRC and
MSF in their communication texts about Syria?

Sub-question 1.2:

To what extent do ICRC and MSF display orientations of peace and war
journalism in their communication texts about Syria?

Sub-question 1.3:

What are the key elements of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and
MSF in their communication texts about Syria?

Sub-question 1.1 examines whether humanitarian organizations also use dominant frames of war
journalism like news media, or whether they use dominant practices of peace journalism.
Sub-question 1.2 examines whether humanitarian organizations are also oriented towards
‘propaganda’, ‘violence’, ‘victory’, ‘war language’ and ‘elites’ like news media, or whether
humanitarian organizations focus more on peace journalism by emphasizing ‘truth’, ‘conflict’,
‘solutions’, ‘peace language’ and ‘people’ on their communication channels. Sub-question 1.3
addresses the specific peace and war frames that match and differ with news media. For example, do
humanitarian organizations emphasize the number of deaths and wounded like news media (war
frame) or do they also address the traumas of Syrian civilians (peace frame)? Addressing these three
levels of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF, enables a detailed comparison between
humanitarian organizations and news media, and between different organizations within the
humanitarian field.
A second set of sub-questions focuses on why the organizations use war or peace journalism while
communicating about the conflict in Syria. In particular, the influence of their humanitarian principles
and fundraising strategies on these types of journalism are addressed. As the ICRC and MSF might
also have other motives for using peace and war journalism that are not described in the literature, a
third sub-question is formulated. This question covers the additional factors that shape the practices
of peace and war journalism by humanitarian organizations. The sub-questions are:
Sub-question 2.1:

To what extent do the humanitarian principles of the ICRC and MSF play a
role in their use of peace and war journalism?

Sub-question 2.2:

To what extent does the fundraising strategy by the ICRC and MSF play a
role in their use of peace and war journalism?

Sub-question 2.3:

To what extent do additional factors play a role in the use of peace and war
journalism by the ICRC and MSF?

Addressing the role of the humanitarian principles, fundraising strategies and additional factors in
shaping the practices of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF makes it possible to compare
the motives of humanitarian organizations and news media for using these practices. It also enables
a comparison between the motives of different organizations within the humanitarian field.
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1.2

Scientific relevance

The scientific relevance of this thesis can be found in its contribution to two scientific fields: the field
of Conflict and Peace studies, and the field of humanitarian communication.
1.2.1 Conflict and Peace Studies
This research contributes to the field of Conflict and Peace Studies by applying the theory of peace
and war journalism to humanitarian organizations. This is a new approach. Applying Galtung’s (2010)
theory to humanitarian organizations will identify to what extent humanitarian organizations contribute to peace or fuel war through their public communication, and how these practices differ from
news media. So far, research only addresses the consequences that operations of humanitarian organizations have on conflict in the field (Bell & Carens, 2004). However, it is relevant to address how
humanitarian organizations can influence conflict through their public communication, because they
increasingly communicate ideas to the public, policy-makers and journalists through their own media
channels. They are present in conflict areas, have local expertise and ties with organizations and
communities and are generally seen as interest-free organizations. Applying Galtung’s (2010) theory
to humanitarian organizations will lead to the identification of new challenges to the theory, the
identification of practical problems experienced when applying the theory and enables to provide
suggestions for improvement of the theory for future research.
1.2.2 Humanitarian communication
This thesis will contribute to the gap in existing literature by revealing the communication strategies
of humanitarian organizations. Humanitarian organizations communicate to inform the public on a
humanitarian crisis, to explain their activities in the field, to generate policy-change and to attract
financial resources (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). To serve these purposes, humanitarian organizations
have developed different communication strategies. Research has focused on the ethical dilemmas
around the portrayal of human suffering by humanitarian organizations as a means to raise funds.
However, there is limited literature available on how humanitarian principles, which govern the way
humanitarian organizations operate in the field, and additional factors might influence their public
communication and practices in peace and war journalism. In addition, the literature on fundraising
strategies does not show how these strategies might lead to practices of peace or war journalism in
their public communication (i.a. Bell & Carens, 2004; Al Nawakil, 2015; Burman, 1994a,b; Chouliaraki,
2010). By comparing the ICRC and MSF, which differ in their fundraising strategy and the application
of their humanitarian principles, this research will show if these differences might lead to different
outcomes on their use of peace and war journalism and provide insight into additional factors that
determine how humanitarian organizations communicate with the public.

1.3

Societal relevance

On a societal level, this research provides humanitarian organizations, journalists, policy-makers and
the public with insights into the communication by humanitarian organizations. It provides humanitarian organizations, and the ICRC and MSF in specific, with insights into the extent to which their
messages generate violent or peaceful responses amongst their audiences through practices of
peace or war journalism. While the current ‘do no harm’ debate focuses on how humanitarian organizations can minimize the negative consequences that the provision of humanitarian aid can have on
conflict, this research brings this debate to another dimension. It examines how humanitarian organ-
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izations can minimize negative consequences on conflict via their public communication (Schloms,
2003). Although the aim of humanitarian organizations is to provide aid rather than promoting
peace, these organizations are inevitably bound up in processes of conflict. It is therefore important
to address how negative consequences on conflict can be minimized through their public communication and to raise awareness amongst humanitarian organizations about communication practices
that might contribute to processes of peace.
This research also provides insights into humanitarian communication amongst the public and policymakers. They occasionally receive messages through the communication channels of humanitarian
organizations. These insights enable them to adopt a more critical stance on the information which
they receive from humanitarian organizations and media institutions. It can also make them less
prone to develop violent responses towards conflict as a result of exposure to dominant war frames
in the media (Galtung & Fischer, 2013). Furthermore, it enables audiences and policy-makers to identify potential bias in the representation of conflict by humanitarian organizations and news media
and to actively explore the underlying causes and consequences of the conflict in order to gain a
more detailed understanding of the conflict (Kurasawa, 2015).
Lastly, this research provides insights into humanitarian communication amongst journalists. Journalists often depend on information from humanitarian organizations about conflict-affected areas. This
research provides them with information about how and why humanitarian organizations use certain
war or peace frames when communicating about conflict (The Brookings Institution, 2007).
Based on the outcomes of this research, recommendations will be provided in chapter 5 for humanitarian organizations, policy-makers and news media. These recommendations focus on how war
frames can be minimized when communicating about conflict in the future.

1.4

Research outline

The thesis is structured as follows: Chapter 2 provides the context of the conflict in Syria, describes
the literature about the theory of peace and war journalism and the literature about the humanitarian principles and fundraising strategies of humanitarian organizations. Chapter 3 describes the
methods and data used for this research. The results are given in chapter 4. Chapter 5 evaluates the
results and describes how these contributed on a scientific and societal level. Recommendations for
practitioners will be provided, followed by reflections on this research and the theory of peace and
war journalism. This study closes with suggestions for improvement of the model of peace and war
journalism and recommendations for follow-up research.
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2.

Literature review

This chapter discusses the context of the conflict in Syria and the literature on war and peace journalism by news media. Secondly, the public communication of the ICRC and MSF are discussed based on
their humanitarian principles and fundraising strategies.

2.1

Context of the conflict in Syria

The conflict in Syria is already entering its 9th year and is characterized as a highly complex war with
many actors involved. This paragraph highlights the underlying causes and consequences of the Syrian conflict, the different parties involved, their political interests and peace negotiations. It also discusses how the ICRC and MSF are active in Syria.
2.1.1 Causes
The war in Syria began in 2011 when Syrian civilians started protesting against the regime of President Bashar Al-Assad (Gleick, 2014). Inspired by a wave of political reform across the Middle East and
North Africa known as ‘the Arabic Spring’, civilians demanded improvements in human rights and the
resignation of President Al-Assad. However, the protests escalated into an armed rebellion, followed
by a brutal government crackdown. Ever since, the Syrian government has been fighting against different opposition groups.
Although the trigger of the conflict was the protest of 2011, the war in Syria has been the result of
many factors. These factors include the deterioration of the Syrian economy, climate variability and
water scarcity and the sectarian divisions between the Sunni’s and the Alawites (Gleick, 2014).
The support for the opposition groups and the support for the Assad government amongst the Syrian
population is separated along sectarian lines (Sharp & Blanchard, 2012). 70 % of the population are
Sunni Muslims, whereas 30% consists of several religious minorities, including three smaller Muslim
sects (Alawites, Druze and Ismailis) and several Christian minorities. The Assad government is supported by the Alawites. The government is a member of this minority that makes up 12% of the population. The opposition groups and protest movement are mainly supported by the Sunni Muslim
majority. Next to the 90% of ethnic Arabs in Syria, 10% consists of ethnic minorities, such as the
Kurds. The Kurds have also formed groups in opposition to the Alawite led-regime by the Syrian
government.
Apart from sectarian lines and ethnic divisions, support is also divided along with economic class
dynamics. Many rural, less wealthy Syrians have supported the opposition movement, while urban,
wealthier Syrians appear to have more divided loyalties (Sharp & Blanchard, 2012).
2.1.2 Consequences
The most tragic consequence of the Syrian conflict is the suffering of the population (Carey, 2018).
Since 2011, about 400,000 people have been killed and half the population has been driven from
their homes. More than 5 million Syrians became refugee and have fled to Israel, Jordan, Lebanon
and Turkey. By 2017, at least 1,000,000 Syrian refugees have sought asylum in the European Union
(UNHCR, 2018).
The conflict has also disrupted economic activity in Syria through damaged and destroyed infrastructure and disrupted institutions and administrative systems (CSIS, 2018). The attacks on health facilities have led to the disruption of the health system, causing an outbreak of diseases and deaths. The
education system has been disrupted by damage to facilities and the use of schools as military instal16

lations. The supply of electricity to major cities is reduced though a lack of fuel (ibid). This causes a
shortage of basic services. Over two million jobs were destroyed between 2011 and 2015 and the
youth unemployment rate is 78%.
2.1.3 Different parties and political interests
The war in Syria started as a civil war, but throughout the years other countries also got involved.
Nowadays, the conflict has developed into a proxy war of international powers (BBC, 2018).
2.1.3.1 Syrian government & allies
The Syrian government is supported by Russia, Iran, Hezbollah and Shia militias (BBC, 2018). These
allies have different reasons for supporting the Syrian government. Russia wants to maintain its
foothold in the Middle East and its only Mediterranean port ‘Tartus’. Iran wants to counter the influence of Saudi Arabia and spread its influence across the region. Together with Hezbollah and Shia
militias, Iran’s main interest in Syria is the opposition to the US and Israeli interests in the region
(CSIS, 2018).
2.1.3.2 Opposition groups & supporters
The main opposition groups are the Free Syrian Army, the Islamic Front, the Syrian Islamic Liberation
Front (SILF) and the Kurdish groups (BBC, 2018). Some opposition groups receive support from the
US, Turkey and the Gulf states (Qatar and Saudi Arabia). The Gulf States, the US and most European
countries have stated that President Bashar al-Assad has lost his legitimacy and should step down
(Kinninmont & House, 2014).
After Assad’s use of chemical weapons, the US launched airstrikes against Syrian army targets (Kinninmont & House, 2014). The United Kingdom and France joined the US. The US mainly fights against
ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and The Levant), which initially took control of large parts of Syria and Iraq,
but currently has lost almost all territory in Syria (Kinninmont & Housen, 2014).
Since September 2014, a number of countries have participated in air operations against ISIL coordinated by the US Central Command, including Australia, Bahrain, Canada, France, Jordan, The Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates and the United Kingdom (US Department of
State, 2014).
Turkey is present in Syria by fighting against Kurdish forces, called ‘YPG’ (People’s Protection Units).
Turkey fears that Kurdish autonomy in Syria would fuel separatism in Turkey. The Kurdish forces are
funded by the US. As a consequence, Turkey is now working closely with Russia. Turkey is also present in Syria by giving shelter to Syrians and by supporting the opposition group ‘Free Syrian Army’
(BBC, 2018).
Israel is concerned about the growing influence of Iran and high-tech weaponry getting in the hands
of Hezbollah (BBC, 2018). Therefore, Israel is launching airstrikes in the south. Figure 1 shows which
warring party controls which part of Syria in 2018.
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Figure 1: A map of Syria showing the territory controlled by the warring parties

Source: Aljazeera, 2018

2.1.4 Peace negotiations
During the conflict, numerous peace negotiations have been launched with the UN, the Arab League,
Russia and Western powers as moderators (Kinninmont & House, 2014). These negotiations have not
been successful. The negotiating parties are usually representatives of the Syrian government and
the Syrian opposition, whereas the Kurdish forces, ISIL and other groups have been kept out of the
negotiations or were unwilling to participate.
The fragmented nature of opposition groups also hinders international negotiations, such as the
peace talks in Geneva in 2014 (Kinninmont & House, 2014). In addition, peace talks are impeded as
representatives of the Syrian government offer improvements in humanitarian access, rather than
making political concessions.
2.1.5 The ICRC and MSF in Syria
The ICRC and MSF are both active in Syria to alleviate the suffering of conflict-affected communities.
Whereas MSF focuses on medical care, the ICRC adopted a wider range of activities (Brauman, 2012).
Since 2011, the ICRC is helping Syrian people affected by the conflict and Syrian refugees to Jordan,
Lebanon and Iraq (International Red Cross Committee, s.d.). Along with the Syrian Arab Red Crescent, the ICRC distributes food and other essentials, restores water supplies and supports medical
services in the country. The ICRC aims to visit all people detained, because of the conflict and to foster respect for International Humanitarian Law (IHL) by all parties (Annual Activity Report ICRC,
2017). It acts as a neutral intermediary in humanitarian issues between the Israel-Occupied Golan
and the Syrian Arab Republic and helps separated relatives to maintain contact. In 2017, the ICRC has
spent 177,759 million US$ on humanitarian aid in Syria and employed 518 staff members to deliver
aid in Syria. Figure 1 (Appendix I) shows that the ICRC mainly operates in areas held by Syrian government forces. The reason for this will be addressed in paragraph 2.3 about the humanitarian principles of the ICRC.
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Since 2011, MSF has been providing medical aid to conflict-affected communities in Syria (Médecins
Sans Frontières, s.d.). As the organization is unable to obtain authorization from the Syrian government to aid the sick and wounded, it works only in opposition-held areas in Northern Syria and started supporting underground medical networks throughout the country. In 2017, MSF has spent 52.2
million US$ on humanitarian aid in Syria and employed 773 staff members to treat the sick and
wounded (Annual Activity Report MSF, 2017). Figure 2 (Appendix I) shows the opposition-held areas
where MSF operates.

2.2

Theory of peace and war journalism by news media

The previous paragraph addressed how the Syrian conflict emerged into a proxy war of international
powers and how the ICRC and MSF provide aid to relief the suffering of Syrian civilians. This paragraph discusses the theory of peace and war journalism and how news media reports about Syria
involve dominant practices of war journalism through a focus on propaganda, violence and elites. It
discusses the theory of framing, because peace and war journalism consist of different war and
peace frames. It addresses how peace and war journalism can be recognized, for example through a
focus on elites or ordinary people, and how these types of journalism can lead to violent or peaceful
responses towards conflict amongst news audiences. It explains why news media use dominant practices of war journalism and how the viability of the model of peace journalism is questioned through
aspects like its objectivity. The conclusion addresses how the literature on peace and war journalism
provides a framework for this thesis by enabling research on the extent to which the ICRC and MSF
use practices of peace and war journalism in their communicating about the Syrian conflict.
2.2.1 Theory of framing
The theory of framing has been researched widely, also in social and cognitive psychology (Kahnemann & Tversky, 1979, Gamson & Modigliani, 1989), sociology (Bateson, 1972; Goffman, 1974),
communication studies (Scheufele, 1999), linguistics (Van Dijk, 1977) and political sciences (Entman,
1993; Schon & Rein, 1994; Godefroidt, 2016) and does not hold one distinct definition (Matthes,
2009; Goidefroidt, 2016).
Goffman (1974) defines framing as a process of organizing ideas, thoughts and solutions at an individual level to give meaning to the world and to make sense of everyday life.
Next to framing at an individual level, framing can also take place at the level of communication between different actors (Druckman, 2001). Entman (1993: p. 52) describes framing as: “The selection
of some aspects of a perceived reality and making these aspects more salient in a communication
text, in order to promote a particular definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/or
treatment recommendation for the item described”. By selecting, repeating or excluding specific
information, actors can thus make information more prominent (Entman, 1993; de Vreese, 2005).
This definition of framing focusses on the power of the media to influence the interpretations of the
public. By selecting specific information, the media can make it more visible, meaningful or memorable to audiences (Godefroidt, 2016). Although frames do not have a universal effect on all, the media
thus play a significant role in telling us how to interpret the world and what to think about it (Lee &
Maslog, 2005).
Frames by the media do not only influence the interpretations by the public, but can also influence
decision-making at a political level. Receivers of frames do not simply see and read material, but also
‘reflect, react and respond in a variety of ways’ (Kurasawa, 2015). Therefore, the frames that people
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receive can result in involvement in various types of political activity. These activities can range from
sharing knowledge with friends to political participation in advocacy organizations.
2.2.2 Frames of peace and war journalism by news media and its effects
The most commonly used frames by news media are conflict frames (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000).
These frames shape the response of the public on conflict and can influence the process of conflict
resolution.
2.2.2.1 Frames of war journalism
According to Galtung (2010, in: Hallgren, 2012), today’s conflict reporting by news media is characterized by dominant frames of war journalism. War journalism is violence-oriented, as it focusses on
the visible effects of war, such as the number of deaths and wounded, and emphasizes the situation
‘here and now’ while neglecting background information about the conflict. War journalism is propaganda-oriented, as it shows a bias towards one side and creates a dichotomy of ‘good guys’ vs. ‘bad
guys’ and ‘us’ vs. ‘them’. War journalism focuses on elites as the main source for information, such as
political authorities. It is also victory-oriented, because it considers peace as a result of victory and
usually starts to report after the conflict has started and stops immediately after the war ends. War
journalism shows characteristics of sports journalism, as one side inevitably wins, and the other side
loses (Galtung, 1998). Lee and Maslog (2005) extended Galtung’s model of war journalism (2010; see
for model of Peace and War journalism Appendix II), by showing that conflict reports by news media
use war language, which includes victimizing language that over-emphasizes the helplessness of the
victims and portrays them as powerless and weak (Lacasse & Foster, 2012). Furthermore, war journalism uses demonizing, emotionally charged language used to describe the parties involved, demonizing some as evildoers (Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005; Tehranian, 2002). Lastly, war journalism uses
emotive language, characterized by strongly emotional wording of actions and situations.
2.2.2.2 Effects of war journalism
These characteristics of war journalism are problematic as they can stimulate interpretations of conflict among news audiences that fuel war (Hallgren, 2012; McGoldrick, 2009; Fröhlich, 2005; Szabo &
Hopkinson, 2007; Galtung & Ruge, 1965; Norhsteds & Ottosen, 2008). Galtung & Fischer (2013: p. 9)
have shown that the focus on violence in war journalism leads to “polarization and escalation of conflict by calling for more hatred and violence to retaliate and stop ‘the other’”. News audiences who
receive frames of war journalism are more likely to support military intervention as they believe that
violence might be the only solution for a conflict. In addition, Galtung and Ruge (1965: p. 64-91) and
Norhsteds and Ottosen (2008: p. 1-17) have identified that war journalism can have negative emotional impacts on the receivers of these frames, such as “feelings of hopelessness and powerlessness,
together with increased anxiety, mood disturbance, sadness and a sense of disconnection with physical and social environments”. These negative emotional impacts may discourage the public to criticize and challenge the biased information (McGoldrick, 2009). War journalism can trigger thoughts
amongst the public that the news issues are ‘someone else’s problems’ and ‘to be left to experts,
who alone have the necessary knowledge and time to search for a resolution’. These negative emotional responses among the public may also limit creative engagement by conflicting parties, which is
troubling, as creativity is found to be important in peacebuilding and conflict resolution (McGoldrick,
2009).
Besides violent responses amongst news audiences, war journalism can also stimulate violent response amongst warring parties themselves through a ‘feedback loop effect’ (Lynch, 2008) in which
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cycles of retaliation between groups are reinforced and escalate. For instance, when non-violent
groups get affected by a conflict and get punished for their lack of violence in the media by less publicity, these groups can respond by committing violence to get publicity. As Nohrsteds and Ottosen
(2008: p. 13) argue: "If traditional media themselves are unable to transmit alternative perspectives
and voices, the danger is that those that feel marginalized will turn to terror to make a difference in
the media agenda". Focusing solely on the human drama and tragedy by the use of war frames, creates a situation of ‘no hope’, which can also make conflict-affected groups respond more violently, as
peace initiatives are often not reported by the media.
2.2.2.3 Frames of peace journalism
As a critical response to these dominant practices in war journalism, Galtung & Fischer (2013) developed a model of peace journalism in the 1970s (in: Hallgren, 2012). Peace journalism provides an
alternative way of reporting on conflict and offers a set of practical and conceptual tools for journalists to report in a way that encourages conflict analysis and non-violent response in society (Lynch &
McGoldrick, 2005; Mogekwu, 2011). Proponents argue that peace journalism helps to de-escalate by
highlighting peace initiatives and conflict resolution and to depolarize issues by pursuing truths on all
sides (Galtung & Fischer, 2013; Dag, 2013; Lynch, 2014; Shaw, Lynch and Hackett, 2011; Keeble, Tulloch and Zollmann, 2010; Lynch & Galtung, 2010; Dente Ross & Tehranian, 2009; Kempf, 2007; Lynch
& McGoldrick, 2005).
In contrast to the orientation on violence in war journalism, peace journalism claims to be more conflict-oriented, by addressing the causes and consequences of a conflict in order to create a deeper
understanding amongst audiences (Dag, 2013; Prakash, 2013). The conflict-orientation focuses on
the agreements that might lead to a solution and on the invisible effects of violence, such as the
traumas of victims. Peace journalism also claims to be more truth than propaganda-oriented as it
tries to avoid taking sides and aims to expose untruths on all sides (Galtung, 1998; Dag, 2013; Galtung & Fischer, 2013). Peace journalism relies less on official sources, which tend to engage in propaganda, but instead aims to collect data from a variety of different sides (Dag, 2013). In contrast to the
elite orientation of war journalism, peace journalism claims to be people-oriented as it intends to
give a voice to vulnerable groups, such as women and the elderly, rather than only addressing the
top-down narratives of elite officials. Peace journalists argue to take responsibility for exposing the
realities of commonly ignored people who do not have the power to promote their own interests
(Dag, 2013). The people orientation also requires the naming of all evildoers rather than focusing on
one group, which is ‘our’ evil-doer. Peace journalism claims to be solution-oriented rather than victory-oriented as it tries to focus more on non-violent outcomes and highlighting peace initiatives. This
involves picking up calls for non-violent policies and sending those to the public. The solution orientation is argued to contribute to post-conflict peacebuilding by addressing reconciliation and reconstruction after the war (Dag, 2013). In contrast to the orientation on war language by war journalism,
peace journalism claims to use peace language by avoiding victimizing language and by showing
what has been done or could be done by the people affected through conflict, empowering their
views and showing their resilience (Lee & Maslog, 2005; Lacasse & Forster, 2012; Howard, 2002).
Peace-oriented language aims to avoid demonizing language, by referring to conflicting parties the
way they refer to themselves, instead of labeling them with imposed, negative or unjustified terms
(Howard, 2002). Lastly, peace journalism intends to avoid emotive language, using neutral language
and using highly emotive words only by their exact definition without exaggeration (Loewenberg,
2009).
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2.2.2.4 Effects of peace journalism
The claimed effects of peace and war journalism have been tested by many academics on a wide
range of conflicts and on different media outlets (i.a. Ottosen, 2010 on Afghanistan; Siraj, 2008 on
India-Pakistan; Lee & Maslog, 2005 on four regional Asian conflicts; Goretti, 2007 on Uganda; Yang,
2009 on the Malaysian ‘keris’ wielding incident’; Lee, 2009 on different conflicts). Audiences to peace
journalism showed a more positive response towards peace and conflict resolution than receivers of
war journalism (Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005). The audiences exposed to peace journalism showed an
“increased conflict sensitivity, lower likelihood to view conflicts in polarized good vs. bad terms, increased levels of hope and empathy and decreased levels of anger and fear” (Peace Science Digest,
2018: p. 1). According to these findings, peace journalism not only helps to reduce conflict, but also
actively operates as a means for peacebuilding (Hawkins, 2011).
2.2.3
Debate on the alternative model of peace journalism
Despite the positive effects of peace journalism on conflict resolution, the feasibility of the model has
been criticized. The model is argued to oppose the journalistic principle of objectivity that views
journalists as “a detached and unbiased mirror of reality” (Lee & Maslog, 2005: p. 312). According to
opponents of peace journalism, the idea that journalists have an active and conscious role to play in
promoting peace is controversial (Lee & Maslog, 2005). Peace journalism has been criticized as
“agenda journalism‟ and an attempt to “get involved in our stories”, because it asks for nonobjective and self-conscious journalistic interventions, such as the active promotion of solutions for
peace (in: Siraj, 2008: p. 3: Lynch& McGoldrick, 2005; Lynch & McGoldrick, 2003).
Opponents also argue that structural changes are needed for peace journalism to become a successful practice (Lee, 2010). Media are currently facing constraints in the form of story length, as stories
often need to be limited to catch the attention of the audience. This makes journalists unable to provide a deeper understanding by providing the wider historical context of the conflict.
Peace journalism is also criticized for its problematic dichotomy between truth and propaganda. It
raised a debate about the concept of truth, because it can be questioned what truth actually is and
whose truth is best (Shinar, 2009). Due to these constraints, the model of peace journalism has thus
far not gained wide acceptance among journalists, nor attracted widespread attention from researchers (Lee & Maslog, 2005).
These constraints can be refuted through a number of arguments. It can be argued that the principle
of objectivity in journalism is rather problematic, especially when it comes to conflict reporting. The
ability to report factually about war is impeded by war patriotism, national interest, anger, censorship and propaganda, which often interfere to prevent objective reporting (in: Carruthers, 2000: Iggers, 1998; Knightley, 1975; Van Ginneken, 1998). Objectivity also impedes a more responsible role
for journalists, while on the other hand, intervention and the acceptance of non-objectivity enable
journalists to take responsibility while reporting (Iggers, 1998). Journalists should therefore be asking
the question: “What can I do with my intervention to foster prospects for peace?” (McGoldrick &
Lynch, 2000). Furthermore, peace journalism does not significantly take the story beyond the objectivity model of reporting the facts (Lee & Maslog, 2005). For example, the multiparty orientation
includes addressing all parties involved in the conflict, while journalists usually simplify storytelling by
allowing only one set of villains and one set of victims in their reports. Including different parties in a
story does not lead to subjective reporting, but just states the facts as they are. Moreover, many
criteria for peace journalism involve a less interventionist nature than opponents of peace journalism

22

suggest. For example, the avoidance of good-bad labels and the avoidance of victimizing language do
not require extreme interventions.
Opponents argue that structural changes are needed to successfully practice peace journalism. However, while media might be facing constraints in story length, social media offers the potential to
present alternative, peace stimulating narratives and often allows the creators of the content to decide about the story length themselves. According to Aslam (2016: p. 63), “social media are rewriting
the traditional principles and protocols of conflict reporting and can enhance peacebuilding efforts in
societies and communities by creating engagement between the general public and the people in
conflict-affected areas”. In contrast to more traditional media, such as television, social media enables a human perspective through the eyes of those who lived or experienced the news as it unfolds
(ibid).
Lastly, peace journalism does not offer the absolute truth, but deconstructs propaganda messages
(Lynch, 2008; Dag, 2013). The model of peace journalism not only asks journalists to report the facts
as accurately and as fully as possible, but also asks journalists to take a more critical stance by questioning how they got their facts or how these facts got to them in order to avoid propaganda.
In summary, peace journalism has sparked debates and criticisms from academics and journalists.
However, the debate showed that the objectivity principle in conflict reporting is rather
problematic and impedes a more responsible role by journalists. It also showed that social media
offers an opportunity to promote peace journalism and combat structural constraints. And, although
peace journalism does not offer the absolute truth, it does serve to combat untruths by deconstructing propaganda messages and by asking journalists to take a critical stance on how the facts about a
conflict came to be. These arguments, together with the fact that there is a strong base of evidence
that peace journalism attributes to more positive effects amongst its receiving audiences than war
journalism, have led to the model of peace journalism being utilized as a leading approach in this
research.
2.2.4
Explanations of war journalism in news media
To understand why war journalism dominates today’s news reports, it is important to have insight
into the challenges and structural problems that journalists face while reporting on conflict. This paragraph will address how practices of war journalism are rooted in the dependency of journalists on
political authorities and humanitarian organizations as sources, the pressure of governments on
news flows, the nationalistic and ideological interests of journalists, the idea of violence as a news
value and the editorial choices that journalists make to attract audiences (Dag, 2013).
2.2.4.1 Dependency on political authorities as sources
The dependence of journalists on political authorities as a source of information can lead to propaganda messages and a focus on elites by promoting the truths of political actors, who often use disinformation and propaganda techniques to influence news flows (Dag, 2013). This dependence may
lead to uncritical acceptance of how political authorities choose to frame events and can lead journalists to report in favor of governmental and military interests (ibid). Furthermore, journalists can
choose for embedded journalism in a conflict-affected area where they can travel with the army, as it
would otherwise be too dangerous or impossible to enter the conflict zone (Nijenhuis, 2014). This
type of journalism only tells one part of the story, the elite one, and excludes common people as a
source of information, such as the Syrian civilians themselves.
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The dependency of journalists on political authorities is also caused by the economy of journalism
(Dag, 2013; Shoemaker and Reese, 1996). Political actors and the military provide a convenient and
regular flow of information, which is efficient for journalists who work under the pressure of deadlines. Official sources provide ready-to-serve information, which may lead to uncritical acceptance of
how these sources choose to frame events.
2.2.4.2 Pressure of governments on news flows
Governments and the military often put a lot of pressure on news flows (Dag, 2013). Wolfsfeld
(1997) showed that dominant political authorities easily take control of news media and impose their
messages. This author also found that news media tend to support dominant official perspectives as
they do not want to be labeled as traitors and because alternative sources are lacking.
Though journalists are not naïve and might be aware of the propaganda techniques of governments,
sometimes reporters lack experience and meet other challenges forcing them to collaborate with
government and military sources (Dag, 2013). In addition, media often becomes a stake in conflict,
through a so-called media war, in which both sides of the conflict try to charm the media into writing
‘their’ story. This can contribute to colored conflict reporting.
2.2.4.3 Nationalistic and ideological interests
Journalists also face challenges between commitment to their own society through patriotic reporting or choosing for loyalty to the demands and norms of journalism by objective and distant reporting (Dag, 2013). Bennett (1990) and Wolfsfeld (2004) showed that media reports are often biased
with nationalistic and ideological tendencies and that journalists are often intended to reproduce
dominant discourses of their own society (Siraj, 2008). For example, Siraj (2008: p. 10) showed that
the framing of Pakistan as a foe rather than a friend by two elite US newspapers (New York Times
and the Washington Post) can be understood in the context of the larger picture of Pakistan as an
Islamic country with nuclear weapons, that has an unfriendly relationship with Israel and a strategic
relationship with China. Lee (2009) has also shown that media are more likely to use war journalism
when their own country is involved. As journalists sometimes want to promote their national or ideological interests, this can lead to strong emotive, demonizing or victimizing language use, depicting
‘our’ suffering and demonizing ‘the other’.
2.2.4.4 Dependency on humanitarian organizations as a source
Humanitarian organizations can also influence the way in which journalists are reporting (Nijenhuis,
2014). Journalists and humanitarian organization function in an interdependent relation, in which the
journalists can use the network and expertise of humanitarian organizations, whereas these receive
free publicity in return.
However, journalists are not always aware that humanitarian organizations might have their own
agenda (Van der Aa, 2008). Van der Aa (2008, in: Nijenhuis, 2014) describes how he traveled to Niger
to report on the famine of 2005, but locals said him there had been no famine at all. Humanitarian
organizations showed sick children to journalists, who had subsequently written a story about famine. In line with this, Corduwener (2008) revealed how the uncritical acceptance of the information
provided by humanitarian organizations to journalists about the unrest in Eastern-Congo has led to a
more extreme representation of the situation than it appeared to be in reality.
According to Van der Aa (2008, in: Nijenhuis, 2014), humanitarian organizations have a motive to
over-emphasize misery to recruit funds. As a journalist similarly states during seminars of The Brook-
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ings Institution (2007: p. 6) about the relationship between humanitarian organizations, journalists
and policy-makers: “Our NGO partners tend to focus on the scale of the disaster and the human
needs in order to mobilize more support. But this squeezes out the more positive experiences of
donors.” Van der Aa (2008) also explains that journalists are unlikely to write critical articles on humanitarian organizations as they were helped and guided by these organizations. This way, the relation between humanitarian organizations and journalists can lead to false reporting.
2.2.4.5 Violence as a news value
The idea of conflict as a news value also leads to practices of war journalism through a reliance on
violence in news reports (Seow and Maslog; 2005; Siraj, 2008; Dag, 2013). As news media depend on
advertising revenues to make a profit (Herman & Chomsky, 1988; in: Goodwin, 1994), conflict is often reported sensationally to boost circulations and ratings (Fong, 2009; Allen and Seaton, 1999;
Hachten, 1999; Toffler, 1994). This sensational way of reporting focuses on human tragedy and violence by emphasizing the number of casualties, using strong emotive language, and depicting conflict
as a zero-sum game; a battle between winners and losers (Shinar, 2009). In line with this, Lee (2010:
p. 362) showed that the emphasis on violence while reporting on conflict leads to “sensationalism,
overemphasis on human casualties and material damage, military triumphal language and a simplified narrative with little context”.
According to Wolfsfeld (1997), the idea of conflict as a news value leads to a preference to address
violence over peace negotiations and solutions. As Wolfsfeld (1997: p. 67) observes: “A peace process takes time to unfold and develop; journalists demand immediate results. Most of a peace process is marked by dull, tedious negotiations; journalists require drama”. In a comparative study, Shinar (2004) demonstrates that the media prefer to use war frames, even when covering peace negotiations. In addition, Fawcett (2002, in: Siraj, 2008) showed that the Irish media find conflict frames
more appealing than reconciliation frames.
2.2.4.6 Editorial choices to attract news audiences
Lastly, journalists have to make editorial choices to create and conserve an audience, such as shortening and simplifying stories to keep the attention of the ‘easily-distracted’ readers (Nijenhuis, 2014).
This can lead to reports that are poor in context and limited in addressing the wider historical context. Moreover, the time pressure that journalists have to deal with can also be a reason for the simplification of stories, because journalists have little time to analyze events in depth (Hallgren, 2012).
2.2.5
War journalism in news media reports on Syria
The Syrian war is one of the most reported wars on social media (NYT, 2013). This paragraph discusses how the content generated on social media by warring parties and citizens can include bias and
misinformation about the conflict. It also addresses how the Syrian press and international news
media are accused of dominant practices of war journalism in their reports on Syria.
Due to the ban on international media by the Syrian government and the rise of communication
technologies, the main sources of information about the conflict are videos from citizens on YouTube
and statements on Twitter (Griffen, 2012; ABC, 2011). The content generated on social media often
addresses one side of the story and intends to neglect other voices and interpretations. The journalistic role of citizens on social media can therefore affect the reliability of these reports about the
conflict. Moreover, the Syrian government and opposition groups have also distributed content on
social media that discredits the opponent and falsely claims that the atrocities are committed by the
opposing party (Business Insider, 2012; Shelton, 2015).
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The information provided the Syrian press is accused of bias, misinformation and propaganda messages (ABC, 2011). For example, it was claimed that the Syrian Arab News Agency broadcasted government officials, disguised as locals standing near sites of destruction while reporting that the destruction was caused by ‘rebel fighters’ (CNN, 2012; Chulov, 2012). It was also discovered repeatedly
that footage supposedly from Syria turned out to be from conflicts in other countries (Business Insider, 2012; Shelton, 2015).
The ban on international journalists and the unbalanced and biased reports from warring parties,
citizens and the national press, have made it difficult for international news media to appropriately
report on the conflict. Only a few journalists have wanted to enter Syria, as the country is ranked as
one of the most dangerous places in the world for journalists (Committee to Protect Journalists,
2012).
International news media reports about the Syrian conflict are characterized by dominant characteristics of war journalism. Godefroidt (2016) and Ribbens (2013-2014) have shown that news media
often represent the conflict in accordance with the geopolitical role of their home state. Goidefroidt
(2016) identified a heavy reliance on national politicians as official sources of information and the
exclusion of other marginal voices in the reports on Syria by European, American and Russian newspapers. European and American newspapers repeatedly referred to national politicians, who were
using frames of ‘humanitarian intervention’ and ‘responsibility to protect’ in order to justify military
intervention (Goidefroidt, 2016). President Obama and the British politician Cameron have described
the Syrian conflict in terms of ‘bad guys’ versus ‘bad guys’, and the Australian Prime Minister referred
to the Syrian conflict as a war between ‘baddies’ versus ‘baddies’ (Dag, 2013; The Telegraph, 2013).
The dehumanization of the ‘other’ in terms of ‘bad guys’ during the conflict served as an important
tool to neutralize criticism at home and justify military action by western countries in Syria. Godefroidt (2016) showed that the European, Russian and American newspapers tend to overemphasize
violence and downplay potential solutions to the conflict by focusing on the sarin gas-attack of 21
August 2013 as a key event, whereas the agreement on the destruction of Syria’s chemical weapons
did not cause an increase in reporting. Godefroidt (2016) found that the context of the conflict was
barely outlined and the sarin gas attack was mentioned as a reason for the escalation of the conflict.
The reports on Syria by the Russian, European and American newspapers are thus characterized by
frames of war journalism by spreading propaganda, downplaying solutions and the historical context,
while over-emphasizing violence.
These practices of war journalism in news media reports about Syria can be related to a combination
of factors as outlined in subparagraph 2.2.4, such as the pressure of governments on news flows.
2.2.6
Interim conclusion
This paragraph discussed the literature on the theory of peace and war journalism by news media. It
showed how news media use dominant practices of war journalism (in Syria and in general), through
different war frames that belong to different orientations: violence, propaganda, elite, war language
and victory. It addressed how war journalism can create violent responses towards conflict amongst
the public and warring parties. In addition, it discussed how peace journalism can be practiced,
through the use of different peace frames that belong to different peace orientations: conflict,
solutions, truth, peace language and people. It also showed how this type of journalism can generate
more peaceful responses towards conflict.
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The literature on peace and war journalism provides a framework for this research. Galtung’s model
of peace and war journalism (2010; Appendix II) enables to conduct research on the practices of
peace and war journalism by humanitarian organizations on three levels of analysis: the overall war
and peace scores (sub-question 1.1), the orientations of war and peace journalism (sub-question
1.2), and the elements (frames) of war and peace journalism (sub-question 1.3). These three levels
will be further discussed in the methodology chapter of this research. They serve to answer the first
part of the research question about the extent to which the ICRC and MSF use frames of war and
peace journalism when communicating about the conflict in Syria.
The literature which explains the dominant practices of war journalism by news media (paragraph
2.2.4) also enables a comparison between the motives for practices of war journalism by news media
and the motives for practices of war or peace journalism by humanitarian organizations. This
comparison provides context that will help to answer the second part of the research question about
the motives for using specific frames of war or peace journalism by the ICRC and MSF in their
communication about Syria.

2.3

Public communication humanitarian organizations

Now that the theory of peace and war journalism is discussed, it important to address the existing
literature on humanitarian communication. Addressing this literature makes it possible to study the
motives for using practices of peace and war journalism by humanitarian organizations. This subparagraph first addresses the literature on humanitarian principles and how these principles can influence the public communication of the ICRC and MSF. Secondly, this subparagraph discusses the
communication strategies of humanitarian organizations to raise funds. The conclusions after both
subparagraphs discuss how the humanitarian principles and fundraising strategies by the ICRC and
MSF might affect their practices of peace and war journalism on their communication channels.
2.3.1 Humanitarian principles and public communication
Humanitarian principles are essential to humanitarian organizations, as these principles govern the
way in which most organizations carry out their activities nowadays (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). This
subparagraph addresses how the principles of neutrality, impartiality and independence are applied
in different ways by different organizations. It also addresses the position of the ICRC and MSF within
this debate and how this affects their public communication.
2.3.1.1 Different interpretations of humanitarian principles
The four basic principles, which are relevant to humanitarian aid today, are ‘humanity’, ‘impartiality’,
‘neutrality’ and ‘independence’ (Rysaback-Smith, 2015). The principle of humanity is the ultimate
goal of humanitarian action and means that “human suffering must be addressed wherever it is
found. The purpose of humanitarian action is to protect life and health and ensure respect for human
beings” (OCHA, 2012: p. 1). The humanity principle involves listening to victims of conflict and giving
them a voice on the communication channels of humanitarian organizations (De Jong, 2018; Madaniou, 2015). To commit to this principle in the field a set of more operational principles were adopted
which are the principles of impartiality, neutrality and independence. Although most humanitarian
organizations have adopted these principles, they differ in their application of these principles in the
field (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). These differences can lead to varying effects on conflict (Anderson,
1999; Shivji, 2012). The different applications of the humanitarian principles and their varying effects
on conflict will be addressed below using the typology of Dijkzeul & Moke (2005). This typology
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compares humanitarian organizations based on their relationship with the victims of the conflict and
their relation to states. The principles of neutrality and impartiality, in contrast to solidarity, address
the relationship of humanitarian organizations with victims of conflict, whereas the principle of
independence in contrast to subcontracting addresses the relation of humanitarian organizations
with states.
Impartiality & neutrality
The principles of neutrality and impartiality stem from the appropriate treatment of wounded soldiers during conflict (Rysaback-Smith, 2015). In 1862, Swiss activist Henry Dunant proposed the establishment of a permanent relief agency for the appropriate treatment of wounded soldiers in his
book ‘A Memory of Solferino’. This has resulted in the creation of the International Committee of the
Red Cross in 1863, which received a mandate at the first Geneva Convention to provide “neutral and
impartial assistance to civilians and military victims of conflict”. In 1991, these principles of neutrality
and impartiality were formally established by the UN General Assembly, followed by the principle of
‘independence’ in 2004.
When the ICRC was founded, it defined the principle of neutrality as “not taking sides in hostilities at
any time and in controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature (International Committee of the Red Cross, s.d.: p. 1)”. The advantage of committing to neutrality is that it avoids controversy, which appeals to many individuals and groups of different ideologies, while safeguarding
access to provide aid to conflict-affected communities (Weiss, 1999). Weiss (1999) refers to organizations which commit to the principle of neutrality, such as the ICRC, as ‘classicists’, who believe that
humanitarian action can and should be separated from politics. According to classicists, the politicization of humanitarian aid has put the ability of humanitarian organizations in danger to reach out to
all victims, regardless of who they are and where they are (Abiew, 2012). In line with the classicist
view, Duffield, Macrae and Curtis suggest that “humanitarian action must be driven not by ambitions
to solve all of the world’s problems, but by a more modest aim to alleviate suffering when all else has
failed” (in: Abiew, 2012: p. 213). Although a number of organizations have claimed to be neutral by
including references to neutrality in their public communication, Slim (1997) argues that most of
them are just “repeating a slogan” and should reconsider if their actions on the ground correspond
with this principle (in: Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). The interpretation of this principle thus remains debated.
Impartiality means that “humanitarian assistance must be based on need alone and nobody should
be discriminated based on nationality, gender, race, class, political opinion or religion” (IFCR, s.d.: p.
1). Impartiality focuses on the assistance of people, rather than on political neutrality in a conflict.
Impartiality avoids thinking about people as ‘good’ or bad ‘victims (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). Slim
(1997) separates ‘active’ and ‘quiet impartiality’. Active impartiality means that organizations criticize
the actions of parties involved in the conflict without denying assistance to people under their authority, whereas quiet impartiality means that the organization does not criticize actions of parties
involved in the conflict.
Throughout the years, the humanitarian principles of neutrality and impartiality have raised controversy. Both principles can have negative unintended consequences, such as tolerating or refraining
from criticizing war crimes that contribute to the suffering of victims. They can also make the situation even worse by fueling the conflict (Bell & Carens, 2004; Shivji, 2012; Anderson; 1999). An example in which the commitment to political neutrality by the ICRC fueled conflict is found during the
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Bosnian war, when the ICRC was aware of Bosnian-Serbian concentration camps, but decided not to
speak out about this publicly (Bell & Carens, 2004).
Solidarity
As a response to the negative consequences that neutrality and impartiality can have on conflict,
some organizations have decided to reject political neutrality and impartiality and position
themselves as ‘solidarists’. Dijkzeul & Moke (2005: p. 677) define solidarity as “an explicit choice to
side with a group of people and their political motivations”. Solidarists thus abandon the principles of
political neutrality and impartiality. They differ from active impartialists in the sense that they
explicitly choose to withdraw aid on one side of the conflict. While active imperialists speak out
about the violence committed by warring parties, they do not deny aid to victims under control of
these warring parties.
Dropping political neutrality has the advantage of saving lives (if successful) and offers the possibility
of lasting change by addressing the political and economic causes of poverty and suffering (Bell &
Carens, 2004). Weiss (1999) and Abiew (2012) refer to opponents of political neutrality as “political
humanitarians” who attempt to use politics to improve humanitarian aid and the distribution of
goods and services in conflict zones. Political humanitarians argue that not speaking out about a conflict leads to ignorance of the underlying political drivers of a conflict, while solely focusing on humanitarian consequences of violence (Vaux, 2013).
Actively campaigning for institutional reform and engaging in political argument can also have negative consequences (Weiss, 1999). It may be more challenging to secure funding from governments
and institutions that aim to avoid political controversy. Such a political organization might lose its
authority once they are seen as politically involved. Another disadvantage of the political approach is
that humanitarian organizations themselves can become targets if they are seen to have taken sides.
They are no longer seen as ‘respected and protected neutral healers’ and consequently have increasingly become targets of hostages and victims of violence (Williams, 2008). Dropping political neutrality by withdrawing aid, when it seems to stimulate conflict, holds the possibility that some individuals
may be sacrificed at the expense of the greater political good (Bell & Carens, 2004).
Independence
The principle of ‘independence’ indicates that humanitarian organizations “must maintain their autonomy from political, economic, military or any other objectives and be able at all times to act in
accordance with their humanitarian principles” (IFCR, s.d.: p. 1). Organizations can be independent at
a financial or political level (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). Independent at political level means that the
position of the organization is separate from its home state or government donors in the sense that
it executes its own policy rather than that of its home state or government donors. Therefore, the
organization can express views independently. Independent at a financial level means that the humanitarian organizations do not receive funding from governments, but raise funds from nongovernmental sources. These two levels of independence are closely related as the acceptance of
government funds often limits the organization’s ability to criticize donor governments, just like being an auxiliary of a state can limit the organization’s ability to criticize its home state.
Financial independence enables the organizations to run operations which are not supported by its
government donors. On the other hand, the advantage of accepting government funds is that humanitarian organizations can carry out projects without wasting too much time and money on fundraising (Bell & Carens, 2004). Accepting government funds can affect the independence principle of
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organizations, the dependence on government funds can lead to the government donors forcing
agendas onto reluctant humanitarian organizations (ibid). Many organizations were founded in opposition to government policy and vested interests. An example of the disadvantage of depending on
government funding is found in the operations of the Danish Centre for Human Rights. They renounced from a “rather promising cooperation project on the protection of social and economic
human rights based on a Chinese initiative, because the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not
count this as a human rights project” (Bell & Carens, 2004: p. 325).
Subcontracting
The principle of subcontractors is mostly used by critics and refers to humanitarian organizations that
make their living by executing contracts for donor governments and political institutions (Dijkzeul &
Moke, 2005). Usually, the subcontractors carry out the foreign policy objectives of a government and
the government shapes and determines their programs.
Although many humanitarian organizations accept government funds, they strive to be independent
in executing their operations. Nevertheless, writing financial proposals for funds from governments
holds the risk that their own policies are affected by government policies.
2.3.1.2 Principles of the ICRC and MSF and their public communication
Similar to most humanitarian organizations, the ICRC and MSF adopted the principles of neutrality,
impartiality and independence to guide their activities. However, the way that both organizations
interpret these principles are different (Médecins Sans Frontières, s.d.; International Committee of
the Red Cross, s.d.). These differences affect how both organizations communicate about their operations in conflict zones and the extent to which they speak out about violence through their media
channels.
Impartiality & neutrality
The ICRC is committed to political neutrality and impartiality. The communication policy of the ICRC
is that the organization seeks to provide information to “priority audiences (political authorities,
opinion leaders, media, donors, other humanitarian organizations and people affected by war) and
raise their awareness on International Humanitarian Law (IHL) and humanitarian assistance” (Dijkzeul
& Moke, 2005: p. 680). The ICRC promotes dialogue with parties that can influence the conflict and
tries to maintain their access to conflict-affected communities. The organization often operates independently from media in conflict zones and tries to stay away from the media as the parties involved in the conflict often do not consider media as a neutral actor. In line with this, the ICRC generally refrains from making public statements, so it is traditionally regarded as a discreet organization.
The ICRC can be categorized under ‘quiet impartiality’, as the organization does not criticize actions
of parties involved in the conflict (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005).
While the ICRC maintains its commitment to neutrality, the MSF rejects a predetermined neutrality.
MSF was raised by doctors, journalists and health workers in 1971, as a critical response to the commitment to remain silent by the ICRC. After different organizations, including the ICRC, remained
silent about the annihilation of Jews during the Second World War, MSF responded by developing a
“policy of témoignage” (bearing witness): “Speaking out, denouncing, standing up for victims against
their murderers, such was to be the thrust of the new humanitarian commitment embodied by MSF,
in opposition to the ‘culture of silence’ imposed by the ICRC” (Brauman, 2012: p. 1524).
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MSF is thus more outspoken in their advocacy stance than the ICRC through their principle of bearing
witness. MSF sees it as their moral responsibility to raise awareness on human rights abuses and
neglected crisis (Brauman, 2012). The principle of bearing witness is usually directed at governments
to generate policy change through for example publishing press articles, campaigns and lobbying.
In Dijkzeul & Moke’s (2005) typology, MSF can be positioned under ‘active impartiality’, which indicates that MSF criticizes the actions of parties involved in the conflict, without denying assistance to
people under their authority. Dijkzeul & Moke (2005) argue that MSF can be categorized as ‘solidarists’, but according to an adjusted definition of solidarity, which refers to sharing the suffering of the
victims and to be physically present with them rather than explicitly choosing sides in a conflict.
In contrast to Dijkzeul & Moke (2005), Weiss (1999) thinks that MSF can be categorized under the
initial definition of ‘solidarists’ that refers to the explicit choice to work only with one side in a conflict. According to Weiss (1999), MSF chooses sides and abandons neutrality and impartiality while
operating in conflict zones, as MSF withdraws aid when it seems to fuel conflict and rejects consent
as a condition for humanitarian intervention. For example, MSF excluded working with the Khmer
Rouge in the Thai border camps as a consequence of the massive human rights violations the regime
committed against civilians (Tanguy & Terry, 1999). These different categorizations of the humanitarian principles of humanitarian organizations show that, although MSF itself claims to be neutral and
impartial (Médecines Sans Frontiéres, s.d.), the interpretations of these principles remain debatable.
Independence
The ICRC defines itself as an ‘auxiliary of the public authorities’ (Brauman, 2012). Although the ICRC,
as a member of the national society’s local branches, aims to operate in the best interests of the
victims, their auxiliary role can also affect their impartiality and independence. As a consequence of
this auxiliary, the ICRC has been subjected to hostilities by Syrian opposition groups. This leads to
questions about the impartiality of the ICRC’s operations in Syria, because under such constraints the
ICRC cannot meet with the enormous needs of victims.
This also has consequences for its public communication. Brauman (2012) argues that the ICRC
chooses to base its public communication on a “constructive dialogue’ with the government. Contact
with opposition groups was only briefly mentioned in the press releases and statements published
after the president’s visit to Damascus in 2012. The failure, for security reasons, of several attempts
to send cross-border convoys to people under the control of the opposition forces and the difficulty
of obtaining contact with opposition forces are the main reasons for the ICRC’s absence from the
majority of the areas held by the Syrian opposition.
The ICRC is not financially independent, as it receives funds from governments. The ICRC receives
76% of its funds from governments, the national Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and supranational organizations, such as the European Commission (International Committee of the Red Cross,
s.d.). The remaining 24% of funds are raised by private and corporate donors. The ICRC’s most prominent donors in 2017 were the USA, Switzerland and the European Commission (The ICRC Donors
Support Group, 2017). Countries involved in the conflict in Syria, such as the UK and France, have
also donated 104,916 and 17,546 US$ to the ICRC in 2017. Unfortunately, it is unknown how much of
these government donations are spent on humanitarian aid in Syria.
Although the ICRC depends on states for its funding, it safeguards its independence as it exercises its
mandate independently and impartially (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). Nonetheless, the conflicts in Iraq
and Afghanistan showed the problem in protecting the ICRC’s independence from donor govern31

ments and the military forces. The ICRC was increasingly targeted by warring parties in Iraq and Afghanistan and aid workers had to be protected by western, military forces. Food aid organizations
(such as the ICRC) also have a harder time protecting their independence than medical relief organizations (like MSF), because the cost of providing largescale food aid makes them more dependent on
donors. As the ICRC depends less on private donors for funding, it does not need to communicate
publicly as much as humanitarian organizations who largely depend on private donors.
In contrast to the ICRC, MSF does not accept government funds to assure their independence
(Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). As MSF is financially independent, it is more flexible in operating independently from states and enables the organization to publicly position itself against states. MSF
largely relies on individuals donating small amounts. In 2017, 98% of the funds raised by MSF were
derived from individual donors and private institutions, whereas government funding only represented 2% (Médicins sans Frontières, s.d.).
According to MSF, not accepting any funds from governments helps to ensure its operational independence and flexibility to respond to the most urgent crisis, including those which are underreported and neglected (Médecins Sans Frontières, s.d.). Its independence from government funding
enables MSF to publicly criticize violations of human rights by governments (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005).
Since 2016, MSF does not take funds from the European Union, its Member States and Norway (Médecins Sans Frontières, s.d.). MSF claims to oppose their “damaging deterrence policies on migration
and their intensifying attempts to push people away from European shores” (ibid: p.1).
2.3.1.3 Interim conclusion
This subparagraph described how humanitarian organizations differ in the practical application of
their humanitarian principles (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). It showed how the different interpretations of
impartiality, neutrality and independence by the ICRC and MSF have led to differences in their public
communication strategy. This subparagraph addresses how their humanitarian principles might affect their practices of peace and war journalism on their communication channels. This way, the literature on humanitarian principles helps to provide an answer to sub-question 2.1: “To what extent
do the humanitarian principles of the ICRC and MSF influence their practices of peace and war journalism in their communication texts about Syria?”
The literature on humanitarian principles showed how the principle of neutrality by the ICRC results
in refraining from political statements and criticizing actions of parties on their communication channels. This might lead to practices of war journalism by the ICRC, because addressing the causes and
consequences of conflict and mentioning potential solutions to the conflict involves political interpretations. On the other hand, the ICRC’s commitment to neutrality and impartiality might lead to
practices of peace journalism. For example, the organization might frequently express that they do
not take any sides in the conflict and show their empathy towards all sides rather than dehumanizing
specific parties. Therefore, the ICRC is expected to be less propaganda-oriented than news media.
However, the fact that the ICRC is an auxiliary of states and is financially dependent on government
donors, might cause biased communication in favor of their donor states.
The literature also showed that MSF abandons a predetermined neutrality and impartiality. They
adopted the principle of bearing witness, which includes speaking out about human rights violations
committed by warring parties. Therefore, the public communication of MSF might include practices
of war journalism, such as naming their evildoers, choosing sides and dehumanizing ‘them’ by depicting good guys versus bad guys. Although MSF claims to be ‘neutral’ and ‘impartial’ in their operations
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in the field, the principle of bearing witness might controversially lead to propaganda and eliteoriented frames in their communication texts. On the other hand, MSF might shy away less from
addressing the underlying causes and consequences of the conflict that caused the suffering of the
victims in the first place. Its advocacy stance might also lead to a greater focus on peace initiatives
and solutions to the conflict in their public communication in comparison to the ICRC.
As the ultimate principle of both organizations is found in ‘humanity’ with its aim to alleviate human
suffering of all, this might lead to a focus on the suffering all over and humanization of all sides in
their public communication. These are frames of peace journalism. Furthermore, as the aim of humanity is also found in listening to victims and representing them, humanitarian organizations might
be more people-oriented than news media, which commonly focus on elites rather than victims of
conflict (Madianou et al., 2015; De Jong, 2018).
This research examines to what extent these expectations on the practices of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF match or differ with the findings from this research, and to what extent
these practices are related to the humanitarian principles of the ICRC and MSF.
2.3.2 Fundraising strategies
It is important for humanitarian organizations to attract financial resources, as this enables them to
provide aid in areas that are affected by crisis. This subparagraph focuses on the debate around the
portrayal of human suffering by humanitarian organizations as a means to raise funds. It also
discusses how post-humanitarian styles of communication emerged as a response to this debate and
to the rising ‘compassion fatigue’ amongst the public with victims of a crisis.
2.3.2.1 The rise of humanitarian communication
In the 1990s, humanitarian organizations started to professionalize their communication strategy
and increased their attention to marketing and ‘branding’ in the media (Vestergaard, 2008). This
professionalization is a consequence of increasing globalization and questions about the effectiveness and accountability of humanitarian organizations among the public and policy-makers. The increasing competition between humanitarian organizations has also contributed to the professionalization of their communication. Over the last 20 years, the market of humanitarian organizations has
become more crowded and humanitarian organizations are increasingly competing for space in the
media to raise funds and support among government, private and corporate donors (Cottle & Nolan,
2007; Walton, 2018).
Since the late 20th and beginning of the 21st century, the way in which humanitarian organizations
represent victims of conflict has been criticized (Al Nawakil, 2015). Humanitarian organizations, and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in general, have been criticized for using textual descriptions and images of victims in a crisis to trigger emotional responses among audiences such as pity,
sympathy, empathy, sadness, anger, indignation and compassion (Malkki 1996; Campbell 2004; Cohen 2001; Van der Gaag & Nash 1987; Moeller, 1999).
These depictions of human suffering by humanitarian organizations are found to be problematic, as
these images and descriptions of suffering are abstracted from their historical, political and cultural
location. They create cultural stereotypes and imagine binary oppositions between ‘us’ and ‘them’
(Burman, 1994a,b). They also dehumanize the sufferer by depicting them as passive receivers of
Western aid (Al Nawakil, 2015; Joye, 2009; Chouliaraki, 2006; Konstantinidou, 2007). This leads to a
misled view among Western audiences in which the developing world is perceived as “infantilized,
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passive, helpless, demanding and pathetic; asking for help from those with the capacity to intervene”
(in: Al Nawakil, 2015: p. 13; Lidchi 1999; Suski 2008).
Academics in sociology, media and psychology have focused on the depiction of suffering of women
and children by humanitarian organizations (Al Nawakil, 2015). Burman (1994a,b) argues that using
images of children maintains an emotional interest as childhood has come to represent innocence,
truth, nature, spontaneity and dependence. Moeller (2002) and Lamers (2005) state that children
mobilize paternal feeling to protect and care for children. Next to children, also women predominantly appear in humanitarian communication. Malkki (1995) explains this as both women and children embody an image of powerlessness and are not perceived as ‘dangerous strangers’ by the
western public, which makes them ‘universal victims’.
Critics such as Burman (1994a,b) refer to the depiction of helpless, passive victims to raise funds as
‘disaster pornography’. Halttunen (1995) describes it as the ‘pornography of pain’: “a pornographic
spectacular imagination between disgust and desire towards the subject, and where the subject is
fetishized” (Lissner, 1979; in: Chouliaraki, 2010). These simplified depictions of suffering by humanitarian organizations lead to a limited understanding of the underlying conflict which caused the suffering in the first place (Moeller, 1999; Joye, 2009; Franks, 2005; Carma, 2006).
Triggering emotions as pity and empathy among the public by using sentimental depictions of suffering have proven to be effective in raising donations. The sympathetic consciousness of others’ suffering is accompanied with a desire to alleviate it (Al Nawakil, 2015: p. 10). Bekkers and Wiepking (2010)
identified deservingness and helplessness of the victims to play a crucial role in whether people are
willing to donate for a crisis. Three factors that shape this sense of deservingness and helplessness of
the victims amongst the public are ‘distance’, ‘actuality’ and ‘scale’ (Von Engelhardt & Jansz, 2015).
To create a sense of deservingness amongst the public, cultural and geographical proximity should be
created between the audience and victims. This generates a sense of ‘oneness’ and familiarity with
the distant other, representing the other as not so different from ourselves (Batson & Shaw, 1991).
To create a sense of deservingness the audience should also perceive the mediated distant suffering
as actual, real and happening in the same world as the audience lives (Von Engelhardt & Jansz, 2015).
The sense of helplessness amongst audiences is related to the scale of the humanitarian crisis. If the
need and helplessness of victims are perceived as greater by the audience, the willingness to donate
tends to be higher. However, audiences struggle with empathy for large scale suffering, whereas the
willingness to help is greater when suffering on an individual scale is depicted (Von Engelhardt &
Jansz, 2015). These three fundraising strategies are important for this study, as they involve strong
emotional language and represent victims as highly needy and helpless. The use of these strategies
by the ICRC or MSF might therefore lead to practices of war language.
In contrast to these three strategies, the theory of relievability suggests that using less dramatic language and showing the agency of victims are also successful ways of raising funds. It states that if
there is a sense that the distant suffering can be mitigated in the present or prevented in the future,
the willingness to donate also tends to be higher (Von Engelhardt & Jansz, 2015). This involves reducing the overall feeling of hopelessness amongst the public about the crisis by showing the actions
that can be taken to alleviate human suffering and by giving agency to the victims. The use of this
strategy by the ICRC and MSF might involve practices of peace journalism, through the avoidance of
emotional and victimizing language.
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Even though theories as ‘relievability’ show that there is some evidence that portraying victims as
having a certain degree of agency rather than as completely helpless can increase willingness to give
(Bennet & Kottasz, 2000), authors like Bekkers and Wiepking (2010) and Bell & Carens (2004) argue
that it is more effective to raise funds through the use of strong emotional and victimizing language.
They argue that, in order to successfully raise funds, “unashamedly emotive advertising imagery”
should be employed which depicts beneficiaries as highly needy and deserving. In line with this, the
five largest Canadian NGOs have shown that the images of misery and passive victimization generate
much more donations than alternative messages (Bell & Carens, 2004) showing that this type of raising funds is more effective in raising large amounts of money.
While these messages of misery and human suffering are effective in raising funds on the short-term,
on the long-term they can cause a numbing effect and a disconnection with the victims of war and
the audience. This is called ‘compassion fatigue’ and is also found in the humanitarian communication about the Syrian conflict (Al Nawakil, 2015; Moeller, 1999: Al Nawakil, 2015).
2.3.2.2 Post humanitarian communication
Compassion fatigue, together with the criticism on the depictions of suffering, created a shift from
emotion-oriented communication to post-humanitarian styles of appealing the public. Posthumanitarian communication is characterized by the use of less emotional language when appealing
to the public and provides short-terms of agency to victims rather than showing them as passive and
helpless (Chouliaraki, 2010). The use of this communication style by the ICRC and MSF might therefore lead to practices of peace language.
According to Chouliakraki (2010), this new type of communication emerged at the beginning of the
21st century and mainly draws on the resources of the media market in which humanitarian organizations operate today. The rise of social media, such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, enabled humanitarian organizations to use more diverse strategies in fundraising, such as optical illusions or
hyper-reality to raise awareness on humanitarian issues (Walton, 2018). Recipients of aid were now
capable to directly communicate their stories to the public. This way, social media enables to bridge
the social distance between those directly affected by humanitarian crisis and the audience. Opponents claim that this can be regarded as a move away from the depiction of helpless and passive
victims that NGOs have relied on in the past to giving a voice to victims.
Some humanitarian organizations decided to reject images of misery and human suffering by using
more positive images. For example, images of smiling children or smiling women who use their new
village pump (Bell & Carens, 2004). This is a move away from the passiveness of victims, presenting
more clever or ironic images. An example of such an ironic message is the advertisement during the
‘OJ Simpson trial’. This advertisement used solely text to compare the amount of media coverage of
that event with the much smaller coverage of the genocide in Rwanda occurring at the same time
(ibid).
The more playful, ironic and less emotive approach used by many organizations today has been criticized for being morally ambiguous and by downplaying the seriousness of a humanitarian crisis by
glossing over the misery of suffering. It also undermines a sense of solidarity with people living in
distant countries (Walton, 2018; Al Nawakil, 2015). Chouliaraki (2010: p. 1) adds that the posthumanitarian representations are characterized by a short-term and low-intensity form of agency
and only temporarily involves the audience in practices of ‘playful consumerism’.
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The fragmented nature of the contemporary communication environment is driven by a rapid rise in
the speed and volume of citizen witnessing and user-generated content, which makes it difficult for
NGO messages to reach new audiences and encourages them to privilege the ‘dramatic over the
chronic’ to catch the attention of audiences (Walton, 2018). These market-led journalistic practices
of humanitarian organizations are often criticized as they package stories through simple language
without providing any context and competing for spectacular footage (Vestergaard, 2008).
2.3.2.3 Fundraising strategy of the ICRC and MSF
Both the ICRC and MSF have used emotion-oriented communication as well as styles of posthumanitarian communication in their fundraising messages. Al Nawakil (2014, 2015) and Da Silva
Gama et al., (2013) showed that MSF has adopted innovative ways of representation and posthumanitarian styles to raise funds through their ‘Urban Survivors’ campaign. This campaign takes the
public on a virtual journey through five slums where MSF is running projects (Dhaka, Johannesburg,
Karachi Nairobi and Port-au-Prince). It is the first example of humanitarian communication to portray
specific victims in need along with the portrayal of their particular needs (Médecins Sans Frontières,
s.d.). Although this campaign shows the agency of victims by giving them a voice, there is no space
for the public to interpret the victim in any other way than the way in which MSF has already depicted the victim. The agency of the victims is thus limited. Another project by MSF that has been criticized by its emotion-oriented style of communication is ‘Sahel: Man in Distress from 1984 to 1985’ by
photographer Sebastiao. This project was criticized for picturing suffering in an aesthetic, romanticized, victimizing and hyper-dramatic way.
The ICRC has also used emotion-oriented communication to raise funds. In 1961, the ICRC depicted
African children in an extreme state of starvation (Chouliaraki, 2010). Another example of the ‘shock
effect’ created by the ICRC is found in their image photographed by Werner Bischoff in India, which
was accompanied with the textual description: ‘Sir, we are dying’ (Chouliaraki, 2010). Chouliaraki
(2010) identified a move away from an emotion-oriented style of communication by the Danish Red
Cross in their campaign to sell the mineral water ‘Aqua d’Or’, from which a small percentage of the
purchased bottle of water is donated to the ICRC’s campaign for clean drinking water in Africa
(Vestergaard, 2011). The TV spot depicts two Danish supermodels who attempt to make the water
attractive as a lifestyle object by portraying an ideal of beauty and purity which can be associated
with the cleansing qualities of the water. Though this TV spot moves away from emotion-oriented
styles of communication by using less emotional language and by avoiding depictions of victims as
helpless, it raises controversy. It markets water as a luxury product while at the same time it is the
essential basic need that the ICRC aims to provide for people whose lives are threatened from the
lack of it.
2.3.2.4

Interim conclusion

This subparagraph described the rise of humanitarian communication and the debate that has been
raised about the depiction of human suffering and the focus on misery as a means to raise funds
amongst the public. It also discussed how a post-humanitarian communication style developed, that
focuses less on heavy words and gives agency to victims of conflict. This style is a response to the
criticism on the emotion-oriented communication style and the increasing ‘compassion fatigue’
amongst the public with victims of a humanitarian crisis. It showed how the ICRC and MSF showed
characteristics of both communication styles in their fundraising campaigns. This subparagraph addresses how the fundraising strategies of the ICRC and MSF might affect their practices of peace and
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war journalism. This way, the literature on fundraising strategies helps to provide an answer to subquestion 2.2: “To what extent do the humanitarian principles of the ICRC and MSF influence their
practices of peace and war journalism in their communication texts about Syria?”
As the ICRC and MSF have found to use emotion-oriented styles of communication in their fundraising messages, they might practice war journalism, by focusing on strong emotive and victimizing
language and avoiding the context of the conflict as a means to raise funds.
As MSF is more dependent on generating funds from public donors than the ICRC, this might lead to
more practices of war journalism by MSF. However, subparagraph 2.3.2.3 showed that both organizations use similar fundraising practices. This might suggest that there are no differences in their
practices of peace or war journalism based on their different level of dependency on private donors.
As both the ICRC and MSF have also used post-humanitarian styles of communication, they might
also use practices of peace journalism, by showing the agency of victims and involving fewer heavy
words. Nonetheless, this style of communication is also criticized by its avoidance of the context of
the conflict and its tendency to privilege the dramatic over the chronic to catch the attention of audiences, which also involves characteristics of war journalism.
This research examines to what extent these expectations on dominant practices of war journalism
by the ICRC and MSF match or differ with the findings from this research, and to what extent these
practices are related to the fundraising strategies of the ICRC and MSF.
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3.

Methodology

This chapter addresses the methods and data used for this research. It addresses the mixed method
design that is applied to identify the practices of peace and war journalism in the communication
texts of the ICRC and MSF, and to explore their motives for using these frames. It also explains why
the ICRC and MSF, in the context of the Syrian conflict, are chosen as case studies for this research. It
describes how the practices of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF are examined through
quantitative content analysis of their communication texts about Syria. This is followed by addressing
how the motives for using peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF are examined through a
qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews with representatives of both organizations.
This chapter closes by discussing the reliability and validity of this research.

3.1

Mixed method design

This research is based on a mixed method design, which combines quantitative and qualitative research (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Bryman, 2012). Quantitative research will be conducted in
the form of a content analysis on the communication texts of the ICRC and MSF about Syria. Qualitative research will be conducted in the form of semi-structured interviews with representatives of the
ICRC and MSF. These interviews are analyzed using qualitative content analysis.
A mixed method design is chosen for this research, because both approaches complement each other. While the quantitative data from the communication texts provide insights into the practices of
peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF, the qualitative data from the interviews generate
insight into the motives for using these practices. The qualitative data from the interviews add more
detail to the statistical data from the quantitative content analysis. It sheds light on the interpretations of the respondents about their practices of peace and war journalism (Bryman, 2012). On the
other hand, the quantitative findings provide a solid basis of interview questions about the practices
of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF, which help to explore the communication strategies of humanitarian organizations. By combining both approaches, a deeper understanding can be
generated on Galtung’s (2010) theory of peace and war journalism (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
As the findings are collected in a quantitative and qualitative way, the credibility of these findings is
also increased (Bryman, 2012). For example, if the quantitative data shows that the ICRC mainly
avoids peace initiatives in their communication texts, it can be asked during the interviews to the
representative of the ICRC to what extent he or she agrees on this finding and what their explanation
is for the use of this frame.

3.2

Case selection

This research is based on two cases, the humanitarian organizations the ICRC and MSF. It focuses on
one context: the conflict in Syria. The cases of the ICRC and MSF have been chosen for this research
as both organizations differ in their humanitarian principles and fundraising strategies. According to
the literature, these two aspects are important in shaping the public communication of humanitarian
organizations. In order to examine the role of humanitarian principles and fundraising strategies in
the use of peace and war frames by humanitarian organizations, it is thus important to conduct research on two organizations that differ in these aspects. This provides a comparison between practices of peace and war journalism by different organizations within the humanitarian field.
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The conflict in Syria as the context of this research has been chosen for three reasons. First, both the
ICRC and MSF are operating in Syria and frequently communicate about the conflict via their communication channels. Secondly, earlier research has shown that the reports on the conflict in Syria by
news media have been characterized by dominant practices of war journalism. This enables a comparison between the use of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF in comparison to news
media. In addition, the limited time available for conducting this research made it necessary to focus
on one conflict only. This enables in-depth research, which pays attention to detail and avoids simplification and superficial conclusions (Verschuren et al., 2010).

3.3

Quantitative approach

This subparagraph addresses the decision to conduct quantitative research through a quantitative
content analysis and how this thesis copes with the limitations of this approach. This is followed by a
discussion on how quantitative content analysis is applied by identifying characteristics of peace and
war journalism in the communication texts about Syria by the ICRC and MSF (table 2). Also, the selection of the data on the communication channels (website, Twitter, annual activity reports and press
releases) of the ICRC and MSF will be addressed.
3.3.1 Quantitative research
Quantitative research focusses on the number of things: how many is there of something? (LUMS
Effective Learning, 2016). It involves numbers, quantifying and counting in order to draw conclusions.
In this thesis, a quantitative approach is chosen to analyze the communication texts of the ICRC and
MSF on their practices of war and peace journalism, because applying statistical methods offers a
systematic and standardized comparison between the practices of both organizations (LUMS Effective Learning, 2016). Applying a quantitative approach makes it easier to generate a larger sample
size of the written communication texts of the ICRC and MSF in comparison to qualitative research.
This increases the generalizability of the findings to peace and war practices by other organizations.
Using statistical methods also fosters a more reliable outcome on the practices of war and peace
journalism, because conducting qualitative research by asking representatives how they practice
peace and war journalism can involve bias.
3.3.1.1 Limitations of quantitative research
Quantitative research also brings a couple of limitations. It does not always shed light on the full
complexity of human experience or perceptions (LUMS Effective Learning, 2016). In this research,
this problem is taking into account by also conducting qualitative research through semi-structured
interviews. This way, light is shed on the perceptions and experiences of the respondents of the ICRC
and MSF, when explaining the quantitative data on their use of peace and war journalism. Quantitative research can reveal ‘what’ or ‘to what extent’, but cannot always explore why (ibid). This limitation is dealt with by exploring why humanitarian organizations are using frames of peace and war
journalism, while the first part of quantitative research covers to what extent the ICRC and MSF use
peace and war journalism in their texts. Quantitative research may also give a false impression of
homogeneity in a sample (ibid). This limitation will be taken into account by paying attention to potential heterogeneity in the coded communication texts of the ICRC and MSF.
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3.3.2 Quantitative Content Analysis through coding
Quantitative Content Analysis is a research technique mainly used in communication studies to identify patterns in texts in a ‘replicable and systematic manner’ (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). These patterns
can be identified by classifying parts of a text through the practice of coding. Texts can be coded
through a structured and systematic coding scheme (Rose et al., 2015: p. 1). A coding scheme can
focus on different themes or aspects that are important to a topic. Each theme or aspect is coded
differently. After coding the texts, conclusions can be drawn from the content. Content analysis can
be applied to different kinds of written texts including letters, speeches and articles. It can also be
applied to visual media, such as text in the form of video or film.
In this thesis, quantitative content analysis is applied to identify characteristics of war and peace
journalism in the communication texts on Syria by the ICRC and MSF. The coding scheme for this
research (table 2) is based on the list of coding categories of peace and war journalism introduced by
Galtung (2010) and will be further explained in paragraph 3.2.3 about operationalization.
Quantitative content analysis is chosen for this research, because the clear specification of the coding scheme on peace and war journalism by Galtung (2010) made it replicable for this study. The
coding scheme has been tested by many researchers, including Lee & Maslog (2005) and Ottosen
(2010). Quantitative content analysis can be applied to a wide variety of texts sources and it can cope
with large amounts of data by using computer software programs to code the texts (ibid). Therefore,
the findings from the quantitative content analysis on the practices of peace and war journalism by
the ICRC and MSF are more generalizable, than when qualitative content analysis is conducted to
identify practices of peace and war journalism by both organizations. Lastly, quantitative content
analysis may also help to reduce the problem of social desirability bias when researching the sensitive topic of communication strategies by humanitarian organizations. This type of bias might be
reduced as the practices of peace and war journalism will be identified by counting the number of
peace and war codes in their communication texts, rather than asking the respondents of the ICRC
and MSF themselves how they practice peace or war journalism in their public communication (Insch
et al., 1997; Harris, 2001).
3.3.2.1 Limitations quantitative content analysis
Quantitative content analysis also faces some limitations (Rose et al., 2015). Firstly, content analysis
is criticized for ignoring the underlying meaning of texts by merely focusing on quantifying content
(Tischer, et al., 2000). This thesis will cope with this limitation by complementing the collected quantitative data with qualitative data collection through interviews.
Content analysis has potential weaknesses in sampling and coding as those can introduce bias. The
process of sampling and coding always involve interpretation and thus risk similar biases as faced by
other measurement methods (Insch et al., 1997). Content analysis is thus criticized regarding its reliability and the trustworthiness of coding (Titscher et al., 2000). By applying inter-coder reliability, it
has been made sure that others agree on the coding of the same text to avoid research bias. Therefore, two people have checked whether they agreed upon the coding used during this research. Furthermore, intra-coder reliability has been ensured by taking into account the stability of coding
throughout the texts by the author as a single coder. When difficulties were faced with identifying
Galtung’s (2010) coding scheme (table 2) of war and peace journalism in the collected data from the
ICRC and MSF, these problems have been addressed in chapter 5 about the reflections on the theory
and about the suggestions for improvement of the model in future research.
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Thirdly, the abstraction of content from its context can also create problems (Titscher et al., 2000).
For instance, taking a word or phrase in isolation from other parts of the text may result in loss of
meaning. Content analysis also risks overlooking what is not said in a particular text. In some situations what is absent may be as significant as what is included. Content analysis can thus struggle to
explain findings from which the source of the explanation is situated outside of the text itself (Rose
et al., 2015). This thesis will cope with this by complementing quantitative data collection with qualitative data collection and by taking into account the context around specific codes, for example by
coding the whole sentence rather than only one word. Furthermore, attention is paid in the analysis
to the absence of specific codes and it is tried to find out what the reason is for this absence by questions during the interviews with the representatives of the ICRC and MSF.
Fourthly, critics of content analysis (Busch et al., 2012; Titscher et al., 2000) have argued that it is
often difficult to draw conclusions from content analysis, as it must be based on comparable data
between different cases and be measured accurately with a representative sample. In order to ensure that the data between the ICRC and MSF is comparable, written texts are selected from their
communication channels from the same time phase (2016 until 2018) and the same conflict (the
conflict in Syria). Furthermore, Galtung’s (2010, Appendix II) coding scheme on peace and war journalism has been tested before by many researchers (i.a. Ottosen, 2010 on Afghanistan; Siraj, 2008 on
India-Pakistan; Lee & Maslog, 2005 on four regional Asian conflicts; Goretti, 2007 on Uganda; Yang,
2009 on the Malaysian ‘keris’ wielding incident; Lee, 2009 on different conflicts) and has a strong
theoretical base as it has been adjusted over time (By Lee & Maslog, 2005). The coded data where
the conclusions are drawn on are also provided to the database of the university, so readers can consider whether they agree with the findings.
Lastly, conducting a content analysis is time-consuming (Nijenhuis, 2014). Therefore, this research
was limited to addressing the use of peace and war frames by two organizations, MSF and the ICRC,
and to one case: the conflict in Syria. A selection has made in the communication texts of both organizations for data collection, which will be further explained in paragraph 3.2.4.
3.3.3 Operationalization
The coding scheme for this research is given in table 2. It is based on the list of coding categories of
peace and war journalism introduced by Galtung (2010, Appendix II). In this research, this list is
slightly adjusted according to the codebook of Lee and Maslog (2005), as it also includes the use of
‘emotive, victimizing and demonizing language’ when identifying peace and war frames. This language-oriented section has been added to the scheme of Galtung, as previous research by Nijenhuis
(2014) and Lee & Maslog (2005) showed that language plays an important role in shaping war or
peace-oriented frames. Moreover, as research showed that humanitarian organizations raise funds
by appealing to the emotions of the public, the use of language might be an important indicator of
war or peace journalism in their texts (i.a. Malkki, 1996; Campbell, 2004; Cohen, 2001).
ATLAS.ti is used to code the data in the text. This is a computer program used for both qualitative
and quantitative data analysis. ATLAS.ti is a suitable program for this research, as it enables to quantify the coded information from the texts of the ICRC and MSF, by drawing tables and counting the
different codes of peace and war characteristics. Quantifying these characteristics also enables a
comparison between both organizations. In the next paragraph, it is explained how ATLAS.ti is also
used to code the conducted interviews on a qualitative basis.

41

As addressed in paragraph 2.2.6, the practices of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF are
presented and compared at three levels: (1) the overall score on war and peace journalism, (2) the
orientations of war and peace, and (3) the specific elements of war and peace journalism. These levels of comparison provide a detailed understanding and a solid basis to conduct further research on
the motives for both organizations to use war or peace frames in their communication texts.
3.3.3.1 Comparing overall scores on war and peace journalism
First, the overall scores on peace and war journalism between the ICRC and the MSF are compared to
obtain a general overview of the use of peace and war journalism in their communication texts. To
calculate the overall score, the following formula will be used:
The overall score of peace and war journalism = (The total number of war elements – the total number of peace elements) / the total number of identified peace and war elements.
The score can vary from -1 (peace journalism) to +1 (war journalism). For example, a score of 0.4
means that the coded communication texts of the organization predominantly consist of elements of
war journalism, whereas a score of -0.4 means that the coded communication text includes more
elements of peace journalism than war journalism. This provides a comparison between the overall
war and peace score of both organizations and addresses if both organizations are similar to news
media by using dominant frames of war journalism while communicating about the conflict in Syria,
or whether they use more frames of peace journalism in their texts.
3.3.3.2 Comparing orientations of war and peace
Secondly, the ICRC and the MSF are compared by looking at their orientations of peace and war journalism. These orientations are developed by Galtung (2010) and can be divided into four opposing
orientations (see table 1). In addition, a fifth orientation has been added in this research, focusing on
Lee’s and Maslog’s (2005) language approach in identifying war and peace frames:
Table 1: War orientations versus peace orientations
War journalism

Peace journalism

1.

War/violence – orientated

vs.

Conflict – orientated

2.

Propaganda – orientated

vs.

Truth – orientated

3.

Elite – orientated

vs.

People – orientated

4.

Victory – orientated

vs.

Solution – orientated

5.

War – orientated language

vs.

Peace – orientated language

An orientation can be seen as an overarching theme of a group of specific war or peace elements.
The orientations can manifest themselves in different ways, as there are different combinations of
elements possible to shape an orientation. For instance, the elements of ‘giving names to all evildoers’ and ‘focusing on common people as a source for information’ are both elements of peopleoriented peace journalism. In total, Galtung (2010) identified 34 different elements in which the orientations can occur, extended with 6 elements in which the language orientation of Lee & Maslog
(2005) can manifest itself (table 2). Each element of an orientation is given a different coding name
(table 2). All these elements are identified, named and counted in the collected data from the ICRC
and MSF to provide an overview of their orientations.
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By analyzing the orientations of both organizations, it is examined which orientations of war and
peace journalism are dominant and which are less dominant. For example, MSF can be more orientated towards providing solutions to the conflict than focusing on victory. In addition, it shows if both
organizations are also oriented towards violence, propaganda, elite, victory and war language (orientations of war journalism) like news media, or whether they are more oriented towards conflict,
truth, people, solution and peace language (orientations of peace journalism).
To compare the orientations between the ICRC and MSF, two calculations are made, because the
word count of the collected data of the ICRC differs significantly from the word count of the collected
data of MSF. To compare the orientations of the ICRC and MSF, the scores are normalized by dividing
each score of an orientation by the ICRC and MSF through the total score of orientations by each
organization. In addition, it is calculated whether the war or opposing peace orientation is more
dominant in the texts of both organizations by subtracting the normalized score of a war orientation
from the normalized score of the opposing peace orientation of each organization.
3.3.3.3 Comparing specific codes of war and peace
After comparing the overall war/peace scores and orientations of the ICRC and the MSF, the specific
elements of war and peace journalism will be compared (table 2). Analysis on the specific elements
used by the ICRC and MSF enables a more detailed comparison between the practices of war and
peace journalism by both organizations as it explains why certain orientations are more prominent in
their texts than other orientations. It also enables a detailed comparison on which elements of war
journalism by the ICRC and MSF are similar to news media reports on Syria and which elements differ
from news media reports. Furthermore, this section compares the differences in practices of peace
and war journalism between the different communication channels of the ICRC and MSF by addressing on which communication channel a war or peace element is identified the most. This detailed
comparison leads to a solid basis for the qualitative part of this research in which the motives for
using these frames are explored by semi-structured interviews.
Similar to the comparison between the different orientations of the ICRC and MSF, a calculation has
been made to compare the elements of peace and war journalism between both organizations. To
compare the elements in the communication texts of the ICRC with the elements of MSF, the frequency of each specific element from the ICRC is divided by 1.31757797, based on dividing the total
number of words of the ICRC through the total number of words of MSF: 69,327 words (ICRC) /
52,617 words (MSF) = 1.31757797 (table 3). Also, a calculation is made to compare the scores of
peace and war elements between different communication channels. This is done by dividing the
score of a peace or war element on a communication channel through the word count of that channel (table 3).
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Table 2: Orientations and elements of war and peace journalism from Galtung (2010), including the added language orientation of Lee & Maslog (2005: p. 26).

Violence-war/victory journalism
1. Violence/War-oriented

Conflict/peace journalism
1. Conflict-oriented

Focus on conflict arena,
Two parties,
zero-sum orientation (one goal: to win)

Explore conflict formation,
Multiple parties,
win-win orientation (many goals and
issues)

Focus mainly on the here and now

Report causes and consequences of the
conflict

Focus only on visible effects
of violence (killed, wounded
and material damage)

Focus also on invisible effects
of violence (trauma and glory,
damage to structure/culture)

Making wars opaque/secret

Making conflicts transparent

“Us-them” journalism,
propaganda, voice, for “us”,
focusing on the differences

Giving voice to all parties;
empathy, understanding,
reporting on the areas of agreement

See “them” as the problem,
focus on who prevails in war

See conflict/war as the problem,
focus on conflict creativity

Dehumanization of “them”;
Dichotomizes the good and bad

Humanization of all sides;
Avoid labeling of good and bad

Reactive: waiting for violence to occur
before reporting

Proactive: reporting also before
violence/war occurs

2. Propaganda-Oriented
Expose “their” untruths,
Partisan (biased for one side in the
conflict), help “our” cover-ups/lies
3. Elite-oriented

2. Truth-oriented
Expose untruths on all sides
Non-partisan (neutral, not taking sides)
Uncover all cover-ups
3. People-oriented

Focus on “their” violence and
on “our” suffering; on able-bodied
elite males

Focus on violence by all sides and
on suffering all over;
Also on women, aged, children

Give name of their evildoers

Give name to all evildoers

Focus on leaders and elites as
actors and sources of information

Focus on people as actors and sources
of information,
Giving voice to the voiceless

4. Victory-oriented
Peace = victory + cease-fire

4. Solution-oriented
Peace=nonviolence + creativity
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Conceal peace-initiative,
before victory is at hand

Highlight peace initiatives,
also to prevent more war

Focus on treaty, institution,
the controlled society

Focus on structure, culture,
the peaceful society

Leaving for another war,
return if the old flares up,
Stops reporting and leaves after war

Aftermath: resolution, reconstruction,
reconciliation,
Stays on to report the aftermath of war

5. War-oriented language

3.3.4

5. Peace-oriented language

Demonizing language
(e.g., vicious, cruel, brutal, barbaric,
inhuman, tyrant, savage, ruthless,
terrorist, extremist, fanatic, fundamentalist.

Avoids demonizing language
(uses more precise descriptions, titles,
or names)

Victimizing language
(e.g., destitute, devastated, defenseless,

Avoids victimizing language
(reports what has been done and

pathetic, tragic, demoralized) that tells

could be done by people, and how

only what has been done to people

they are coping)

Emotive language,
(Like genocide,

Avoids emotive language,
(Objective and moderate. Avoids

assassination, massacre, systematic

emotive words. Reserves the strongest

(as in systematic raping or forcing

language only for the gravest situation.

people from their homes)

Does not exaggerate)

Independent Sample T-Test

To process and analyze the collected data, R is used. This is a programming language and software
for statistical computing and graphics (The R Foundation, 2019). R is used for this research to conduct
an independent sample t-test in order to identify significant differences between variables. If the
relationship between the variables is significant, this indicates that there is a minimal chance that it is
based on coincidences and that it is therefore possible to speak of a relationship (Baarda & De
Goede, 2001).
In this research, 4 Independent Sample T-Tests are conducted (Appendix III until VII) to identify if:
1)the ICRC and MSF both practice significantly more war journalism or peace journalism
2)the ICRC practices significantly more war journalism or peace journalism
3)MSF
practices
significantly
more
war
journalism
or
peace
journalism
4)MSF practices significantly more war journalism or peace journalism than the ICRC.
If the significance value (p-value) of the test is low enough (<0.05), there is a significant relationship
between the two variables and conclusions can be drawn from this relationship. If the significant
value (p-value) is too high (>0.05), the possibility that the relationship between the two variables is
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based on coincidences is too high. Therefore, no conclusions can be drawn from these results (Field,
2009).
3.3.5 Data selection
Data was selected in the form of written texts on four communication channels of the ICRC and MSF:
their websites, press releases, annual activity reports and Twitter accounts over the past three years
(2016 until 2018). This subparagraph describes and explains the choices for the selected communication channels and collected data for this research.
3.3.5.1 Communication channels
The main reason for choosing the aforementioned communication channels are the differences between these channels regarding their purpose, features and targeted audiences. Humanitarian organizations communicate through a wide range of channels for different purposes: informing the
public on a humanitarian crisis, addressing their activities in the field, generating policy-change and
raising donations (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005). To realize these purposes, each communication channel
has its own target audience and its own way of communicating. By choosing different communication channels for this research, it can be examined whether the use of peace and war journalism and
the motives for using peace and war journalism differ per communication channel. Although a detailed comparison on the use of peace and war journalism per communication channel is not the
main purpose of this thesis, this research would be limited if only one channel is examined to identify
practices of peace and war journalism. By including multiple channels in this research, depth is provided in exploring the use of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF.
First of all, it was decided to select the data from press releases for this thesis (see table 3). Press
releases are mainly published for journalists, but can also be read by the public or government officials as they are available on the websites of humanitarian organizations (Walton, 2018). The main
purpose of press releases is to raise attention amongst journalists, so that they will pick up the story
of the humanitarian organizations and disseminate this story to the wider public and to policymakers. This way, journalists can contribute to raising awareness on a crisis, raising funds and bringing about policy change.
Secondly, the choice was made to select the Annual activity reports on Syria by the ICRC and MSF,
which are mainly read by policy-makers and (government) donors (see table 3). These reports can
influence their ideas about conflict, as it provides insights into the activities of the organizations on
the ground, context on a crisis and provides financial accountability to (government) donors. Annual
reports are available on the website of both organizations and can also be read by journalists and the
general public.
Thirdly, written texts were selected on the websites of the ICRC and MSF, which are mainly read by
the public, but can also be read by governments and journalists (Walton, 2018) (see table 3). The
ICRC has one general website, because it claims to speak with one voice: ‘the convention of Geneva’.
MSF has multiple websites, because it is divided into associations (Brauman, 2012). As there is not
enough time within a master thesis to examine all these different websites, the overall website of
‘MSF International’ is used for analysis within this research. In addition, two texts have been selected
from the websites of both organizations: a general text about the situation in Syria and a fundraising
text about Syria in which the organizations explicitly ask for donations.
Finally, it has been decided to select the written texts on the Twitter account of the ICRC and MSF
(see table 3). Twitter is a social network site on which people can respond to each other, follow each
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other and place posts by using short texts of maximum 280 signs (Twitter, s.d.). Next to Twitter, both
organizations are also active on other social media, such as Facebook, YouTube, Instagram and
LinkedIn. Their social media platforms are mainly visited by the public, but can also be viewed by
journalists and governments (Walton, 2018). Social media platforms like Twitter enable to quickly
spread ideas about Syria to a wide range of people. In addition, these platforms enable conflictaffected communities to bring their message directly to the public by telling their own stories, rather
than letting humanitarian organizations it tell for them.
3.3.5.2 Collected data
In this research, the choice was made to collect the written texts on the four communication channels of the ICRC and MSF over the last three years for two reasons: First, it might be difficult for the
respondents of the semi-structured interviews to answer questions about communication texts that
were published many years ago, before they might have been working for the organization. The
chance that the respondents are engaged with the content of the published texts is higher when the
communication texts of the most recent years are researched. Secondly, the limited time available
for this research made it necessary to limit the data collection to the written texts of only four communication channels over the last three years, rather than also including visual campaigns and a
broader time range.
The collected data from 2016 until 2018 were not sampled, as all the data available was used for
coding. In total, 40 press releases of the ICRC dating from 2016 until 2018 and 23 press releases from
MSF dating from 2016 until 2018 have been coded. In addition, the annual activity reports were analyzed from the last three years available, which date from 2015 until 2017. The edition of 2018 was
not available yet at the time of analysis. Furthermore, all Twitter posts were analyzed from 2016 until
2018 of both MSF and ICRC. However, retweets which did not originate from the ICRC or the local
ICRC organization (Syrian Red Cross) and that were written in Arabic have been excluded from the
sample. Lastly, the two available texts on the website of the ICRC and MSF about the conflict in Syria
have been coded.
The word count of the selected data for each communication channel of the ICRC and MSF and the
links to their communication channels are given in table 3. As explained in subparagraph 3.2.3, the
comparison between the ICRC and MSF on their practices of peace and war journalism, is made
through a calculation based on their word count.
Table 3: Word count of the selected data on the conflict in Syria per communication channel of the ICRC and
MSF and the links to their communication channels.

MSF

ICRC

Link to communication channel

Total text website 1,026
(information conflict words
+ crisis appeal)

247 words

ICRC:
https://www.icrc.org/en/where-wework/middle-east/syria
MSF:
https://www.msf.org/syria

Annual activity re- 4,409
ports 2015 t/m 2017
words

13,687 words

ICRC:
https://www.icrc.org/en/annual-report
MSF:
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https://www.msf-me.org/activity-reports
Press Releases 2016 14,365
t/m 2018
words

15,716 words

ICRC:
https://www.icrc.org/en/resourcecentre/result?t=press+releases
MSF:
https://www.msf.org/news

Tweets
2018

2016

t/m 18,452
words

23,961 words

ICRC:
https://twitter.com/icrc_sy
MSF:
https://twitter.com/msf_syria

Total

3.4

52,617
words

69,327 words

Qualitative approach

Paragraph 3.3 addresses the qualitative content analysis on the semi-structured interviews with the
representatives of the ICRC and MSF. It discusses the strengths and weaknesses of qualitative research and qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews. How this thesis copes with
these challenges is described, followed by a discussion on how qualitative content analysis on semistructured interviews has been applied to identify the motives for using peace and war journalism by
the ICRC and MSF. The selection of the respondents of the ICRC and MSF is also addressed.
3.4.1 Qualitative research
While quantitative research mainly focuses on numbers, qualitative research revolves around the
quality of things rather than their quantity (Bryman, 2012). Qualitative data involve the interpretation of words, narratives and descriptions to discover relevant themes and to make these comprehensible and credible for the reader (LUMS Effective Learning, 2016).
A qualitative approach is chosen for this research, as identifying the motives of the ICRC and MSF
requires the perceptions, views and opinions from representatives of the ICRC and MSF (LUMS Effective Learning, 2016). By asking the respondents to explain the quantitative findings about their practices of peace and war journalism, these practices are understood within the context in which the
ICRC and MSF operate (Bryman, 2012). For example, their media environment or organizational
structure. This way, a superficial interpretation of the quantitative findings is prevented. A comparison can be made between practices and motives by news media and humanitarian organizations,
and between different organizations within the humanitarian field. A qualitative approach enables to
record how the practices of peace and war journalism developed over time in relation to social life
(Bryman, 2012). Qualitative research is flexible and has a limited structure. By limiting the degree of
structure, it is more likely that the real perspectives for using certain war or peace frames are identified during this research. Additional motives than those connected to fundraising strategies and humanitarian principles can also be discovered through the interpretations of the representatives of
the ICRC and MSF (Boeije, 2010; Bryman, 2012). This enables a detailed understanding of the aspects
that shape the public communication of humanitarian organizations.

48

3.4.1.1 Limitations of qualitative research
Qualitative research also has its weaknesses. It is not always generalizable if small sample sizes are
used and it is characterized by its subjective nature (LUMS Effective Learning, 2016). Conclusions
need to be carefully drawn. Qualitative research can be too subjective as it usually starts with a
broad framework that gradually becomes more focused (Bryman, 2012). It is not always clear why
certain choices are made within this centering process. Qualitative research is also hard to replicate
in another context, because different researchers have different views on what they should focus on
during the data collection (Bryman, 2012). The response of the respondents can be influenced by the
interpretations of the researcher and the unstructured nature of qualitative data enables the researcher to use their own interpretations of the data. Accusations of unreliability and untransparency are also common in qualitative research (Bryman, 2012). For example, different results
may be achieved on different days with different people. The critique of being un-transparent means
that it is sometimes unclear how the researcher acted during the research and how the researcher
came to a conclusion.
To limit these weaknesses in this research, the steps of getting to the focus of this research are clearly described in the data analysis. Furthermore, how the research question has been answered, has
been made as transparent as possible and it has been tried to be cautious in making generalizations
on the basis of the qualitative findings. Comparisons were made with earlier findings from the quantitative research and literature in this thesis.
3.4.1.2 Qualitative content analysis through semi-structured interviews
In this thesis, qualitative research is conducted through semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured
interviews are guided with a set of questions and topics that are covered during the interviews
(RAND, 2009). The order of these questions can be changed during the interviews and questions that
seem redundant can be left out by the researcher (Keller, 2018). In contrast to structured interviews,
semi-structured interviews provide space to deviate from the questions or ask additional questions,
so that new ideas about the research topic can be brought up by the respondents.
Semi-structured interviews are chosen as a research method for this thesis, because the guiding
questions will help to obtain insights into the motives for the specific peace and war frames that are
found in the communication texts of the ICRC and MSF. Asking the respondents about their use of
specific peace or war frames (e.g. the focus on casualties) will reveal their public communication
strategies. The guiding questions also help to identify to what extent humanitarian principles and
fundraising strategies play a role in the practices of peace and war journalism.
By conducting semi-structured interviews rather than structured interviews, there is space for the
respondents to provide additional motives for using practices of peace and war journalism. This way,
the respondents will not be pushed in a certain direction regarding their motivations for practices of
war or peace journalism. All options will be kept open. This results in a deeper understanding of their
motives to use peace or war frames and allows additional factors to be brought up to explain their
motives, other than humanitarian principles or fundraising strategies. In addition, the semistructured nature of the interviews provides space for the researcher to ask further questions to the
respondents about aspects that appear to be important for public communication by humanitarian
organizations. This way, semi-structured interviews provide a detailed understanding of the factors
that shape the public communication of humanitarian organizations.
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Subparagraph 3.3.3 will address how qualitative content analysis in the form of semi-structured interviews has been applied.
3.4.1.3 Limitations of qualitative semi-interviews
Semi-structured interviews also have some shortcomings (Sociological Research Skills, s.d.). It is hard
to draw conclusions from semi-structured interviews when the sample size is small. Conducting these
type of interviews is time-consuming. It can also be hard to make generalizations, because of the
personal nature of the interviews, which makes every interview unique. In this research, the sample
size is also limited which requires cautiousness in drawing hard conclusions. In order to cope with
this limitation, it has been attempted to base the conclusions on the literature accompanied by the
earlier findings from the quantitative part of this research.
Another limitation of semi-structured interviews is found in its reliability (Sociological Research Skills,
s.d). It is difficult to replicate the research, as respondents may be asked different questions due to
the non-standardized character of the interviews. The reliability of the research can also be influenced as the interviewer may give out signals that guide the respondent to give answers expected by
the interviewer. To limit this weakness the interviews were following general guiding questions (Appendix VIII). Besides these general questions, space was left for new ideas and issues that are
brought up by the respondents to avoid guiding them to the answers expected by the interviewer.
Semi-structured interviews also bring limitations to the validity of the research, as there is no real
way of knowing if the respondents are genuine or if they might lie or give socially desirable answers.
To cope with this pitfall, it was attempted to make the respondents feel comfortable and to emphasize the neutral stance of the researcher. This way, the respondents got the feeling that they were
free to answer what they genuinely think.
3.4.2 Operationalization
To identify the motives of the ICRC and MSF for using practices of war and peace journalism, a set of
interview questions was formulated (Appendix VIII). These questions were used during the interview
as a guidance and were formulated after analyzing the findings from the quantitative part of this
research. The first part of the set of questions contains more general questions, e.g. if they can explain the previous findings on their use of peace and war journalism and the choices they have to
make while communicating. This first set of questions serves to create a broader understanding of
their motives in communicating about conflict, without navigating the respondent to potential desirable or expected answers.
The second part was about the outcomes during the first part of this research with questions about
the presence or absence of specific elements of peace or war journalism in their texts. For example,
it was asked to both organizations why they focus on the visible effects of violence, such as the number of deaths and wounded. This part of the interview provides a deeper understanding of the organizations’ motives to use specific elements of peace or war frames in their texts.
Before the interview started, it was always briefly explained what this research was about and what
peace and war journalism means. Thereafter, the findings from the first part of this thesis were presented.
The collected data from the semi-structured interviews were analyzed through ATLAS.ti. However,
whereas in the first part of this thesis the coded data collection is quantified through numbers, this
part of the data collection is analyzed through qualitative interpretations of the interview texts. The
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interviews were coded through the scheme below (see table 4) and the results were qualitatively
analyzed in the data analysis chapter 4. The coding scheme is based on the sub-questions 2.1, 2.2
and 2.3 derived from the literature in the theoretical framework. It examines the influence of (1)
fundraising strategies, (2) humanitarian principles and (3) additional factors in the motives for using
peace or war journalism. The sub-codes under code 1, 2 and 3, were formulated, while coding the
collected data from the interviews.
Table 4: Code map interviews

Code map interviews
1. Humanitarian principles
1.1

Neutrality

1.2

Bearing witness

2. Fundraising strategy
2.1

Private donors

2.2

Journalists

2.3

Government donors

3. Additional factors
3.1

Role of the media

3.2

Type of aid

3.4.3
Selection of respondents
Initially, two interviews were planned with each organization. One extra respondent was interviewed, because the ICRC in Geneva needed to verify if the answers by the Dutch Red Cross also apply for the communication texts on the International ICRC website. For MSF, an additional interview
was not necessary as the people who were working on the office in Amsterdam were also partially
responsible for publishing the texts on the International MSF website. One of the interviews at MSF
was with two respondents, as one of the Press Officers had been working at MSF since a few months.
This resulted in six interviews in total.
To find out to what extent humanitarian principles (2.1), fundraising strategies (2.2) and additional
factors (2.3) play a role in the representations of the conflict by ICRC and MSF, interviews were
needed with representatives of both organizations. These representatives are involved in the public
communication of the organization and responsible for publishing the collected data for this research
(Twitter posts, press releases, annual activity reports and website texts on Syria). One fundraiser,
three press officers and two communication advisors who were engaged in publishing content about
Syria have been interviewed. The details of these respondents are given in table 5 & 6.
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Table 5: Respondents ICRC
ICRC

Job description

Location

Belinda van der Gaag

Press Officer

The Hague, The Netherlands

Astrid Rijke

Fundraiser

The Hague, The

Marie-Claire Feghali

Communication Manager for Netherlands
Near and Middle East
Geneva, Swiss

Table 6: Respondents MSF
MSF

Job description

Location

Hizkia de Jong & Rolinda Fer- Press Officers
ron-Montsma

Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Diala Ghassan

Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Communication Advisor
Middle East and Sierra Leone

3.5

Research process: validity and reliability

In this subparagraph, it is discussed how this thesis ensured the reliability and validity of this research.
3.5.1
Validity
Validity is a criterion to measure the quality of research and examines if the results from the research
are valid. There are three different types of validity: 1) ‘measurement validity’ (also referred to as
‘construct validity’, 2) ‘internal validity’, and 3) ‘external validity’ (Golafshani, 2003; Bryman, 2012).
The criteria for validity apply to both quantitative and qualitative research (Bryamn, 2012). However,
in qualitative research these criteria are measured differently than in quantitative research and can
therefore have different definitions. Within qualitative research, internal validity is measured
through ‘credibility’: are the results credible? Whereas external validity is measured through ‘transferability’: are the results applicable to other contexts?
Measurement validity
First, measurement validity is the “degree to which a measurement measures what it is supposed to
measure” (Business Dictionary, s.d.). Methodological accountability is important to ensure measurement validity (Boeije, 2009). Therefore, this chapter and the theoretical framework of this thesis
describe the steps that have been taken to achieve results and justifies the choices made during the
research.
Internal validity
Secondly, internal validity examines the quality of the data collection and data analysis (Boeije,
2009). To ensure internal validity, ‘method triangulation’ is used, which means that different methods are used to collect the data for the research (Creswell, 2003). Data are collected from literature,
written texts on the communication channels of the ICRC and MSF, and semi-structured interviews.
The interaction during the interviews with the respondents enabled to ask additional questions
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about the practices of peace and war journalism, which reinforced the internal validity of this research.
As mentioned earlier in subparagraph 3.3.2.1, one aspect that endangers the internal validity in qualitative research is socially desirable answers of respondents (Bryman, 2012). Therefore, it was emphasized that the respondent can stay anonymous if they wish to, so that they would feel safe to
answer the questions genuinely. A safe environment was also created for the respondents by trying
to build up a relation of trust with the respondent and by interviewing them on a location secluded
from their colleagues.
External validity
The external validity examines to what extent the results of a research can be generalized outside
the study itself (Boeije, 2009; Bryman, 2012). As this study only focuses on two humanitarian organizations (the ICRC and MSF) within the context of one conflict (Syria), it might be hard to generalize
the results to a broader context (Bryman, 2012). Another limitation is that it is not possible to check
whether the respondents of the ICRC and MSF are representative for the organizations or if other
respondents would answer differently. To cope with this limited generalizability, the conclusion
drawn in the literature reviews were compared with the findings from the quantitative part of this
research. The respondents held different jobs within the organization to make sure the respondents
represent different opinions and interpretations within the organizations.
3.5.2
Reliability
Reliability means that the measurement within a research is consistent and that if the same phenomenon is measured several times with the same measurement method, this should generate the
same outcomes. Reliability examines to what extent the research is replicable (Golafshani, 2003).
Reliability is ensured through standardization. In this research, the interviews were semistandardized by formulating a general set of questions for each respondent. The questions are asked
as consistently as possible. Furthermore, the interviews are recorded and transcribed, which reduces
the risk of accidental errors and misinterpretation.
Reliability is ensured through methodological accountability. A description is provided of what has
been done, how it has been achieved and why it has been carried out in a particular way (Boeije,
2009).
The data analysis was carried out consistently by systematically coding all data according to a set
coding scheme. During the first part of the research the communication texts were coded through
the established coding scheme of war and peace journalism by Galtung (2010). Throughout the second part of the research the interviews were coded by a coding scheme based on occurring themes
within the interviews.
To make research reliable, it is important that enough data is collected and analyzed. According to
Baarda & De Goede (2001), the absolute minimum of units in research is 30. The number of coded
articles, analyzed for this research lays above 30, as only the coded press releases of the ICRC already
consist of 40 articles.
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4.

War and peace journalism: practices and motives of the ICRC and MSF

This chapter presents the quantitative and qualitative data that were collected for this thesis. Paragraph 4.1 until 4.3 presents the quantitative findings from the coded communication texts of the
ICRC and MSF on the characteristics of peace and war journalism. These findings answer the first
three-sub questions of this research about the overall score of peace and war journalism (1.1), the
orientations of peace and war journalism (1.2) and the specific elements of peace and war journalism
(1.3) by both organizations. Together, these sub-questions provide an answer on the extent to which
the ICRC and MSF display frames of war and peace journalism in their communication texts about
Syria.
Paragraph 4.3 also presents the qualitative findings from the semi-structured interviews with representatives of the ICRC and MSF. These findings answer the last three sub-questions of this research
about the role of the humanitarian principles (2.1), fundraising strategies (2.2) and additional factors
(2.3) in the use of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF. These sub-questions provide an
answer to the motives for the ICRC and MSF to use specific elements of peace and war journalism in
their communication texts about Syria. The last paragraph concludes with the main findings from this
chapter to answer the six sub-questions of this research.

4.1

Overall score peace and war journalism

This subparagraph answers sub-question 1.1 by addressing the overall peace and war scores of the
ICRC and MSF in their communication texts about Syria.
4.1.1

Results overall war/peace score

Using the formula as stated in subparagraph 3.2.3.1, the overall war/peace score of the ICRC and
MSF were 0.34 and 0.67 respectively (table 7).
Table 7: Score on war journalism of the ICRC and MSF
Organization War elements Peace elements Total peace and p=
war elements
ICRC
943
469
1412
0.008149
MSF
994
198
1192
0.005579

Overall score
0.34
0.67

Based on this score and the performance of an independent sample t-test it is concluded that, similar
to news media reports, both the ICRC and MSF significantly (p=0.001634, Appendix IV, V & VI) include more frames of war journalism than peace journalism in their communication texts about Syria.
Although MSF obtained a higher overall score on war journalism than the ICRC, the results from the
independent sample t-test show that MSF does not significantly (p=0.3756, Appendix VII) uses more
war frames than the ICRC.
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4.2

Orientations peace and war journalism

This subparagraph shows which orientations are related to the dominant score on war journalism by
both organizations. It also discusses how the ICRC and MSF might differ in their orientations and if
there are any peace orientations identified in the texts of both organizations.
The first six columns of table 8 provide a comparison between the scores on orientations of war and
peace journalism of the ICRC and MSF. For example, MSF promotes more propaganda than the ICRC
with a score of 0.006 in comparison to 0.
The last three columns of table 8 present which orientation is more dominant in the texts of both
organizations: the peace or war orientation. For example, table 8 shows that both the ICRC and MSF
use war language over peace language through a score of 0.291 and 0.309.
Table 8: Comparison war and peace orientations of the ICRC and MSF
War orientations

ICRC

MSF

Peace orientations

ICRC

MSF

Dominant
orientation

Victory

0

0

Solution

0.048

0.010

Solution
Victory

Propaganda

0

0.006

Truth

0.029

Elite

0.072

0.143

People

Violence

0.252

0.368

Conflict

0.344

0.317

Peace
guage

War
guage

lan-

lan-

ICRC

MSF

>

0.048

0.010

0.014

Truth
>
Propaganda

0.029

0.008

0.141

0.100

People
Elites

>

0.069

-0.043

0.065

0.039

Violence
Conflict

>

0.187

0.329

0.049

0.003

War language
> Peace language

0.295

0.314

The numbers in table 8 are based on the numbers in the tables 1 and 2 in appendix IX and were normalized to enable a comparison between both organizations.

4.2.1
Results orientations peace and war journalism
Table 8 shows that similar to news media, the ICRC and MSF are using dominant frames of war journalism through orientations on war language instead of peace language and violence rather than
addressing the formation of conflict. These two orientations are the most dominant orientations in
the texts of both organizations.
Table 8 also shows that similar to news media, MSF is oriented towards elites instead of ordinary
people, whereas the ICRC focuses more on people in their communication texts. The orientation on
people by the ICRC and the orientation on elites by MSF are the third most dominant orientations in
their communication texts.
The findings also show that the ICRC and MSF differ from news media as they are more oriented
towards solutions than victory and truth than propaganda in their communication texts about Syria
(table 8). Nonetheless, the orientations of war language and violence are more dominant in the texts
of both organizations than the orientations of peace journalism.

55

Although the difference in the findings on peace and war journalism between the ICRC and MSF has
not proven to be statistically significant (p=0.3756, Appendix VII), table 8 shows that MSF scores
higher on all war orientations which are war language, violence, elites, victory and propaganda. The
ICRC scores higher on all peace orientations which are peace language, conflict, people, solutions and
truth. Even though both organizations differ from news media by being more solution- and truthoriented, and also more people-oriented in the case of the ICRC, MSF thus scores higher than the
ICRC on the presence of dominant war orientations in their texts.

4.3

Specific elements of peace and war journalism and motives

This subparagraph addresses the specific war elements that are related to the dominant focus on
violence and war language in the communication texts of both organizations. It also explains why
these elements are present in their texts. It shows which elements are related to the difference between the elite and people orientation by the ICRC and MSF, and what their motives are for these
different practices. The higher score on war orientations by MSF in comparison to the ICRC will also
be touched upon. The peace elements that are related to their focus on truth and solutions will be
discussed together with their motives for these practices of peace journalism.
4.3.1
Violence orientation
This subparagraph discusses the war frames that explain the focus on violence by the ICRC and MSF.
It also discusses the elements of the opposing conflict orientation, which are identified to a lesser
extent in their texts.
Table 9 shows the scores on the violence-oriented elements and conflict-oriented elements by the
ICRC and MSF e.g. the element of identifying two parties is found twice in the texts of MSF. Table 9
also addresses on which communication channel an element is mostly found e.g. the element of
seeing conflict as the problem is mostly identified on the Twitter account of MSF and in the press
releases of the ICRC.
Table 9: Comparison violence-oriented elements and conflict-oriented elements by the ICRC and MSF
Violence
orientation
(war journalism)

Total
MS
F

Total
ICR
C

Dominant
communication
channel
MSF

Dominant
communication
channel
ICRC

Conflict
orientation
(peace journalism)

Total
MS
F

Total
ICR
C

Dominant
communication
channel
MSF

Dominant
communication
channel
ICRC

see ' them'
as the problem, focus
on
who
prevails in
war

81

1

Website

Annual
activity
reports

see
conflict/war as
problem,
focus
on
conflict creativity

1

2

Twitter
posts

Press
leases

0.0001

0.00006

identifying
2 parties,
one goal: to
win (zerosum orientation)

2

identifying
multiple
parties,
goals
and
issues, winwin orientation (solution which
benefits all

2

Press
releases

Annual
activity
reports &
Press releases

0.0049

0.00007
2

Annual
activity
reports
0.0002

Press
leases
0.0001

re-

8

0.0001

re-

0.0003

56

parties)
focus
on
the
here
and now,
poor
in
context

88

143

Twitter
posts

Dehumanization
of
‘them’,
dichotomy
of good and
bad
guys
(victims
and villains)

6

focus only
on
the
visible effects
of
violence
(killed,
wounded
and material
damage)

262

Us-them
journalism

0

0

Reactive:
waiting for
violence to
occur before reporting

0

0

Making
wars
opaque

0

0

-

Total

439

270

-

Website

11

humanization of all
sides; avoid
labeling of
good
and
bad guys

6

focus also on
invisible
effects
of
violence
(trauma and
glory, damage to structure/culture)

26

Giving voice
to all parties

0

0

-

-

Proactive:
reporting also
before violence/ war
occurs

0

0

-

-

-

Making conflicts transparent

0

0

-

--

-

Totals

46

70

-

-

0.0081

0.0029

0

report causes and consequences of
the conflict,
rich in context

Twitter
posts
&
Press releases

-

0.0002

124

Website

Press
leases

0.0097

re-

0.0043

-

-

-

7

Website

Annual
Activity
Reports

0.0029

0.0004
13

Press
leases
0.0004

40

Website
0.0019

re-

Annual
activity
reports
0.0007

Twitter
posts
0.0017

The numbers in table 9 are based on the numbers in the tables 3 and 4 in appendix X. The numbers from these tables were
normalized in order to make a comparison between both organizations.

4.3.1.1

Focusing on the visible effects of violence versus focusing on the invisible
effects of violence
In the communication texts of MSF, the focus on the visible effects of violence is identified 262 times
(table 9). This score makes this element the most frequently identified element in their communication texts. In their texts, MSF repetitively refers to the number of deaths and wounded as a consequence of the conflict in Syria and frequently addresses the material damage that the violence has
caused to MSF supported hospitals. The focus on the visible effects of violence was mostly found on
their Twitter posts (table 9). The following Twitter post serves an example of how MSF is emphasizing
the visible effects of violence in their texts: “#Syria’s east #Aleppo is witnessing the fiercest bombings
since the war being, killing at least 337 people over the past two weeks”.
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In the communication texts of the ICRC, the element of focusing on the visible effects of violence is
identified 124 times, which is less than in MSF’s texts (table 9). For the ICRC, the focus on the visible
effects of violence is the fourth most identified element in their overall texts and is mostly found in
their press releases by emphasizing the number of deaths, wounded and the material damage that
the conflict has caused (table 9).
In contrast to the focus on the visible effects of violence, the opposing, ‘conflict-oriented’ code of
focusing also on the invisible effects of violence, is mentioned 26 times in the texts of MSF and 40
times in the text of the ICRC (table 9). This element of peace journalism is thus more frequently identified in the texts of the ICRC than MSF. MSF mostly refers to the invisible effects of violence on their
website by referring to mental health and traumas from which Syrian civilians are suffering (table
10). An example of a reference to the mental health of the Syrian civilians within the conflict can be
found in the following Twitter post from MSF: “2 years of war in Syria have been devastating but
some of the worst violence remains hidden #mentalhealth”.
The ICRC addresses the invisible effects of violence by not only referring to psychological support,
but also to the damage that has been caused to cultural properties in Syria, the shortage of water
and the disappearance of family members as a consequence of the conflict. The focus on the invisible
effects of violence is mostly found in the ICRC’s Twitter posts. An example in which the ICRC addresses the invisible effects of violence in terms of cultural damage is found in their press release: “Attacks
on: Museums, religious sites, historic monuments, are attacks on: Our identity. Our history. Our humanity. Cultural property is protected under law. Even during war”.
Fundraising strategy
Respondents of the ICRC showed that the focus on the visible effects of violence by the ICRC can be
related to their fundraising strategy. When asking the respondents why the ICRC focuses on the
number of deaths, wounded and material damage in their press releases, Fundraiser Astrid and Press
Officer Belinda answered: “A press release is meant for the media to pick it up. So that requires a
factual and sometimes even formal approach (Astrid, Fundraiser)” and “For press releases, you want
to trigger certain stakeholders or journalists. That requires addressing news and facts. Therefore, it
helps when you emphasize the number of wounded or deaths in those messages (Belinda, Press Officer)”. Both respondents explain that journalists do not want to receive personal stories of victims
from humanitarian organizations, but a short message with the most important news about the conflict. This includes the number of deaths and wounded.
The respondents note that journalists are very important actors in spreading the message of the ICRC
to the wider public in order to raise donations. As fundraising Astrid states: “The ultimate situation
for us would be if the NOS journal broadcasts that we have opened a bank account for a specific situation, because then we see the money flowing in. Journalists let the topic live amongst the audience
and let them obtain knowledge about a topic by spreading news about it”.
Similar to the ICRC, the focus on the visible effects of violence by MSF is also related to their fundraising strategy. Press Officers Hizkia and Rolinda likewise state that, to have your message picked up
by journalists, you need to put the most newsworthy information on top of a press release. As Hizkia
explains: “I have studied journalism myself and one of the ground rules in writing a press release is
addressing the who, what, where, when, plus you always put on top of the message how many killed
and wounded there are. This is factually the most newsworthy information. So, while writing a press
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release, you keep that in mind. On top of your press release, you also state the number of victims
(Hizkia, Press Officer)”.
These findings show how the dependency on journalists by humanitarian organizations leads to practices of war journalism through a focus on violence, mostly in their press releases.
Type of aid
Communication advisor Diala argues that the focus on the visible effects of violence by MSF is also
related to their identity as a medical emergency organization: “When talking about emphasizing the
number of casualties, we are an emergency organization, sometimes we are in a situation, in the
worst conflict, and we are seeing war wounded coming in, and people being killed and dying once
they arrive at our hospital, so of course we are going to talk about it, because this is what we do it is
basically about treating these people, people that are injured and wounded”. Diala thus states that
reporting on the numbers of deaths and wounded is an inevitable consequence of their work as a
medical, humanitarian aid organization.
In line with this, Fundraiser Astrid from the ICRC also notes that the reason for the ICRC to address
the visible effects of violence less than MSF might be found in the fact that MSF is solely working
with sick and wounded people, whereas the ICRC has adopted a wider range of activities besides
providing medical help. For example, the ICRC also reunites family members. Therefore, the ICRC
might focus less on the tragic consequences of violence than MSF.
According to Communication advisor Marie Claire (the ICRC), addressing the visible effects of violence by the ICRC is also a result of the non-respect of the rules of IHL by warring parties: “It is the
mission of the ICRC to make sure these rules are respected and therefore it is necessary to confront
the parties with the violence that has been committed by them”. However, it can be questioned if
addressing the numbers of deaths and wounded in the public communication of the ICRC is really
effective in letting the warring parties respect the rules of war, while simultaneously this violencebased communication might foster violent responses amongst the public.
4.3.1.2

Focusing on the here and now versus focusing on the causes and
consequences
Besides the focus on the visible effects of violence, the ICRC and MSF dominantly focus on the here
and now while addressing the conflict in Syria. The element is identified 88 times in the texts of MSF
and 143 times in the text of the ICRC (table 9). MSF thus focuses more on the visible effects of violence and the ICRC focuses more on the here and now while communicating about Syria. It is the
third most dominant code within the texts of the ICRC and the fourth most dominant code in the text
of MSF.
In case of the ICRC, the element is mainly identified on their website and thereafter on their Twitter
(table 9) as they often start their Twitter posts with: “live”, “happening now”, “update” or “breaking
news”. An example in which the ICRC focuses on the here and now of the conflict is found in the following Twitter post: “HAPPENING NOW: 20 buses and 13 ambulances crossing the frontline with civilians from east #Aleppo some critically wounded @ SYRedCrescent”.
For MSF, the here and now was mostly emphasized on their Twitter. The following Twitter post is an
example of the focus on the ‘here and now’ by MSF: “Shocking: More hospitals attacked in #Syria
today. This time in #Jableh. There is no justification. Hospitals are #NotATarget”.
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Although both organizations focus on the here and now, they also addressed the causes and consequences of the conflict a couple of times. The causes and consequences of the conflict have been
addressed 11 times in the texts of MSF (table 9). The wider historical context of the conflict was
mostly identified on the website of the organization (table 9). The consequences addressed by MSF
are mainly focused on the humanitarian consequences of the war, such as people suffering from
malnutrition, skin diseases and the lack of vaccinations among the Syrian civilians. MSF made statements in their texts such as “the long-term consequences of the war are tragic”, but often does not
delve further into what these consequences entail. When it comes to the causes of the conflict, it
was only mentioned once in a donation appeal on the website of MSF that the conflict started as
protests against the Syrian government: “The conflict in Syria once started as anti-government protests, before it escalated into a civil war”.
The element of reporting on causes and consequences was even less identified in the text of the ICRC
than MSF with 7 times in total (table 9). The ICRC mainly referred to the consequences of the conflict
in their Annual Activity Reports, whereas the causes of the conflict are not mentioned in their texts.
Similar to MSF, the ICRC mentions that there are “humanitarian consequences”, but often does not
elaborate on what these consequences entail. An example in which the (humanitarian) consequences are addressed by the ICRC is found in the following Annual Activity Report of 2015: “The conflict,
and the economic sanctions imposed by other countries, seriously affected Syria’s economy and public
infrastructure/services. More and more people were driven into destitution by the widespread destruction, lack of jobs and progressive scarcity or costliness of food, water, health services and fuel”.
Humanitarian principles
The focus on the here and now rather than addressing the context of the Syrian conflict in the texts
of the ICRC is related to their commitment to the principle of neutrality. The respondents stated that
providing a description or analysis of the conflict is too political and thus undermines their principle
of neutrality. As Press Officer Belinda explains: “We do not address the context due to our neutrality
principle, because only explaining what is happening is already quickly politically colored. We do this
consciously”. The literature of Dijkzeul & Moke (2005) similarly showed that the ICRC refrains from
addressing political elements in their public communication through their commitment to neutrality.
The commitment to the principle of bearing witness by MSF is also related to a focus on the here and
now in their communication texts. When asking the respondents of MSF why the underlying causes
and the consequences of the Syrian conflict are not addressed in their texts, Press officers Hizkia and
Rolinda and Communication advisor Diala answered: “We only report about the situation as if in
what we see, it is not our responsibility to give context about such a situation or a general overview of
a political situation in a country (Diala, Communication Advisor)” and “Addressing long term consequences is not in the identity of MSF, we only focus on what we see in accordance with our principle
of bearing witness and what needs to happen (Rolinda, Press Officer)”. Respondents of MSF thus
claim that the organization is only responsible for addressing what they witness as an organization in
the field, which excludes addressing the wider context of the conflict.
Communication Advisor Diala also adds that it is too political to address the context of the conflict in
their public communication: “We are not a political organization and it is not our responsibility in any
way to give analysis about a political situation (Diala, Communication Advisor)”. This finding does not
correspond with the literature by Weiss (1999) and Abiew (2012), who state that MSF as a ‘political
humanitarian’ addresses the underlying drivers of conflict rather than focusing solely on addressing
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human suffering in the here and now. MSF thus seems to be more discreet on their public communication than expected from the literature by Weiss (1999) and Abiew (2012).
Fundraising strategy
Besides their principle of neutrality, the focus on the here and now in the communication texts of the
ICRC is also related to their fundraising strategy. Fundraiser Astrid explains that it is too complex and
irrelevant in terms of fundraising to address the context of the conflict. She explains that a catchy
fundraising message for the public needs to be limited to addressing ‘what is happening at the moment’ and ‘what needs to or can be done’: “What we do at fundraising is that we try not to explain
why the conflict is there, because in most of the cases it is too complex and does not matter. It is
more about: What is the problem? What can we do about it? And to connect this with: But this requires money”.
Similar to the ICRC, the focus on the here and now by MSF can also be related to their fundraising
strategy. Press Officers Rolinda and Hizkia point to the short attention span of the audience as a
cause of the focus on the ‘here and now’ in their communication texts. They notice a trend in which
limited context on the conflict is provided to keep the attention of the audience. They mention the
example of press releases which nowadays need to be short and catchy so media agencies would
immediately understand what the article is about and journalists would pick it up to send it out to
the broader public: “I think we went to another style. I think that if you look at older messages that
there was more information about the background of the conflict, but if you look at what people
read, the attention span is pretty short”.
The findings of both organizations are in line with the literature on the fundraising strategies of humanitarian organizations (i.a. Vestergaard, 2008; Chouliaraki, 2010), which addresses that limited
context on a crisis is provided through short messages in order to catch the attention of the public to
raise donations.
Role of the media
Both the ICRC and MSF focus on the here and now in their communication texts as they do not consider it as their responsibility as a humanitarian organization to address the wider context of the
conflict. The respondents from both organizations (Diala, MSF; Rolinda & Hizkia, MSF; Belinda, ICRC)
argue that it is rather the responsibility of the media to address the context of the conflict than the
responsibility of humanitarian organizations. Press officer Rolinda from MSF states that: “the public
does not expect from us to address the wider context of the conflict”. However, as the news media
have also been criticized for downplaying the underlying causes and consequences of the conflict in
Syria, it can be questioned who should be held accountable for providing the public with a detailed
understanding of the conflict (Hällgren, 2012).
Type of aid
When it comes to MSF, the respondents noted that another reason for focusing on the here and now
and not addressing the context of the conflict can be found in the identity of MSF as a medical emergency organization: “I think that, as a medical organization, we try to give an element of the issue
and focus not on the economic, but on the medical aspect. I think that that is what people want from
us, but that can be a good question”.
In line with this, Communication advisor Marie-Claire from the ICRC argues that it is their role as a
humanitarian organization to highlight the suffering of civilians as a result of not respecting the rules
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of war by warring parties, rather than giving an analysis on the conflict. However, Fundraiser Astrid
mentions that it is important to address the wider context of the conflict for their diplomatic role as
guardians of the IHL, but it is not their responsibility to communicate this analysis on the conflict to
the wider public.
4.3.1.3 Seeing ‘them’ as the problem versus seeing ‘conflict’ as the problem
The violence orientation of MSF is also related to the dominant element of seeing them as the problem in their text, in which MSF is naming and blaming the warring parties who committed acts of
violence. The element of seeing them as the problem was identified 81 times in the communication
texts of MSF (table 9). However, in the communication texts of the ICRC, this element has only been
identified once in their Annual Activity Report of 2016 (table 9).
In their communication texts, MSF explicitly refers to the warring party who is responsible for the act
of violence within the Syrian conflict or is not handling appropriately according to the organization.
By doing so, MSF considers the named party or actor as the problem in the message they spread
across the public, rather than regarding the conflict itself as the problem.
Although the organization refers to different actors and parties within the conflict, the warring parties of the Syrian government, Russia and ISIS are mentioned most frequently in their texts together
with the state of Jordan (table 10). Whereas MSF refers to the Syrian government 45 times, Russia
and ISIS are mentioned 14 times and Jordan 15 times. The references to ISIS, Russia and the Syrian
governments are mostly about their attacks on MSF supported health facilities and MSF’s health
workers, and their attempts to block the access of the organization to Syrian communities who are
affected by the conflict. Referring to the parties mostly occurs on the website of MSF. Two examples
in which MSF portrays the Syrian government and Russia as ‘the problem’ can be found on the website of MSF: “The Syrian government has not granted MSF authorization to operate in the country”,
and: “MSF calls on #Syria and #Russia to stop the indiscriminate bombings in #Syria eastern #Aleppo”.
MSF refers 15 times to Jordan in their text, as the country had closed the borders for Syrian refugees
for a certain period during the conflict (table 10). Turkey and Europe were referred to 5 and 7 times
due to their ‘migrant unfriendly legislation’ towards Syrian refugees. There was only one reference
which specifically mentioned the western states that are involved with the Syrian conflict, namely
the UK, France and the US. This one reference is stated in a press release of MSF: “In 2015, the already brutal conflict escalated, with Russia supporting the Syrian government and the UK and France
joining the US-led coalition air campaign. With these countries joining the conflict, four permanent
members of the UN Security Council are not actively involved in the war in Syria. These permanent
members of the UN Security Council must answer for their failure to uphold their own resolutions and
must ensure the horror of 2015 is not repeated, Said DR Liu”.
Table 10: Number of references to actors engaged with the conflict in Syria by MSF
Actors
Number of references
Syrian government

45

Jordan

15

Russia

14

Islamic State group

14
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Europe

7

Turkey

5

UK

1

France

1

US

1

On the other hand, the alternative peace element of seeing conflict/war as the problem and focus on
conflict creativity is identified two times, in a press release and Twitter post of the ICRC (table 9). The
ICRC focuses on conflict creativity in two messages by mentioning the changing nature of conflicts
and how to cope with this by referring to conducted studies. In addition, seeing conflict as the problem’ is only mentioned once in a Twitter post of MSF, by stating that: “Conflict brings new arrivals
every day to Ain Issa Camp #Syria #Kobani # Raqqa”.
Humanitarian principles
The absence of the code ‘seeing them as the problem’ in the communication texts of the ICRC is related to their commitment to the principle of neutrality. When asking how the principle of neutrality
affects the public communication of the ICRC, the respondents stated that they never refer to and
never criticize a specific warring party in their public communication. As Communication Advisor
Marie-Claire states: “We do not go naming and shaming in our public communication”. This finding
corresponds with the literature by Dijkzeul & Moke (2005) which addresses that the ICRC does not
publicly criticize warring parties in their communication due to their commitment to neutrality.
The dominant element of ‘seeing them as the problem’ in the texts of MSF is related to their commitment to the principle of bearing witness. When asking the question how the principle of bearing
witness influences the public communication of MSF, the respondents stated that it is the responsibility of MSF to publicly address the acts of violence they have witnessed against victims of the conflict. Diala mentions that this responsibility stems from the fact that MSF is one of the few organizations who can enter the conflict zone and speak out about what they witness. She states: “If there is
a situation that can be ended, then of course we are going to ask the concerning party to take their
responsibilities. We are somehow responsible to talk about the situation and that is where the
strength of MSF comes from (Diala, Communication Advisor)”. The respondents note that naming the
responsible parties in their public communication is only being done when talks with the warring
parties behind closed doors do not have any positive effect on the humanitarian situation, and when
it is 100 percent sure who committed the act of violence: “There is a lot of advocacy by doing bilateral talks, meetings, behind the doors with governments and with influencers and authorities in these
areas. If those efforts of advocacy and bilateral meetings do not work out it will be our last option to
speak out publicly (Diala, Communication Advisor)” and “If we do not have the 100% clarification and
confirmation of who is behind the attack, we do not use names (Diala, Communication Advisor)”. The
finding that MSF speaks out about violence committed by warring parties due to their principle of
bearing witness is in line with the earlier addressed literature by Dijkzeul & Moke (2005).
The respondents also highlight the dilemma that the principle of bearing witness raises between
speaking out and maintaining access to conflict-affected communities: “You need to speak out as it is
in your DNA and it is stated in your mission, but if you speak out the access to your patients can be
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lost. This is a really difficult and constantly recurring dilemma (Rolinda, Press Officer)”. This dilemma
was also highlighted in the literature by Bell & Carens (2004).
When asking why MSF mostly criticizes the Syrian government while i.a. neglecting violence by western powers and Kurdish forces, Press officers Rolinda and Hizkia noted that MSF is only able to operate from the northern part of Syria due to safety concerns. This area is controlled by Kurdish forces.
As they can only speak out about what they see and witness in accordance with their witnessing
principle, they can only speak about atrocities and hostilities in the part of Syria where MSF is present: “We only speak out about what we see and in Syria we can only work on one side: the Kurdish
side. So that is why you hear less from both sides, as we cannot work on both sides of the conflict
(Rolinda, Press Officer)”.
However, this does not explain why MSF communicates more on the violations of the Syrian government than for example violations by Kurdish forces. Nonetheless, the numbers on human rights
violations by organizations as Amnesty International show that the Syrian government is responsible
for most of the violations in Syria (Amnesty International, s.d.). This might be an explanation for their
emphasis on the Syrian government in their communication texts.
Both Press Officers add that naming the parties is not meant to be political, as the MSF is neutral as
stated in their mandate. According to Hizkia, naming and criticizing the Syrian government is perhaps
more a means of showing transparency towards the audience, to let the public know that they can
only work on one side of the conflict in Syria: “I think that from our optic you want to show a sort of
transparency, to show why you are working in a certain area, as usually we are working on both sides
of the conflict (Hizkia, Press Officer)”.
4.3.1.4

Humanization of all sides, avoid labeling good and bad guys versus
dehumanization of them, labeling good and bad guys
In contrast to news media, the ICRC and MSF also focus on humanizing all sides of the conflict by
expressing their mission to provide aid on all sides. This conflict-oriented element is a characteristic
of peace journalism.
The results on the element of ‘seeing them as the problem’ show that MSF names the warring parties which are responsible for an act of violence within the conflict. However, they have also expressed their mission to provide aid to all sides of the conflict 6 times in their press releases (table 9).
Explicitly referring to their mission to provide aid to all sides of the conflict can be labeled as the humanization of all sides and avoid labelling good and bad guys. An example in which MSF expresses its
mission to help all sides within the conflict can be found in the following statement in their press
release: “MSF follows medical ethics in its provision of care, basing the treatment offered on medical
need alone and not on the political views or affiliations of the patient, Said Nicolai”.
On the other hand, MSF has condemned the acts of violence by warring parties 6 times in their press
releases and Twitter posts, which have led to labeling a bad guy by dehumanizing them (table 9).
Nonetheless, this war score is relatively low in comparison to news media and is balanced with its
counter peace element of humanizing all sides. Two examples in which the Syrian government and its
ally Russia are dehumanized within the conflict can be found in the following Twitter post and press
release of MSF: “Russia and Syria must stop this carnage now” and “By damaging the few remaining
places where lives can be saved, it is clear that Syria and Russia are squeezing the life out of east
Aleppo”.
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For the ICRC, the element of humanization of all sides is labeled 13 times in their texts and is mostly
identified in their Annual Activity Reports (table 9). The element of dehumanization of them is not
identified in the texts of the ICRC. The ICRC thus lays more emphasis on its mission to help all sides of
the conflict in their public communication. An example in which the ICRC humanizes all sides of the
conflict and avoids labeling good and bad guys is found in their Annual Activity Report of 2017: “The
ICRC maintained contact with members of the local and international media, regardless of their affiliation in relation to the conflict and contributed to their coverage of the situation in Syria”.
4.3.1.5 Identifying two parties versus identifying multiple parties
An element which is categorized under the ‘violence’ orientation but is not frequently identified in
the texts of the ICRC and MSF is the identification of two parties and one goal: to win. MSF has referred to this element twice, once in a Twitter post and once in the Annual Activity Report of 2015 by
depicting the conflict in Syria as: “A battle for power and control over territory” (table 9). This depiction gives a simplified view of the conflict in which the ultimate goal is presented as winning by controlling all territory. Therefore, the element of identifying 2 parties and the goal to win is characterized as war journalism.
The element of identifying 2 parties and one goal has been identified twice in a Twitter post and in a
press release of the ICRC (table 9). An example in which the ICRC portrays conflict as a battle between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ is found in the following two statements in their press releases: “Will the
victors be able to keep peace if people feel they have respected neither the law nor the basic humanity of local citizens?” and “Winning by any means is not only unlawful but also unacceptable when it
comes at such human cost”.
On the other hand, MSF has also referred twice to the involvement of multiple actors, goals and issues within the conflict, which is a characteristic of peace journalism. This is done by referring to
multiple actors in their press releases: “Fighting parties, their political and financial backers, and their
supporters”.
The ICRC addresses the conflict as consisting of ‘multiple parties’ 8 times, mainly in their press releases (table 9). The identification of multiple parties within the conflict was mostly found in their
Annual Activity Reports and press releases, through statements as: “If the rules of war are not accepted, we all lose/everybody loses” and “There is a large number of actors involved in the conflict”
However, although both organizations have occasionally expressed that there are multiple parties
involved within the conflict, the different goals and issues of the warring parties are generally neglected in their public communication. This can lead to a more simplified depiction of the conflict as a
battle between winners and losers.
4.3.1.6

Waiting for violence to occur before reporting versus report also before
violence occurs
Two opposing war and peace elements which were not identified in the texts of MSF and the ICRC
are waiting for violence to occur before reporting and the alternative element of reporting also before violence occurs (table 9). These elements have not been identified, as the collected communication texts of the ICRC and MSF only cover the conflict from 2016 until 2018, whereas the Syrian conflict already started in 2011.
In the history of the ICRC and MSF, both organizations were already present in the country before
the conflict started. MSF has arrived in Syria in 2009 and the ICRC has been present in Syria since the
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Arab-Israeli war in 1967 (International Committee of the Red Cross, n.y.: Médecins Sans Frontières,
n.y.). The ICRC started to report about Syria from 2002 and has released 26 reports about Syria on
their website before the conflict in Syria started in 2011. These reports were mainly about the ICRC’s
role in supporting the population of the Golan, an area in Syria which is occupied by Israel.
In contrast to the ICRC, MSF only started reporting when the conflict in Syria started. This can be
explained, as the activities of both humanitarian organizations differ: Whereas MSF is a medical organization which focuses on treating sick and wounded patients, the ICRC also executes a range of
other activities than providing humanitarian aid, such as restoring family links.
It is concluded that in the case of the Syrian conflict the ICRC can be categorized under the element
of peace journalism: ‘reporting also before violence occurs’, whereas MSF can be categorized under
the element of war journalism: ‘waiting for violence to occur before reporting’.
4.3.1.7 Giving voice to all parties versus us against them journalism
The ‘violence’ oriented element of us against them journalism is not identified in the texts of both
humanitarian organizations (table 9). Although MSF has labeled bad guys in their texts by dehumanizing them and condemning their hostilities, they did not depict an ‘us’ as health workers or other
warring parties as ‘good guys’ in the conflict.
In addition, a difference between reports on Syria by the news media and by the ICRC is that the ICRC
refers to their dialogues with all warring parties during the conflict, which shows their will to give
voice to all parties in contrast to dominant ‘us’ versus ‘them’ practices of war journalism in news
media. In contrast to the ICRC, MSF does not refer to dialogues that are held on the ground with
warring parties. Two examples in which the ICRC expresses their dialogues with all warring parties is
found in the following press releases: “We can do this because of our honest and direct dialogue with
all parties to the conflict” and “The ICRC is not part of the operation. However, we stand ready to
assist the people and parties in any way possible”.
However, although the ICRC holds dialogues with warring parties on the ground, they do not give
voice to the parties via their public communication. Therefore, the alternative peace element of ‘giving a voice to all parties’ is not identified as a code in the texts of the ICRC.
4.3.1.8 Making war secret/opaque versus making conflicts transparent
The two opposing elements of making war secret/opaque and making conflicts transparent, were
also absent in the texts of MSF and the ICRC (table 9). A reason for the absence of these two elements might be their abstract nature and the fact that these codes are less practical, which makes it
harder to identify these codes in the texts of both organizations.
4.3.2 War oriented language
This subparagraph addresses the war frames that are related to the dominant focus on war language
by the ICRC and MSF, and the motives for using these frames. It also discusses the elements of the
opposing peace language orientation, which are identified to a lesser extent in their texts.
Table 11 shows the scores on the war language-oriented elements and peace language-oriented elements by the ICRC and MSF. It also addresses on which communication channel an element is mostly found.
Table 11: Comparison elements war language orientation and peace language orientation of the ICRC
and MSF
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2
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0.0061
Victimizing language
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0.0081

0.0007

0.0002

Website

Website

0.0049

0.0081

Avoids
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2
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reports
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posts

Website
&

0.0040

0.0001
Demonizing
language

23

Total

378

17

Website
0.0010

369

-

Twitter
posts
0.0006
-

Avoids
demonizing
language

0

0

-

-

Total

4

52

-

-

The numbers in table 11 are based on the numbers in the tables 3 and 4 in appendix X. The numbers from these tables
were normalized in order to make a comparison between both organizations.

4.3.2.1 Victimizing and emotive language: use versus avoidance
The focus on war language by MSF and the ICRC is related to their dominant use of emotive and victimizing language in their communication texts about Syria. The use of strong, emotionally loaded
words and describing Syrian civilians as passive and helpless victims of conflict occurs mainly on the
websites of both organizations and in the press releases of MSF (table 11).
The dominant orientation on war language by the ICRC is related to the fact that the first and second
most frequently identified code in their communication texts are the use of emotive language and
the use of victimizing language. The code of ‘emotive language’ was found 193 times in the texts of
the ICRC and the code of ‘victimizing language’ was found 159 times (table 11).
In the case of MSF, the use of ‘emotive language’ is the second most identified element after the
‘visible effects of violence’ (table 11). The third most identified element in the text of MSF is the use
of ‘victimizing language’. The element of ‘emotive language’ is identified 206 times in the communication texts of MSF, whereas the element of ‘victimizing language’ is identified 149 times within their
texts (table 11).
The texts of both organizations are strongly emotive as they frequently address the suffering of Syrian civilians, using emotionally loaded words, such as “immense needs”, “in desperate need” and
“tragic attack”. An example of emotive language, which appeals to the emotions of the public, is
found in the following Twitter post of MSF: “How much more are the people of #Aleppo expected to
endure? #Syria”.
The use of emotive language often goes along with victimizing language, which emphasizes what has
been done to victims of war, representing them as passive and helpless victims, while portraying a
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hopeless and desperate situation. Messages which use victimizing and emotive language often have
a negative tone. Examples of expressions which contain victimizing language and are repeatedly
found in the texts of both organizations are: “people are trapped”, “massive civilian suffering” and
“in dire need”. Another example of victimizing language can be found in the following statement
from the ICRC’s press release: “War is back in cities and increasingly it is civilians who pay the price”.
Although the use of war language significantly outnumbers the use of peace language, both organizations also avoid emotive and victimizing language. The avoidance of emotive language is coded in the
texts when a victim or situation was described through neutral, descriptive words rather than heavy,
emotional words that appeal to the emotions of the public. The avoidance of victimizing language
was also coded when a victim was given agency and their resilience was shown, rather than showing
them as passive and helpless. Emotive language is avoided 15 times by the ICRC, mostly on their
Twitter account and twice in the Annual activity reports of MSF (table 11). Furthermore, victimizing
language is avoided 36 times by the ICRC, mostly on their website, and twice in an Annual Activity
report and Twitter post of MSF (table 11). The ICRC thus avoids emotive and victimizing language
more than MSF.
By avoiding both emotive and victimizing language, the report gets a more positive tone. Two examples in which the ICRC avoids victimizing language can be found in the following quotes from their
press releases: “Most of the resident population are eager to resume cultivating their land” and “We
reaffirm our commitment to the people of Syria, who have shown incredible fortitude and resilience in
the face of adversity”.
The ICRC mainly avoids emotive language in their tweets by stating what has been done by the organization in terms of aid, using facts and number, and not trying to appeal on the emotions of the
public through emotionally loaded words (table 11). An example of a Twitter post in which the ICRC
avoids emotive language is mentioned below: “Today we met Hanin and her brother while delivering
winter clothes and school kits in #Dumair. 1000s displaced families live there since years”.
Fundraising strategy
Although the findings show that the ICRC dominantly uses emotive and victimizing language rather
than avoiding strong emotional and victimizing language, fundraiser Astrid nevertheless states that
the organization aims to avoid emotionally loaded and victimizing language in their fundraising messages. She argues that the organization uses strong images in their fundraising campaigns that are
accompanied by the use of less heavy words and that give victims agency. Astrid argues that the ICRC
wants to show hope and what can be done by the organization to make the situation better for victims of conflict: “We want people to maintain their dignity and it is best if you state the problem, but
also let the public show that there is hope and what we would like to do about the situation”. This
strategy of giving agency to the victims rather than showing them as passive and hopeless is in line
with the fundraising strategy of ‘relievability’. This strategy shows that the public is more willing to
donate if there is a sense that the distant suffering can be mitigated in the present or prevented in
the future (Von Engelhardt & Jansz, 2015).
Astrid states that the organization aims to avoid emotive and victimizing language as it can undermine the dignity of victims of conflict by portraying them as passive and helpless stereotypes. This
statement assumes that the ICRC has moved away from the emotion-oriented communication style
to a more post-humanitarian style of communication, which uses fewer heavy words and gives more
agency to victims. However, the results from the quantitative findings show that the organization is
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dominantly using emotive and victimizing language rather than avoiding this type of language. In
addition, the following quote from Astrid illustrates that although not everybody agreed to it, their
recent fundraising campaign for Yemen used strong emotive and victimizing language: “I did not
agree with the Yemen campaign. But apart from the Yemen campaign, we try to avoid very sad pictures or hurtful images, like children with inflated stomachs and flies on their eyes as it affects their
dignity and agency”. This statement shows that, similar to the literature about fundraising by humanitarian organizations (i.a. Al Nawakil, 2015; Vestergaard, 2008), the opinions are divided within the
organization about the ‘moral rightness’ and the effectiveness of overemphasizing human suffering
and misery as a means to raise funds amongst the public.
When asking how to reach the public and how to raise funds, the respondents of the ICRC stated:
“For fundraising it is interesting to let the victims address their needs, for example, ‘I am hungry, I
need food’ (Astrid, Fundraiser) and “To let people identify with victims the message should trigger the
public to ask itself: What would I do if I was in this situation?” (Astrid, Fundraiser). The ICRC’s funding
strategy of addressing the needs of the victims might explain their emphasis on emotive and victimizing language in their communication texts as this strategy often involves the portrayal of victims as
helpless and passive. The fundraising strategy of addressing the needs of the victims can be linked to
the theory of Engelhardt & Jansz (2015), which addresses that the greater the needs of the victims
are perceived by the public, the higher the overall willingness to donate. The more the needs of the
victims are emphasized by the ICRC, the less agency the victims have in their communication texts.
Secondly, the ICRC’s strategy of letting the public identify with the victims might also explain their
emphasis on emotive language in their communication texts, as this strategy triggers empathy and
sympathy for victims amongst the public. The strategy of identifying with victims by the public corresponds with the earlier discussed theory of ‘distance’ in the theoretical framework. This theory states
that creating proximity between the victims and the public through identification can raise more
funds (Von Engelhardt & Jansz, 2015).
Fundraiser Astrid also notes that the provision of aid by the ICRC is changing from distributing food
and other essentials to providing financial means to civilians. This brings the advantage that the civilians can spend the money themselves on what is most needed, rather than letting the ICRC decide
what they need the most. This has a more positive effect on the local economy as it allows civilians to
spend the money in local shops, rather than negatively affecting the economy by bringing in food
and other essentials by the ICRC. This new type of aid provides agency to the victims of conflict, rather than letting them passively receive aid from the ICRC. When communicated to the public, this
type of aid avoids strong emotive and victimizing language by giving more agency to the victim.
However, Astrid mentions that this type of aid is hard to explain to the average donor or public, as it
raises criticism amongst private donors who argue that the money is possibly getting in the wrong
hands or is not rightfully spend: “It is hard to explain this type of aid to the average person, because
who says they are not going to buy drugs from the money they received from the ICRC?” Therefore,
she argues that this new type of aid is often not addressed in their public communication, although it
is increasingly being implemented by the ICRC. The dependency of the organization on what the public and donors want to read can thus maintain war journalism in terms of victimizing language by
emphasizing helplessness and passiveness of victims and focusing less on their resilience and empowerment. The question can be raised if this assumption about what the public wants to hear is
right and if the ICRC should not simply make more effort to explain this new type of aid to the public.
The following quote is another example in which the dependency of the ICRC on the public is high-

69

lighted: “We do not start campaigns to raise funds to relieve human suffering in Gaza, although people are in great need there, it raises too much criticism amongst our donors. We might lose them due
to these politically sensitive campaigns”.
Although it was expected that MSF would use more emotive and victimizing language as they are
more dependent on raising funds from private donors than the ICRC, the interviews did not show a
link between the aim to raise funds and the use of emotive and victimizing language in their texts.
The literature in the theoretical framework similarly found no proof for differences between the
fundraising strategies of the ICRC and MSF (Al Nawakil, 2015). The following quote is the only reference in which the importance of private donors by a respondent from the MSF was stated: “Humanitarian aid is only possible, and this has always been so, if we get money from the public, we do not
get money from the government”.
Type of aid
When it comes to MSF, Communication advisor Diala argues that the focus on victimizing and emotive language is related to their identity as a medical emergency organization. Similar to her explanation for the emphasis on the visible effects of violence, she states that as a medical organization, MSF
works in the gravest situations and sees wounded and sick people being brought to MSF related hospitals. She states: “We report about suffering, because this is what we see”.
Press officer Belinda from the ICRC gives a similar explanation for the focus on emotive language by
the ICRC. She notes that these elements of war journalism are related to their role as a humanitarian
organization, as the human aspect is central to the identity of the organization. Belinda adds that it is
the mission of the ICRC to address the suffering of the people they are “at the service of victims of
conflict”.
Similar to the reason for focusing more on the visible effects of violence, fundraiser Astrid from the
ICRC notes that the reason for MSF to use more war language might be found in the fact that MSF is
a medical organization. A medical organization deals with sick and wounded people, whereas the
ICRC is also involved in ‘less heavy’ activities that can have a more positive tone and show more resilience of victims, like reuniting family members.
4.3.2.2 Demonizing language: use versus avoidance
A third element which is categorized as ‘war language’ but is less frequently identified in the texts of
the ICRC and MSF is the use of demonizing language. The element is identified 23 times within the
text of MSF and 17 times within the text of the ICRC (table 11). In addition, demonizing language is
mostly found in the website text and in the Twitter posts of MSF, whereas for the ICRC the element
was mostly identified in their Twitter posts and press releases (table 11).
Examples of expressions of demonizing language in the texts of both organizations are: “horrendous
conflict”, “brutal conflict” and “cruel war”. The element of demonizing language by both organizations differs from that in news media, as they mainly demonize the conflict itself rather than demonizing specific parties within the conflict. This way of using demonizing language might lead to less
polarizing thoughts among the public who receives these frames, as it does not specifically blame or
criticizes a particular group but blames the conflict in general. An example of how MSF and the ICRC
use demonizing language is found in the following two Twitter posts: “In a conflict with a horrendous
record of atrocities against civilians, MSF is extremely worried about the fate of the population
#Aleppo (MSF)” and “Years of brutal war in #Syria have shattered the lives of millions and forces of 50
percent of the population from their homes (ICRC)”.
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In contrast to the use of demonizing language, the avoidance of demonizing language is not identified in the texts of both organizations.
4.3.3
Elite orientation & people orientation
This subparagraph addresses the war frames that caused the dominant focus on elites by MSF and
the motives for using these frames. It also discusses the peace frames that caused the dominant focus on people by the ICRC and the motives for using these frames.
Table 12 shows the scores on the elite-oriented elements and people-oriented elements by the ICRC
and MSF. It also addresses on which communication channel an element is mostly found.
Table 12: Comparison elements elite orientation and people orientation of the ICRC and MSF
Elite
orientation (war
journalism)

Total
MS
F

Total
ICR
C

Dominant
communication channel
MSF

Dominant
communication channel
ICRC

People
orientation
(peace
journalism)

Total
MS
F

Total
ICR
C

Dominant
communication channel
MSF

Dominant
communication channel
ICRC

give
name of
their
evildoers

83

2

Website

Annual
activity
reports

give
name to
all evildoers

34

50

Twitter
posts

Press
leases

0.0011

0.0028

focus on
their
violence
and our
suffering

0

focus on
violence
by
all
sides and
suffering
all over;
also on
women,
aged and
children

57

Website

Website

0.0029

0.0040

focus on
leaders
and
elites as
actors
and
sources
of information

87

focus on
common
people as
actors
and
sources
of information,
giving
voice to
the voiceless

28

Twitter
posts

Twitter
posts

0.0012

0.0014

Total

119

-

-

Total

0.0049

0.00007

170

0

75

77

-

Press
lease

-

re-

Press
leases

0.0040

0.0053

-

-

Re-

74

27

151

Re-

The numbers in table 12 are based on the numbers in the tables 3 and 4 in appendix X. The numbers from these tables
were normalized in order to make a comparison between both organizations.

4.3.3.1 Give name of ‘their’ evildoers versus give name to ‘all’ evildoers
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The difference between the dominant orientation on ‘elites’ by MSF and the dominant orientation
on ‘people’ by the ICRC is related to the fact that MSF mainly gives names to their evildoers, whereas
the ICRC mostly gives names to all evildoers. The element of ‘giving name to their evildoers’ is ranked
as the 8th most present element within the communication texts of MSF and is found 83 times in
total, mostly on their website (table 12). In contrast to MSF, this element is only identified twice in
the texts of the ICRC.
The element of ‘giving name to their evildoers’ is present in the texts of MSF, as MSF specifically refers to the warring parties whom they hold responsible for the act of violence against Syrian civilians.
An example of this code is found in the following Annual Activity Report of 2017: “Periods of heightened siege and bombardment by the Syrian government coalition which preceded so-called reconciliation agreements, effectively cut off MSF’s avenues of support to communities”.
The element of ‘giving name of their evildoers’ results in a focus on ‘elites’, as the ones who are
named as evildoers within the conflict, are elite parties, such as the Syrian government and Islamic
State group. This element can cause violent responses amongst the public as MSF refers to a specific
party as the ‘bad guy’ and puts them in a negative light. The code of ‘giving name of their evildoers’ is
closely related to the earlier discussed code of ‘seeing them as the problem’, which results in an
overall focus on violence.
While MSF mainly accuses specific parties in the conflict for acts of violence, the ICRC holds all parties
responsible for hostilities against Syrian civilians and thus gives name to ‘all’ evildoers. When an act
of violence is committed by a party or parties, or when the IHL is violated, the ICRC always refers to
‘all warring parties’ in their texts. The ICRC gave name to ‘all evildoers’ 50 times, mostly in their press
releases (table 12). An example of naming all evildoers by the ICRC is found in the following Twitter
post: “All warring parties must allow the evacuation of the severely wounded and sick from Syria’s
east Aleppo”.
MSF also refers to all evildoers 34 times, mainly in their Twitter posts (table 12). However, this does
not outnumber the 83 times that MSF gives name to their evildoers, which is mainly the Syrian government.
Humanitarian principles
The commitment to neutrality by the ICRC is related to the element of giving name to all evildoers in
their communication texts. When asking how the principle of neutrality affects the public communication of the ICRC, the respondents stated that they never name the parties who committed the act
of violence, but always refer to “all warring parties” instead. A few quotes from the interviews express the aim of the organization to give name to all evildoers rather than naming specific warring
parties in their public communication: “We do not go naming and shaming (Marie-Claire, Communication Advisor)” and “When we do public communication, we do not name sides (Marie-Claire, Communication Advisor)” and “We always use the definition ‘all warring parties’ in general rather than
naming them (Belinda, Press Officer)”. This finding corresponds with the literature of Dijkzeul &
Moke (2005) which addresses that the ICRC as ‘quiet impartialist’ does not criticize warring parties in
their public communication due to their political neutrality.
On the other hand, the commitment to the principle of bearing witness by MSF is related to a focus
on giving name to their evildoers in their communication texts. When asking the question how the
principle of bearing witness influences the public communication of MSF, the respondents stated
that it is the responsibility of MSF to publicly address the acts of violence they have witnessed
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against victims of the conflict. This is again in line with the literature of Dijkzeul & Moke (2005),
which showed that MSF as an ‘active impartialist’ publicly criticizes warring parties in their communication as part of their duty to ‘bear witness’.
4.3.3.2

Focus on leaders and elites as a source of information versus focus on
common people as actors and sources of information
Both the ICRC and MSF score high on the elite-oriented element of focusing on elites and leaders as
sources for information, as both organizations frequently quote experts, staff and political institutions. This element is identified 87 times in the texts of MSF and is the 5th most frequently identified
element within their overall texts (table 12). The focus on leaders and elites is mostly present in
MSF’s press releases (table 12). In addition, the element of focusing on leaders and elites is identified
less in the texts of the ICRC, but still highly present, namely 75 times (table 12). Similar to MSF, this
element mostly occurs in their press releases (table 12).
While news media mainly focusses on elites by referring to political leaders or institutions as a source
of information, the ICRC and MSF focus on ‘elites’ by giving voice to experts, staff and institutions.
This is done by frequently quoting i.a. the regional directors, heads of missions and field coordinators
of the organizations. Furthermore, MSF refers to the G20 leaders a couple of times, by for example
stating in their press release: “While the G20 Health Minister’s Declaration condemned attacks on
media personnel and facilities, these governments must demonstrate their commitment to turning
UN Security Resolution 2286 into concrete action…”.
The texts of the ICRC mostly refer to quotes of their president ‘Peter Maurer’, but also to political
institutions, such as the UN Security Council. The emphasis on experts, staff and political institutions
by both organizations downplays other voices to the conflict, such as the voice of Syrian civilians and
vulnerable groups. Therefore, the over-emphasis on elites by humanitarian organizations can be seen
as a characteristic of war journalism.
The opposing, more people-oriented, code of focusing on common people as a source of information
is also identified in the texts of both organizations. This brings balance to the focus on elites by both
organizations. In the texts of MSF, Syrian civilians are quoted 28 times, whereas the ICRC has quoted
Syrian civilians 27 times. Both organizations mainly give voice to Syrian civilians on their Twitter account (table 12). An example of a quote in which Syrian civilians are given a voice or are used as a
source of information can be found in the following Twitter posts of both organizations: “Farid’s village is near Deir Ez-Zor airport. He recalls the bombs targeting boats as they attempted to cross the
Euphrates Rivers and recounts his own escape across the desert. Listen to Farid’s testimony (MSF)”
and “My house is destroyed – I’m living with my family in a rented apartment – The situation is still
difficult – I am living off my pension Mohammad, 71 years, never left #Rural_Damascus during the
conflict. #Syriatweet (ICRC)”.
Humanitarian principles
The respondents of the ICRC showed that the dominant focus on experts as a source of information,
rather than giving a voice to Syrian civilians in the texts of the ICRC, is related to their commitment to
the principle of neutrality. As fundraiser Astrid explains: “We are independent so quoting civilians
might risk propaganda, this is also a problem were media are dealing with”. The organization is thus
careful with quoting Syrian civilians as giving a voice to them holds the risk of spreading messages of
propaganda due to the political interests of the civilians. However, this neglects the fact that quoting
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elites and experts can also lead to propaganda in their communication about conflict, as proven in
Galtung’s (2010) theory of peace and war journalism.
The commitment to the principle of bearing witness by MSF is also related to their focus on experts
and MSF staff as a source of information in their communication texts. When asking the respondents
why MSF focusses on quoting experts and MSF staff as a source of information, the respondents
answered that it should always be an MSF voice who witnesses an event or act of violence. If an
event or act of violence during the conflict in Syria is not witnessed by an employee of MSF it will not
be mentioned in their communication texts: “We only quote experts, because it should be an MSF
voice and it should be things that MSF is seeing (Diala, Communication Advisor)” and “This is linked to
our witnessing principle, you have to see it yourself (Rolinda, Press Officer)”.
Communication Advisor Diala (MSF) adds that voices of Syrian civilians are sometimes neglected due
to safety concerns. She states: “Due to safety, civilians sometimes do not want to speak (Diala, Communication Advisor)”.
The finding that both organizations mostly focus on elite sources, mainly through their press releases, does not correspond with the expectations from the literature of Madaniou et al., (2015) and De
Jong (2018), which addressed that humanitarian organizations listen to victims on the ground, represent them and give voice to them in their public communication as part of their humanity principle.
Fundraising strategy
Although the ICRC mainly uses elite sources, the respondents noted that in order to create a successful fundraising message, personal stories of Syrian civilians are highlighted on their social media:
“Through social media, that is of course with normal people, you want to emphasize the human or
personal aspect of the story, which you do by showing people and to let them tell their stories (Belinda, Press officer)”.
This corresponds with the quantitative finding that the ICRC focuses more on common people on
their Twitter accounts than on other media channels, such as press releases (table 12). The strategy
of telling personal, individual stories through social media by the ICRC can be linked to the theory of
‘scale’ discussed in the theoretical framework, which found that addressing suffering on an individual
scale is more effective in raising funds among the public than addressing large-scale atrocities (Von
Engelhardt & Jansz, 2015). This finding also corresponds with Aslam’s (2016) statement that social
media enable to promote more peace journalism by spreading alternative narratives of victims of
conflict. Nevertheless, the overall focus on their Twitter account remains on elites, which is related
to their humanitarian principles and the avoidance of propaganda. This focus seems to have more
priority than covering personal stories on social media. As Press Officer Belinda (ICRC) notes: “Neutrality is holy. It always comes first in our communication, especially in the communication about
war”.
In the case of MSF, the focus on experts and elites as sources of information in their press releases is
related to their aim to raise attention and funds among the public via journalists. According to Press
Officer Rolinda, the press does not take up messages with personal stories of victims: “The point is
that we notice that the press is not catching up those stories, they want to make their own stories. So,
they want to receive elements through which they can build their own stories, but they do not want a
ready-to-serve piece of text with a victim’s story”. Rolinda thus explains that the press wants to make
their own story in contrast to social media, which allows personal stories and civilians to be quoted.
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Another reason for the focus on experts as sources for information rather than giving a voice to Syrian civilians might be that MSF frequently gives away their personal and resilient stories of patients to
journalists: “Many stories that we think that are great and worth telling, we give those stories to certain mediums. And those are the beautiful stories which show the resilience of the victims. So, you do
not publish everything through a press release, you need to prevent that journalists are thinking ‘O
there you have him again with a message that does not bother me’. This is why you need to be selective in what you send through a press release”. MSF thus not publishes every story itself to prevent
an overload of information to journalists and the public. This again shows how the dependency on
journalists to raise attention amongst the public can lead to practices of war journalism in the communication texts of MSF.
4.3.3.3

Focus on ‘their’ violence and ‘our’ suffering versus focus on suffering all
over
MSF refers 17 times to the suffering of ‘our health workers’ as a consequence of the violence of warring parties. This code of focusing on their violence and our suffering is not taken into account in the
war scores in this research, because the code is interpreted in another context. In news media it refers to the suffering of a warring party in comparison to the violence of another warring party, which
is not the case for MSF’s health workers. It is therefore expected that referring to the suffering of
health workers will not lead to polarizing thoughts about different parties by the public.
In contrast to the war frame of focusing on their violence and our suffering, both organizations frequently refer to the focus on the suffering all over which is an element of peace journalism due to its
orientation on ‘people’. The frequency of this element in the texts of MSF is 57 times (table 12). In
addition, the ICRC focuses even more on ‘suffering all over’, as the code is identified 74 times in their
texts (table 12). By both organizations, the ‘suffering all over’ is mainly addressed on their websites
and in their press releases (table 12). Next to the focus on the suffering all over by referring to the
suffering of “Syrian civilians”, both organizations often specifically refer to the suffering by children
and women (table 13). Table 13 shows that MSF refers 80 times to children and 36 times to women
in their texts, whereas the ICRC refers 64 times to children and 28 times to women in their texts. In
contrast to these numbers, both organizations only refer between 3 to 6 times to the suffering of
elderly and men. An example of this emphasis on women and children is found on Twitter of MSF: “4
hospital staff, 9 other, 2 women, were killed and 6 hospital staff were wounded in the aerial strikes
#Milis #Syria”.
Table 13: Number of references to women, elderly, children and men by MSF and the ICRC
MSF

ICRC

Children

80

64

Women

36

28

Elderly

3

6

Men

6

4

Humanitarian principles
The focus on the suffering all over is related to the commitment to neutrality by the ICRC. When asking how the principle of neutrality affects the public communication of the ICRC, the respondents
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answered that it is important to express to the public that the ICRC is “at service to relieve the suffering of all victims of conflict (Belinda)”. This finding on the element of the suffering all over was expected as literature by Dijkzeul & Moke (2005) addressed that neutrality, in contrast to solidarity,
involves helping all sides of the conflict.
Fundraising strategy
The focus on the suffering of women and children in particular is related to the fundraising strategy
of the ICRC. When it was asked why there is a focus on women and children over men and elderly in
addressing the suffering over, Belinda (Press Officer) noted: “I think it has no specific reason, but
maybe it appeals more to the public”. The emphasis on referring to children corresponds with the
expectations from the literature (i.a. Moeller, 2002) which addresses that using children in fundraising appears to be very effective as everybody understands that people need to protect a child and
take care of a child because of its vulnerability and innocence.
Furthermore, the respondents stated that it does not raise criticism among the public, as everybody
understands that children and women are vulnerable and innocent, non-combatants in the Syrian
conflict. Although the organization also provides aid to combatants in the field, they choose to be
silent about this in their public communication. Belinda’s colleague, Marie-Claire (Communication
Advisor), also mentions that this focus has to do with the fact that the needs of women and children
in some cases are higher than that of men or elderly. She gives the example that pregnant women in
prison have more needs than a man in prison. Belinda (ICRC) mentions that in the IHL it is stated that
the first to be helped in a crisis are the most vulnerable, which are women and children.
The fundraising strategy of MSF is also related to their focus on women and children in addressing
the suffering all over. Rolinda notes that it might be less appealing to the public to address elderly
and men, in comparison to women and children: “I think it is partially to make messages more appealing. That is what I think”. Similar to the ICRC, Communication advisor Diala and Press officer
Rolinda also state that the reason for focussing on women and children might be that the public otherwise thinks that the victims of conflict are combatants, which leads to criticism by the public.
Rolinda adds that they barely mention in their public communication that they also help fighters
when they arrive in the hospital: “We do not emphasize the fact that we also heal fighters if they
arrive at the hospital”. This finding shows that, similar to the ICRC, the organization chooses to remain silent about the provision of aid to combatants on their communication channels. This again
highlights the dependence of both organizations on what the public wants to hear in order to get
their support and raise donations.
4.3.4

Truth orientation

This subparagraph addresses the peace frames that caused the dominant focus on truth by the ICRC
and MSF, and the motives for using these frames. It also discusses the elements of the opposing
propaganda orientation, which are identified to a lesser extent in their texts.
Table 14 shows the scores on truth-oriented elements and propaganda-oriented elements by the
ICRC and MSF. It also addresses on which communication channel an element is mostly found.
Table 14: Comparison elements truth orientation and propaganda orientation of the ICRC and MSF
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Truth
orientation
(peace
journalism)

Total
MS
F

Total
ICR
C

nonpartisan
(neutral,
not taking
sides),
uncover
all coverups

17

31

Expose
untruths
on all
sides

0

0

Total

17

31

Dominant
communication channel
MSF

Dominant
communication channel
ICRC

Propaganda
orientation
(war
journalism)

Total
MS
F

Total
ICR
C

Press releases
0.0013

partisan
(biased
for one
side in
the conflict, help
our coverups/lies

7

0

-

-

Expose
their
untruths

0

0

-

-

-

-

7

0

-

-

Press releases
0.0009

Dominant
communication channel
MS
Annual Activity reports

Dominant
communication channel
ICRC

-

0.0009

The numbers in table 14 are based on the numbers in the tables 3 and 4 in appendix X. The numbers from these tables
were normalized in order to make a comparison between both organizations.

4.3.4.1 Non-partisan versus partisan
In contrast to news media, both the ICRC and MSF are more oriented towards telling the ‘truth’ than
towards promoting ‘propaganda’ in their communication texts. This focus on ‘truth’ can be related to
the dominant element of being non-partisan in the texts of both organizations. This element is categorized as peace journalism and indicates that both organizations are not taking sides within the
conflict. MSF usually expresses this non-partisan stance by addressing their independence, as they do
not take government funds. The ICRC mostly refers to their principle of neutrality and their role as
neutral intermediaries between warring parties. Both organizations mainly express their nonpartisan stance in their press releases.
MSF expressed their non-partisan stance 17 times within their communication texts (table 14). When
expressing their non-partisan stance, MSF refers to being “independent” and “impartial” by “not
accepting any government funds”. An example in which MSF expresses its non-partisan stance is
found in the following quote in their press release: “To ensure independence from political pressures,
MSF receives no government funding for its work in Syria”.
As MSF has publicly communicated to suspend their activities in certain areas in Syria which are controlled by specific warring parties, it obtained a higher score in being ‘partisan’ than the ICRC. Although MSF avoids taking sides on a political level, withdrawing aid involves the choice to exclude
victims in the areas controlled by specific warring groups from aid. While the choice to withdraw aid
by MSF most likely stems from practical reasons rather than political reasons, these statements in
their public communication can nonetheless affect their principles of neutrality and impartiality.
Therefore, these statements were coded as choosing sides/being partisan.
MSF can thus be considered as more propaganda-oriented than the ICRC. The propaganda-oriented
code of being partisan is identified 7 times in the texts of MSF. These statements appeared mainly in
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their Annual Activity Reports (table 14). An example in which they stated to suspend their activities is
found in the following quote in their Annual activity report in 2015: “In May, MSF suspended all its
medical support in East Ghouta for around a month in response to healthcare during a period of intense fighting between armed opposition groups in the area”.
Whereas MSF mostly refers to being non-partisan by stating that they work independently from political actors, the ICRC refers to being non-partisan by frequently stating that they are neutral, often
referring to their role as neutral intermediaries between conflicting parties. In total the ICRC expressed 31 times that they are neutral within the conflict, mostly in their press releases (table 14).
Furthermore, the code of being ‘partisan’ has not been identified in the texts of the ICRC (table 14).
This shows that the ICRC does not spread propaganda in favor of donor states or in favor of their
home state, which was expected as a possible consequence of their auxiliary and financial dependency on states in the literature by Bell & Carens (2004). An example in which the ICRC expresses its
non-partisan stance in their communication text is found in the following press release: “For the sake
of civilians, the ICRC and the Syrian Arab Red Crescent (SARC) remain committed to act as a neutral
humanitarian intermediary”.
Although it is not identified in their public communication, it must be noted that the ICRC is barely
present in opposition-held areas due to security risks, as a consequence of their auxiliary as a national organization (Brauman, 2012). Therefore, the organization mainly operates in areas held by the
Syrian government. While MSF is transparent in their public communication about their absence in
areas held by the Syrian government, the ICRC chooses to be rather silent about their absence in
opposition-held areas, which arguably results in a higher score on ‘being non-partisan’.
Humanitarian principles
The expression of being non-partisan rather than being ‘partisan’ is related to the commitment to
neutrality by the ICRC. When asking how the principle of neutrality affects the public communication
of the ICRC, the respondents answered that it is important to express to the public that the ICRC
does not take sides in the conflict: “We help both sides of the conflict (Belinda)”. This emphasis on
helping all sides of the public was expected from the literature by Dijkzeul & Moke (2005) which addressed that neutrality involves helping all sides in the conflict.
4.3.4.2 Exposing ‘their’ untruths vs. ‘exposing untruths on all sides’
The ‘propaganda’ oriented element of exposing ‘their’ untruths and its alternative element of exposing untruths on all sides are not identified in the communication texts of both organizations (table
14). The codes are somewhat problematic, as it can be debated what truth actually means. This was
also addressed earlier by proponents of peace journalism (i.a. Carruthers, 2000). This code can therefore be considered as being highly subjective. Furthermore, this code is abstract as it does not stand
close to the text.
4.3.5 Solution orientation
This subparagraph addresses the peace frames that caused the dominant focus on solution by the
ICRC and MSF, and the motives for using these frames. It also addresses the absence of the elements
of war journalism in the texts of the ICRC and MSF that belong to the victory orientation and the
motives for the absence of these elements.
Table 15 shows the scores on solution-oriented elements and victory-oriented elements by the ICRC
and MSF. It also addresses on which communication channel an element is mostly found.
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Table 15: Comparison elements solution orientation and victory orientation of the ICRC and MSF
Solutionoriented

Total
MSF

Total ICRC

Dominant
communication
channel
MSF

Peace=
nonviolence + creativity

0

13

Aftermath:
resolution,
reconstruction, reconciliation,
stays on to
report
aftermath
of war

10

Highlight
peace
initiatives,
also
to
prevent
more war

2

Focus on
structure,
culture,
the peaceful society

0

0

-

Total

12

51

-

-

Dominant communication
channel ICRC

Victoryoriented

Total
MSF

Total
ICRC

Annual
reports

Peace=victory
cease-fire

0

0

Leaving for
another war,
return if the
old flares up

0

0

Conceal peace-initiative

0

0

-

Focus
on
treaty, institution,
the
controlled
society

0

0

-

Total

0

0

Activity

0.0009
14

Website

Twitter

0.0019

0.0005

24
Press releases
0.0001

Annual
reports

Activity

+

0.0011

The numbers in table 15 are based on the numbers in the tables 3 and 4 in appendix X. The numbers from these tables
were normalized in order to make a comparison between both organizations.

4.3.5.1 Highlighting Peace Initiatives
The ICRC and MSF are more ‘solution’ oriented in their texts, than ‘victory’ oriented. While comparing both organizations, the ICRC scores higher on being ‘solution’ oriented than MSF, as they have
been highlighting peace initiatives 24 times in their overall texts, mostly in their Annual activity reports, whereas MSF only addressed ‘peace initiatives’ twice in their press releases (table 15).
However, the element of ‘highlighting peace initiatives’ remains very limited as both organizations
just mention that peace talks are taking place between warring parties, but they do not go into depth
about what these peace talks entail or what other possible solutions to the conflict are. Furthermore,
the ICRC calls the warring parties to find a political solution to the conflict but does not mention what
these solutions might be.
Highlighting peace initiatives by both organizations is often accompanied by a negative overall tone
of the message. An example of the limited extent to which peace talks are discussed and the negative tone of the message is found in following press release of the ICRC: “The start of a new round of
Syrian peace talks, bringing the warring parties together in Geneva ‘is a positive signal’. But we have
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been pushing and pleading for regular access to these and other towns to address the tremendous
suffering – thus far to no avail”.
The element of ‘highlighting peace initiatives’ also focuses on the ICRC’s attempts to seek for agreements between the ICRC and warring parties through dialogue. Although these dialogues and agreements with warring parties can foster ‘peaceful solutions’ for humanitarian aid on a short-term,
these dialogues do not establish a long-term peace for the conflict in general.
These results show that, similar to most news media, the ICRC and MSF do not actively promote solutions for peace in their public communication. This is not surprising, as the core mission of these organizations is to alleviate suffering rather than establishing long-term peace.
Humanitarian principles
The limited number of references to peace initiatives or peace talks by the ICRC can be related to
their principle of neutrality, as the respondents argue that it is too political to address peace talks
and the context of peace initiatives. As Communication Advisor Marie-Claire and Press Officer Belinda state: “We don’t do politics, you will not see in any communication of the ICRC a call to people to
stop the war or the ICRC telling how the political solution should be (Marie-Claire, Communication
Advisor)” and “Highlighting peace initiatives takes away our neutrality (Belinda, Press Officer)”.
Marie-Claire and Belinda add that even though there is a limited number of references to peace initiatives and peace talks in their public communication, in practice dialogues are held between the
warring parties and the ICRC to foster peace. Although these dialogues are focused on de-escalation
to obtain access by the ICRC to conflict-affected communities rather than establishing long-term
peace, press officer Belinda has the impression that the ICRC is gradually becoming more flexible in
its commitment to neutrality and less silent in their public communication. She refers to the example
of the recent campaign for the conflict in Yemen, in which peace initiatives were highlighted publicly
via their communication channels.
Fundraising strategy
The limited number of references to peace initiatives and solutions to the conflict can also be linked
to MSF’s funding strategy. As Rolinda answers to the question why peace initiatives are downplayed
in the public communication of MSF: “That is not meant for the public… you want to tell the public
what is happening and what we can do with your money. Nowadays that is of course part of being a
humanitarian organization. It is only possible, and that has always been so, because you get money
from the public”. According to Press Officer Rolinda, addressing peace initiatives is thus not helpful in
raising attention and funds among the public.
4.3.5.2 Peace = nonviolence + creativity
Next to ‘highlighting peace initiatives’, the ICRC scores higher than MSF in being ‘solution’ oriented,
as the element of peace = nonviolence + creativity is identified 13 times in their communication text,
while this code has not been identified in the text of MSF (table 15). This element is mainly found in
the texts of the ICRC, as they emphasize bilateral dialogue with parties to the conflict as a nonviolent
way to stimulate nonviolence and peace. Furthermore, the ICRC emphasizes the need to uphold the
rules of war by warring parties, trying to reduce the level of violence within the conflict. An example
in which the ICRC emphasizes nonviolence through dialogue is found in the following Annual Activity
Report of 2015: “Building on the ICRC’s developing dialogue with the Syrian authorities regarding
detention, projects aimed at longer-term results for alleviating the living conditions of detainees were
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launched. As a result, 10.100 detainees benefited from ICRC led repairs to water-supply, heating,
lighting and ventilation systems and other infrastructure in various prisons”.
4.3.5.3 Aftermath: Reconstruction, reconciliation and resolution
Both organizations have also found to be more ‘solution-oriented’, as they stayed and reported the
aftermath of the war in the cities and towns in Syria where the fighting stopped between the warring
parties. MSF reported 10 times on the aftermath of the war, mainly on their website, whereas the
ICRC reported 14 times on the aftermath of the war, mostly on their Twitter account (table 16). Although this solution-oriented score is relatively low, the opposing victory-oriented element of stop
reporting after war is not identified within the texts of both organizations (table 15).
The reports on the aftermath are mainly about Syrian civilians returning home after the fighting
stopped, rebuilding their houses and infrastructure, and in the case of MSF: reconstructing health
facilities. An example of reporting on the aftermath of war can be found in the following Twitter post
by MSF: “Six weeks after fighting subsided in Syria’s Raqqa, former residents are returning home to
find their houses destroyed and their fields littered with explosive devices”.
In addition, the ICRC stated in their Annual Activity Report: “While life returns to Eastern Ghouta
#Syria still much needs to be done to support people in need of schools, hospitals, water, food and
sustainable living conditions”.
Type of aid
Communication advisor Diala refers to the identity of MSF as a medical organization when giving an
explanation for the relatively low number of references to rebuilding and reconstructing houses and
infrastructure when people are returning to their cities and towns after the fighting ends. She argues
that MSF is only present in times of war and leaves after, so they often do not witness people rebuilding and reconstructing houses after the fighting ends. She argues that other developmentoriented organizations might fill this gap of reporting on rebuilding the area.
Diala also states that if MSF witnesses that civilians are rebuilding the area, the organization would
report about it. Nonetheless, working in the gravest situations as a medical organization usually does
not involve witnessing processes of reconstruction. In comparison to MSF, Fundraiser Astrid notes
that the reason for slightly more reports about reconstruction by the ICRC might be related to the
fact that the local team of the ICRC stays when the violence ends or war is over, whereas MSF usually
leaves after fighting ends.
4.3.5.4 Absent codes
The dominance of the solution orientation in the texts of both organizations is also related to the fact
that zero elements of the ‘victory’ orientation are identified in the communication of both organizations: peace = victory + cease-fire, focus on treaty, institution, the controlled society and stop reporting after war (table 15).

4.4

Main findings

The quantitative and qualitative findings from this chapter revealed how the ICRC and MSF dominantly practice war journalism instead of peace journalism, and how the motives for using these war
frames are related to their humanitarian principles, fundraising strategies, the type of aid they provide and their expected role from the media in informing the public about conflict.
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This subparagraph will summarize the findings from this chapter in order to provide an answer to the
sub-questions of this research. Subparagraph 4.4.1 will answer the first three sub-questions about
the practices of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF, by discussing the overall peace and
war score (1.1), orientations of peace and war journalism (1.2), and the specific elements on peace
and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF (1.3). Subparagraph 4.4.2 will answer the last three subquestions of this research about the motives for using practices of peace and war journalism by discussing the extent to which the humanitarian principles (2.1), fundraising strategies (2.2) and additional factors (2.3) play a role in the use of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF.
4.4.1 Practices of peace and war journalism
When it comes to the practices of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF, it can be concluded that both organizations dominantly focus on violence and war language in their communication
texts. Both organizations focus on violence by over-emphasizing the number of deaths and wounded
and the situation ‘here and now’ rather than addressing the underlying causes and consequences.
Both organizations also limit the ability to understand the conflict amongst the public, as they do not
address the multiple parties involved and the different issues and goals of these parties. MSF is less
silent in their public communication than the ICRC and focuses more on violence, because they frequently refer to the Syrian government and other warring parties as the responsible actors for the
suffering that has been caused during the war (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005).
Both organizations use war language in their communication through strong emotional words and
the portrayal of Syrian victims as passive and helpless. Although the representatives of both organizations claimed that strong emotional and victimizing language is avoided, as it is criticized for undermining the agency of victims and creating stereotypes, the results nonetheless show that war
language is still dominantly practiced in their communication to the public. The ICRC uses slightly less
war language than MSF, because it uses fewer heavy words and more often addresses the resilience
of victims on their Twitter account.
Both organizations differ as MSF focuses on elites, whereas the ICRC focuses more on people in their
communication texts. The fact that MSF gives names to warring parties that they hold responsible for
an act of violence leads to their elite focus. The ICRC does not ‘name’ and ‘blame’ parties in their
public communication. Nonetheless, the higher score on war journalism by MSF has not proven to be
significant. Both organizations also focus on experts, employees and institutions in their press releases, rather than giving a voice to common people. They emphasize the suffering all over in the conflict
but focus more on women and children than e.g. elderly, men or minority groups.
Both organizations differ from news media, because they are more truth-oriented. They frequently
express that they do not take sides in the conflict and avoid propaganda messages that stimulate
polarizing thoughts about warring parties amongst audiences. MSF differs from the ICRC by being
less truth-oriented. MSF publicly expresses that they withdraw aid from government-controlled areas due to security reasons. The ICRC chooses to remain silent on their communication channels
about their absence in opposition-held areas as a consequence of their role as an auxiliary of states
(Brauman, 2012). While claiming to hold dialogue with all warring parties, they do not mention that
they mainly hold dialogue with the government.
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While both organizations differ from news media as they are more solution-oriented in their communication texts, these practices of peace journalism are rather limited. Both organizations discuss
peace initiatives and the aftermath of violence and avoid presenting the conflict as a battle between
‘winners’ and ‘losers’. However, they only briefly refer to solutions and peace negotiations and do
not discuss what these solutions or negotiations entail. The orientation on solutions is also related to
the fact that zero victory-oriented elements are found in their communication texts. Although the
ICRC often refers to their dialogues with warring parties, these are focused on de-escalation to maintain access to victims of conflict rather than establishing long-term peace.
4.4.2 Motives for using peace and war journalism
The motives for the dominant practices of war journalism are found in the ICRC’s and MSF’s humanitarian principles, fundraising strategies, the type of aid they provide and the role that they expect
from news media in informing the public about conflict.
4.4.2.1 Humanitarian principles
The findings show that ‘good humanitarian communication’ by committing to humanitarian principles in the public communication of the ICRC and MSF, can controversially lead to war journalism by
a focus on violence, elite sources and the avoidance of solutions. The ICRC avoids the context of the
conflict, as it refrains from addressing political elements in their public communication due to their
principle of neutrality. MSF avoids the context of the conflict, as the principle of ‘bearing witness’
asks for addressing the suffering that is witnessed here and now rather than providing context on the
drivers that may have caused this suffering in the first place. The ICRC focuses on elite experts, staff
and institutions as sources for information rather than giving a voice to ordinary people, as they want
to avoid propaganda in accordance with their principle of neutrality. The focus on elite experts, staff
and institutions by MSF is related to their principle to provide direct witnesses from their own organization rather than ordinary citizens. The commitment to the neutrality principle by the ICRC has also
led to the avoidance of solutions in their public communication, as it is too political to address these
on their communication channels.
MSF takes the responsibility to speak out about violence as one of the few organizations with access
to conflict zones, but the commitment to this principle of bearing witness seems to be related to
more practices of war journalism than the commitment to remaining silent. The ICRC is more truth
and people-oriented than MSF due to their principle of neutrality, as it is related to frequently expressing their neutral stance and emphasizing the suffering of all victims. As the commitment to the
principle of bearing witness requires to speak out about violence, this leads to a greater focus on
elites in comparison to the ICRC. As MSF refers mainly to the Syrian government, this can lead to
more polarizing thoughts amongst audiences towards the Syrian government in comparison to other
warring parties that are not, or barely, mentioned in the texts of MSF, such as the Kurds or western
countries.
4.4.2.2 Fundraising strategies
The dependence of humanitarian organizations on the public and journalists in order to obtain support and raise funds leads to practices of war journalism through an overall focus on violence, elites,
war language and the avoidance of solutions. Both organizations focus on violence by addressing the
material damage and the number of casualties, mainly in their press releases. Journalists want to
receive facts and numbers of the conflict rather than personal stories of victims. Catchy fundraising
messages do not include the context of the conflict, because the attention span of the audience is
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generally low. It is found to be irrelevant to address solutions for raising funds, as the public only
needs to know what can be done with their donations. Personal stories of victims are avoided in
press releases, because journalists want to write their own stories based on the facts they receive
from humanitarian organizations. MSF often gives away personal stories to avoid an overload of information to journalists and the public, as this is ineffective in raising attention amongst the public.
Strategies by the ICRC of identifying the public with victims of the conflict and addressing the needs
of victims, result in the use of strong emotive and victimizing language. The ICRC avoids communication about the provision of financial aid in Syria, as this can raise criticism amongst the public. This is
despite the fact that communication about financial aid provides more agency to victims on their
communication channels, as they can decide what to buy themselves rather than receiving traditional aid in the form of food or other essentials.
Committing to the humanitarian principles of neutrality and bearing witness and executing fundraising strategies can also lead to contrasting peace and war practices between a focus on elites as a
source of information and telling personal stories. The fundraising strategy of telling personal stories
of victims on social media by both organizations is a people-oriented practice of peace journalism.
However, the focus on personal stories on their Twitter accounts remains generally low and it seems
to contrast with the aim of both organizations to focus on experts, staff and institutions in order to
commit to their humanitarian principles of neutrality and bearing witness.
4.4.2.3 Type of aid and the role of news media
The type aid that is provided by humanitarian organizations and their expected role from news media in informing the public about conflict also play an important role in the dominant practices of war
journalism on the communication channels of both organizations.
Both organizations argue that the type of aid they provide is related to their focus on violence and
war language on their communication channels, as they operate in times of conflict, emphasize the
human aspect and are at service of the victims. This involves war practices by frequently referring to
the number of deaths and wounded, using strong emotional language and portraying victims as passive and helpless. The ICRC wants to ensure that IHL is respected amongst warring parties and therefore intends to confront these parties with the violence they have committed via their communication channels. However, this effort controversially leads to a focus on violence on their communication channels which might fuel violent response amongst audiences.
MSF as a medical organization might use more practices of war journalism than the ICRC, because
they work in the severest situations by providing medical aid to sick and wounded patients as a consequence of war. The ICRC also performs activities that are less directly related to violence.
Both organizations argue that it is the responsibility of the media to provide the public with a detailed understanding of the conflict. This view is understandable as the core activity of humanitarian
organizations is providing aid rather than informing the public about conflict. However, it raises
questions about the responsibility of different actors involved in processes of conflict, as the media
also does not seem to take responsibility in providing the public with a detailed understanding of the
conflict.
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5.

Conclusions and discussion

This final chapter discusses the conclusion of this research, followed by its societal and scientific contribution. Recommendations will be provided for practitioners in the humanitarian field, followed by
some reflections on this research and the theory of peace and war journalism. Suggestions for future
research and for improvement of the model of peace and war journalism will also be provided.

5.1

Conclusion

Peace journalism plays an important role in conflict resolution. It stimulates non-violent responses to
conflict amongst the public and increases engagement in conflict analysis (Galtung, 2010). Even
though the core activity of humanitarian organizations is to provide aid rather than seeking for solutions to conflict, these organizations are inevitably bound up in processes of conflict through their
operations in conflict zones. It is therefore important that these organizations take their responsibility by not only minimizing negative unintended consequences of humanitarian aid in the field, but
also by minimizing the negative unintended consequences through practices of war journalism on
their communication channels.
This research showed to what extent and why the humanitarian organizations the ICRC and MSF use
frames of peace and war journalism in their communication texts about Syria. The practices of peace
and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF in their communication texts about Syria were analyzed
through a quantitative content analysis of the coded communication texts of the ICRC and MSF. The
motives of the ICRC and MSF for using these frames were addressed through a qualitative content
analysis of semi-structured interviews with the respondents of the ICRC and MSF.
The next sub-paragraph presents the most important findings of this research in order to provide an
answer to the main research question: To what extent, and why, do the International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC) and Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) display frames of war journalism and peace
journalism in their public communication about the conflict in Syria?
The findings on the practices of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF will be presented
first, followed by their motives for using these frames on their communication channels.
5.1.1
Practices of peace and war journalism ICRC and MSF
This research showed that the ICRC and MSF are dominantly using frames of war journalism in their
communication about the conflict in Syria. Both organizations focus on violence in their public communication about Syria by frequently addressing the number of casualties as a consequence of war
and providing limited context about the conflict. Both organizations use strong emotional language
when addressing human suffering and depict victims as highly needy and hopeless. This focus on
violence and war language can lead to a limited understanding of the public on conflict and increased
feelings of hopelessness and anxiety, that can lead to support for military intervention.
MSF and the ICRC differ in their focus on elites and people in their communication texts. MSF focuses
on elites in their texts by naming the warring parties, whom they hold responsible for the act of violence. This elite focus on the Syrian government can lead to polarizing thoughts amongst audiences
in terms of good and bad guys and support for military intervention against the Syrian government.
In contrast to MSF, the ICRC does not name and blame specific parties involved in the conflict, which
might generate fewer polarizing thoughts amongst the public. Both organizations address the suffering of all victims, rather than only focusing on the suffering of ‘their own warring parties’. However,
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they especially focus on women and children, which undermines the suffering of other groups, such
as elderly. Both organizations prefer to give voice to elite sources including employees, institutions
and experts rather than ordinary citizens, which leads to an elite view on the conflict.
The ICRC and MSF differ from news media in the sense that they focus on solutions rather than victory in their communication texts. This orientation is limited through the relatively low score on solutions. When solutions are addressed in their public communication, they often do not mention what
these solutions entail. While both organizations thus minimize violent responses by avoiding representations of conflict in terms of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, they do not actively promote peace in their
public communication.
Both organizations also practice peace journalism in the sense that they do not spread propaganda
messages like news media often tend to do. Instead, they express their role as neutral, independent
actors in the conflict and generally avoid terms that describe parties in terms of ‘good’ versus ‘bad’.
This is mostly done by the ICRC. It reduces the risk of polarizing thoughts amongst audiences which
stimulate support for violent outcomes.
5.1.2
Motives for peace and war journalism ICRC and MSF
This research revealed that the dominant practices of war journalism by the ICRC and MSF are driven
by different motives regarding their humanitarian principles, fundraising strategies, the type of aid
they provide and the role that they expect from news media in informing the public about conflict.
The humanitarian principles of bearing witness and neutrality play an important role in the public
communication of both organizations. They lead to practices of war journalism through the avoidance of solutions, a focus on violence and a focus on elite sources. The ICRC expresses its neutral
stance more often due to their principle of neutrality, whereas MSF focuses on the violations committed by elite warring parties due to their principle of bearing witness. Although MSF takes the responsibility to speak out about these violations, it controversially involves more practices of war
journalism on their communication channels than when remaining silent.
The fundraising strategies of the ICRC and MSF also play an important role in their public communication. Both organizations are dependent on the public and journalists in order to raise funds, which
involves practices of war journalism through a focus on violence, elites, war language and the avoidance of solutions. Although their fundraising strategies also suggest the spread of alternative, peace
stimulating narratives of victims on social media, the focus on their channels remains on elite sources
due to their commitment to neutrality and bearing witness.
The type of aid that the ICRC and MSF provide and their expected role of news media in informing
the public about conflict also appeared to be important factors in shaping their public communication. These two aspects lead to practices of war journalism through a focus on violence and war language. Both organizations argue that the aid they provide as humanitarian organizations, and in case
of MSF as a medical humanitarian organization, leads to practices of war journalism on their communication channels. They argue that it is the responsibility of the media rather than humanitarian
organizations to inform the public about conflict. The next paragraph will delve deeper into this discussion about the responsibilities of humanitarian organizations within the field of conflict resolution.
Taking these findings into account, a brief answer to the research question is that the humanitarian
organizations the ICRC and MSF dominantly practice war journalism through a focus on violence and
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war language. This is related to their commitment to humanitarian principles, fundraising strategies,
the type of aid they provide and their expected role of news media on informing the public about
conflict. Both organizations differ from news media by being more solution and truth-oriented.
Although MSF does not significantly uses more war frames than the ICRC, the organizations differ in
their practices due to their principles and the different types of aid they provide.

5.2

Discussion and scientific and societal contribution

Currently, little is known about the extent to which humanitarian organizations use practices of war
journalism or peace journalism which can fuel conflict or stimulate peace through their media channels. Little is also known about the strategies by humanitarian organizations that shape their public
communication. This paragraph addresses how this research contributed to these gaps in literature
by identifying the challenges for the model of peace journalism when applied to humanitarian organizations, and by providing insights into the debate within the humanitarian field about the role of
humanitarian organizations in conflict. It also discusses its contribution from a societal perspective.
5.2.1
Challenges to peace journalism
This research showed the challenges that the model of peace journalism is facing when applied to
humanitarian organizations. So far, research only focused on how news media or actors that communicate via news media (such as politicians) use dominant practices of war journalism in their reports about conflict. It also focused on how these war practices are caused by a dependence of journalists on political authorities and humanitarian organizations as sources, the pressure of governments on news flows, the nationalistic and ideological interests of journalists, the idea of violence as
a news value and the editorial choices that journalists make to attract audiences (Dag, 2013).
While literature shows that news media practice war journalism in order to draw public interest, this
study showed that humanitarian organizations are similarly dependent on the public. News media
focus on violence as a news value and on sensational and dramatic language to boost ratings, while
humanitarian organizations focus on human tragedy and violence in order to attract funds to enable
humanitarian aid (i.a. Seow and Maslog, 2005; Siraj, 2008; Dag, 2013; Goidefroidt, 2016; Ribbens,
2013-2014). Both make editorial choices, that simplify and shorten their messages about conflict to
attract audiences and raise funds (Nijenhuis, 2014; Hallgren, 2012). The dependency on the public by
both actors poses a challenge to the model of peace journalism, as attracting an audience seem to
require practices of war journalism.
The mutual dependence between humanitarian organizations and news media also poses a challenge
to the model of peace journalism. Literature on news media addressed how the dependence of journalists on humanitarian organizations can lead to practices of war journalism, as humanitarian organizations are attempted to focus on misery and human suffering when providing information on a
crisis to journalists. This is often done to raise publicity and attract funds (Van der Aa, 2008). This
research showed how the reliance on journalists by humanitarian organizations also involves dominant practices of war journalism as humanitarian organizations often adapt to journalists’ requirements in their press releases, which involves practices of war journalism through a focus on the
number of casualties and elite sources. While humanitarian organizations are less dependent on
political sources for information than news media and seem to be more careful on spreading propaganda messages, this research also showed that they similarly focus on elite sources, such as experts,
staff and institutions (Dag, 2013; Wolfsfeld, 1997). The uncritical acceptance of these sources can
similarly lead to biased reporting by both organizations. In line with the existing debate about limita87

tions of peace journalism by news media, the practical application of the coding scheme of peace and
war journalism during this research showed that it is hard to identify bias in these reports and that it
is even harder to decide about what ‘truth’ is.
Some media platforms appear to be more suitable for practices of peace journalism than others. This
research showed how social media platforms like Twitter face constraints in story length, which often
lead to more practices of war journalism by providing a limited context on the conflict (Lee, 2010).
Aslam (2016) claims that social media offers the opportunity of alternative, peace stimulating narratives by rewriting traditional principles and protocols of war reporting and creating engagement by
providing human perspective. This research showed that social media indeed offers the opportunity
to provide more personal stories of victims, mainly on the Twitter account of the organizations, but
that the main focus by humanitarian organizations remains on elite sources rather than ordinary
people. While social media may offer potential for alternative voices, this potential is not always
utilized as it depends on the purpose of the message that is communicated.
5.2.2
The role of humanitarian organizations in conflict
Practices of war journalism are also imprinted in the commitment to the humanitarian principles of
neutrality and bearing witness, and the type of aid that the ICRC and MSF provide. This raises the
question if humanitarian organizations should make an effort to contribute to processes of peace
when operating in conflict zones or whether they should limit their actions to solely providing humanitarian aid. This touches upon the current debate between speaking out about violence and contributing to lasting change by addressing the underlying causes of suffering or remaining silent and
maintaining access to conflict-affect communities.
This research showed how the ICRC positioned itself as a ‘quiet impartialist’ or ‘classicist’ within this
debate by remaining silent about violations and refraining from political elements on their communication channels (Dijkzeul & Moke, 2005; Slim, 1997). It showed how MSF as an active impartialist
takes responsibility to speak out about violations by warring parties. While Weiss (1999) positioned
MSF as a ‘political humanitarian’ within this debate, this research showed that they do not contribute to processes of peace as they avoid the underlying causes and consequences of conflict and do
not promote solutions for peace via their communication channels. Although the organization speaks
out about violations against warring parties, they want to remain politically neutral and impartial by
avoiding conflict analysis and solutions to peace on their communication channels.
Both organizations do not consider it as their responsibility to inform the public about conflict
through their communication channels and state that this is rather the responsibility of news media.
While humanitarian organizations are not to be confused with political organizations or peace organizations that focus more on processes of peace, it is important that these organizations try to minimize negative unintended consequences in the field and try to minimize practices of war journalism
through their communication channels. They are inevitably involved in processes of conflict and are
part of a highly politicized world, where humanitarian aid and politics are becoming increasingly interwoven. Despite the efforts of most humanitarian organizations to remain separated from politics,
their financial dependence on government donors, role as auxiliaries of states or outspoken stance
towards warring parties, result in attacks on its health workers in the field and therefore affects their
ability to provide humanitarian aid. Humanitarian organizations have gained an influential role in
spreading ideas about the public, policy-makers and journalists. They have local ties and expertise,
are commonly viewed as interest-free organizations and increasingly communicate via their media
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channels. It is therefore important that humanitarian organizations spread messages that minimize
violent response and stimulate nonviolent outcomes. Neglecting the effect that their operations in
the field and their communication practices can have on conflict, while continuing with humanitarian
aid, would be like fighting a running battle.
5.2.3
Societal relevance
On a societal level, this research provided insights into the way in which humanitarian organizations
communicate about conflict and how these practices might stimulate peace or fuel war. The ICRC
and MSF can take these results into consideration in their future communication about conflict. In
addition, journalists obtained insights into how humanitarian organizations might influence their
news reports about conflict, and the public and policy-makers obtained insights into how practices by
the ICRC and MSF might influence their ideas about conflict. Based on the results of this research,
some recommendations can be provided for practitioners in the humanitarian field to minimize war
frames and to practice more peace stimulating frames while communicating about conflict. This can
be beneficial to the process of conflict resolution.

5.3

Recommendations for praxis

Although existing research has already provided recommendations for news media to minimize violent response amongst audiences by providing tools to promote peace journalism, this research highlights which specific tools for promoting peace journalism are relevant to humanitarian organizations
in order to avoid practices of war journalism.
First, it is recommended to humanitarian organizations to provide a more detailed understanding of
the conflict amongst the public while communicating about conflict.
This can be done by addressing the underlying causes and consequences to the conflict, for example,
by referring to a document or video on their website which contains historical data about the conflict.
Secondly, it is recommended to address multiple parties in the conflict and their issues, goals and
objectives.
It is important to address all warring parties by humanitarian organizations, rather than referring to
the violations of the same parties while neglecting hostilities from other parties or not mentioning
the parties at all. Providing a multi-party orientation leads to a more detailed understanding and
reduces polarizing views amongst the public.
Thirdly, it is recommended to focus more on quoting civilians in the conflict and let them tell their own
stories and experiences of conflict.
This will lead to less elite voices and more diverse voices, such as those of elderly or minority groups.
Organizations must be aware that experts, institutions and politicians can also result in colored reports about conflict. Especially on communication channels other than social media, such as press
releases, it is important to give more voice to conflict-affected civilians and show their resilience to
the public.
Fourthly, it is recommended to address more peace initiatives and peace talks and avoid strong emotive and victimizing language.
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This reduces feelings of hopelessness and anxiety amongst the public, which can foster the creative
engagement of the public in conflict resolution.
Nevertheless, it is a challenge to apply these recommendations as the practices of war journalism are
maintained through important characteristics of humanitarian organizations, such as their humanitarian principles and their aim to raise funds. A good start would be for humanitarian organizations
to reconsider their public communication strategy. This can be done by investigating which information the public (journalists, donors, policy-makers) expects to receive rather than making assumptions about this, and by rethinking how the public can be informed more properly. For example,
about the financial aid that the ICRC is increasingly providing to victims of conflict. Through workshops for policy-makers, journalists and the public, awareness could be raised on the effects of war
journalism on conflict resolution and the possibilities to foster peace through communication. This
way, the responsibilities in providing audiences with complete and balanced information about conflict can be shared amongst the different actors that are involved within the field of conflict.

5.4

Reflections on research and theory

This subparagraph addresses the reflections on this research and on the theory of peace and war
journalism. It reflects on the mixed method design which is applied in this research. The reflections
on the quantitative part of this research will be discussed, followed by the reflections on the qualitative part of this research. This subparagraph also reflects on the practical problems that were faced
while applying Galtung’s (2010) model of peace and war journalism. This model was used to code the
communication texts of the ICRC and MSF on characteristics of peace and war journalism.
5.4.1

Reflections on mixed method design

This research used a mixed method design by combining quantitative research with qualitative research. By complementing the quantitative research on the practices of war and peace journalism by
the ICRC and MSF, with qualitative research on their motives, these practices were placed in context
and could be understood through the explanations of the respondents. This enabled a detailed comparison between the practices and the motives of humanitarian organizations and news media, and
between different organizations within the humanitarian field. On the other hand, the quantitative
findings on the practices of war and peace journalism provided a solid basis for the qualitative part of
this research, in which the motives for these frames were explored through semi-structured interviews. This way, both approaches complemented each other during the research.
Nevertheless, there were also some limitations identified on both the quantitative and qualitative
approach of this research. These limitations are addressed below.
5.4.2
Reflections on quantitative research
This subparagraph addresses the limitations of the quantitative approach, which involved a quantitative content analysis of the communication texts of the ICRC and MSF to identify characteristics of
war and peace journalism.
5.4.2.1 Quantitative content analysis through coding
First of all, limitations were found in the process of coding the communication texts of the ICRC and
MSF. During the research, inter-coder reliability was applied by two people by re-coding a number of
articles of the selected text on the communication channels of the ICRC and MSF, to check the consistency of the coding process amongst different researchers to prevent bias in the coding process.
Although hardly any differences in coding were found amongst the different researchers, the inter90

pretations of the codes are nonetheless debatable. This will be addressed in the reflections on the
theory in subparagraph 5.4.4 of this chapter.
In contrast to inter-coder reliability, the intra-coder reliability posed a greater challenge to this research. As mentioned in the methodology section of this thesis, the intra-coder reliability indicates
whether the researcher codes consistently throughout the text (Titscher et al., 2000). As some of the
codes are debatable and you can choose between coding entire articles, paragraphs, sentences or
just a few words of texts, I noticed that my coding was not done consistently throughout the selected
texts for this research. This had led me to recode the texts a second time.
5.4.2.2 Generalization
Next to limitations in the coding process, the extent to which the outcomes on the practices of peace
and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF can be generalized to the broader context of other
humanitarian organizations and other conflicts is limited. This research showed that the dominant
practices of war journalism by both organizations depend on different factors, including the
humanitarian principles, fundraising strategies, the type of aid and expected role from the media by
humanitarian organizations. Due to the heterogeneous character of the humanitarian community,
their practices of peace and war journalism cannot simply be generalized to all organizations.
Nevertheless, the practices of peace and war journalism by the ICRC and MSF can be generalized to
some extent to organizations that are comparable to the ICRC and MSF in terms of their
humanitarian principles, type of aid and so on.
The findings on the practices of peace and war journalism by MSF and the ICRC in their
communication about the conflict in Syria, cannot simply be generalized to other conflicts. Conflicts
differ in their causes, consequences, the parties involved and so on. However, although conflicts
differ from each other, research showed that the majority of the news media report on different
conflicts in the same way through similar practices of war journalism (Galtung, 2010). Therefore,
further research should examine whether the findings on the practices of the ICRC and MSF in this
research are similar to practices of humanitarian organizations that communicate about other
conflicts.
5.4.2.3 Data collection
Limitations have also been found in the collected data for this research, because I have not included
fundraising campaigns in the form of videos and images, which are also important in raising funds.
Apart from the limited scope of a master thesis, this research only focuses on written texts, as the
coding scheme of peace and war journalism is developed for analysis on texts rather than images and
videos. To get a more complete view of fundraising strategies by humanitarian organizations, images
and videos should also be included in future research on humanitarian communication. Lastly, it
should be taken into account, that whereas the social media platforms and other communication
channels serve to raise funds, they are also meant for other purposes e.g. affecting policy change.
This made it harder to identify whether practices by the ICRC and MSF on their communication
channels were a consequence of fundraising strategies or whether these practices also served other
purposes.
5.4.3
Reflections on qualitative research
The previous subparagraph addressed the limitations of the quantitative part of this research, which
are found in the inconsistency of coding, the limited generalization of the quantitative results and
the limitations in data collection to obtain insights into fundraising practices.
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This subparagraph also addresses the limitations of the qualitative part of this research, which involved a qualitative content analysis of the semi-structured interviews with representatives of the
ICRC and MSF.
5.4.3.1 Internal validity
The qualitative part of this research showed limitations regarding internal validity due to socially
desirable answers by respondents during the interviews (Bryman, 2012). Some of the respondents
seemed very careful in addressing that they also communicate with the aim to raise funds. The objective to communicate was often addressed as the ‘need to inform the public’ about a humanitarian
crisis. Although this is of course true, fundraising is also important for the existence of humanitarian
organizations (Al Nawakil, 2015). Apart from the fundraiser, little was said about the fundraising
strategy of both organizations and many elements of war journalism were explained as 'not the responsibility of humanitarian organizations' to address peace stimulating elements. This made it harder to obtain insight into the influence of fundraising strategies on their practices of peace and war
journalism. I would also have liked to obtain more insight into the influence of the donor states of
the ICRC on their public communication. It was just told that their donor states simply do not have
any influence on their public communication. Due to these factors, the internal validity of the qualitative part of this research might have been affected.
5.4.3.2 External validity
In addition to internal validity, the external validity of this research might also be affected (Bryman,
2012). The external validity ensures that the respondents are representative for the entire organization. During the interviews, I noticed that the job position of the respondents had an influence on the
answers they provided about the motives for using peace and war journalism. Although I interviewed
respondents with different job positions, ranging from communication advisors to press officers, my
sample size was limited due to the limited time scope for a master's thesis. If I had had more time, I
would have liked to interview some extra respondents, for example a fundraiser from MSF. Moreover, the limited sample size made it difficult to generalize the outcomes of the interviews about the
motives of the ICRC and MSF for using peace and war journalism to the motives for other humanitarian organizations. Similar to the quantitative part of the research, the qualitative part thus shows
limitations in the generalizability of this research. However, when organizations use similar practices
of war and peace journalism, it is likely that they might also have similar motives for using these
frames e.g. their humanitarian principles or fundraising strategies.
5.4.4
Reflections on the model of peace and war journalism
This paragraph discusses the practical problems that were faced while working with the theory of
peace and war journalism.
As mentioned in subparagraph 5.4.2, the model of Galtung (2010) appeared to be debatable while
coding the texts of both organizations on characteristics of peace and war journalism. One of the first
problems encountered was that the codes of peace and war can overlap by being present in the
same sentence. For example, a sentence like ’10 patients were wounded and 5 of them received
mental healthcare’, contains both the peace code ‘focus on the invisible effects of violence’, such as
the need for mental healthcare and the war code ‘focus on the visible effects of violence, such as ‘the
number of wounded patients’. Even though this did not matter for the results as both frames were
coded and presented in a scale, it shows that it is just too simple to dichotomize peace and war
frames.
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Some sentences could both lead to support for violent solutions, but also contribute to peace. For
example, the code of ‘the focus on the visible effects of violence’ can either be interpreted as
stimulating peace or support for violent solutions. A report like ’20 terrorists have been killed’ may
result in more support for military action, as it seems to be successful in eliminating hazardous
terrorists. However, a report like ’20 women and children were killed during a crossfire between the
opposition and the army’ is a tragedy that reduces the support for military action, as it kills innocent
people. Another debatable code is ‘the focus on the suffering all over’, which applies when the suffering of e.g. women and children is addressed in the report. Although the model suggests that this
code leads to peace as it shows the terrible consequences of war, it could also contribute to more
violence, as a sense of urgency is created that these people need help, even when this might involve
more violence. This two-way interpretation leads to problems as the researcher has to choose
between letting his own judgment prevail over the coding system and not to code a report as a war
frame or to stick with the coding scheme. However, the strength of the coding scheme is that it is
universal and can be applied to avoid bias and arbitrariness of the researcher.
Another practical problem of the coding scheme is that it is easier to code the elements that indicate
that something is present in the texts than coding the elements that suggested that something was
absent in the text. For example, it was easier to label ‘the use of demonizing language’ and ‘highlighting peace initiatives’ rather than ‘the avoidance of demonizing language’ and ‘concealing peace initiatives’. As the elements of peace journalism are from a less interventionist nature than the elements
of war journalism, it was generally harder to identify elements of peace journalism in the texts. On
the other hand, the war element of concealing peace initiatives is also from a less interventionist
nature and hard to identify in the texts. This might have led to unrightfully coding more war elements than peace elements in the communication texts of the ICRC and MSF and for more solutionoriented elements of highlighting peace initiatives in comparison to the victory-oriented element of
concealing peace initiatives.
Some codes were closer to the texts than others and therefore identified more often. For example,
the codes ‘focus on structure, culture, the peaceful society’ versus ‘focus on treaty, institution, the
controlled society’ and ‘making wars opaque/secrets versus making conflicts transparent’ were distant to the texts, as they cannot be as easily identified in single sentences like codes as ‘the focus on
the visible effects of violence’ do. Furthermore, the codes ‘uncovering all cover-ups versus help our
cover-ups’ and ‘expose untruths on all sides versus expose their untruths’ are not easy to identify as
the researcher does not know what ‘truth and lies’ exactly entails in the conflict. This latter point of
criticism was also raised by opponents to the model of peace journalism (Shinar, 2009).

5.5

Suggestions

Based on the reflections of this research, suggestions can be provided for follow-up research and for
improvement of Galtung’s (2010) model of peace and war journalism.
5.5.1 Extension of the model
Given that the model of peace and war journalism is debatable, the theory could first be extended by
publishing a kind of ‘handbook’, which addresses how the different frames/codes can be interpreted,
supported by some examples in the texts. Currently, there is no such explanation of the model.
Therefore, the interpretations of the researcher themselves determine whether a certain code is
assigned to a text or not. Through a guiding handbook it would be ensured that the model is applied
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more consistently by the researchers themselves and amongst different researchers, which can increase the reliability of research on peace and war journalism.
Secondly, repetition and emphasis can also be included in the current coding scheme. Certain terms,
such as 'cruel conflict', were often repeated in the texts of the organizations and say something
about the way in which conflict is presented.
Thirdly, the metadata could also be included in research on peace and war journalism. Where are the
articles published? What is happening in the world in the time that organizations publish their texts?
How often does an organization communicate about a certain conflict or related topic? These factors
can also say something about their use of peace and war journalism.
Finally, this theory can be adapted to apply it to visual material. While this research included some
pictures in the analysis from Twitter, press releases, annual activity reports and on the websites, it is
recommended to conduct future research on engaging video campaigns of humanitarian organizations, as they increasingly communicate to the public via visual material of a conflict.
5.5.2 Suggestions for follow-up research
Firstly, to broaden the scope of this investigation, research on peace and war journalism should be
conducted on different types of humanitarian organizations. For example, research can be done into
faith-based organizations in contrast to secular organizations, such as Islamic Relief and Vision for
Children. Or, research could for example be conducted on communication by non-western relief organizations, in contrast to communication on conflict by western relief organizations. As to my
knowledge, this research is the first study that explores practices of peace and war journalism by
humanitarian organizations. Therefore, further research is required in order to provide a strong theoretical basis to draw conclusions on the practices and motives for peace and war journalism by humanitarian organizations.
In addition, research can be conducted on the communication of humanitarian organization about
different types of conflict, to identify if there are differences in practices of peace and war journalism
based on differences in conflict. For example, research can be conducted on the representations of a
humanitarian organization of a conflict in a western country, in contrast to the representations of a
conflict in a non-western country.
Furthermore, research is required on the effects of war journalism and peace journalism by humanitarian organizations on the public. Although the effects of war and peace journalism on news audiences have been researched, no research has been done into how the public (journalists, donors,
policy-makers) of humanitarian organizations receive these frames. Moreover, little is known about
how different contextual factors of the public, such as income or age, influence how war and peace
frames are received by both news audiences and audiences receiving information about conflict from
humanitarian organizations.
In line with this, it is not clearly stated how violent responses and more peaceful responses from the
public, as a consequence of receiving war or peace frames, actually affect the conflict itself. More
research could be done on how many people with violent or peaceful responses actually fuel conflict
or engage in conflict resolution.
Lastly, future research is required on specific donor channels, such as emails to donors and telemarketing, to obtain more knowledge about the influence of the fundraising strategies for public- and
government donors on the practices of war journalism by humanitarian organizations.
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Appendix I

Maps activities ICRC and MSF in Syria

Figure 1: Locations where the ICRC operated in 2017

Source: Annual Activity Report, 2017.
Figure 2: Locations where MSF operated in 2017

ISRAEL

Source: Annual Activity Report, 2017.
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Appendix II

Model of Peace and War journalism

Source: Galtung (2010) Peace studies and conflict resolution: The need for transdisciplinarity.
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Appendix III

Script R for Independent Sample T-test

109

110

Appendix IV
more

Independent sample t-test of the ICRC and MSF using
war than peace frames

Boxplot: Comparison of the population of war frame scores between the ICRC and MSF. The black line indicates
the median. It also shows the four quantiles and the minimum and maximum values.
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Appendix V

Independent sample t-test of the ICRC’s use of more war
than peace frames

Boxplot: Comparison of the population of peace scores and war scores by the ICRC. The black line indicates the
median. It also shows the four quantiles and the minimum and maximum values.
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Appendix VI

Independent sample t-test of MSF’s use of more war than
peace frames

Boxplot: Comparison of the population of peace scores and war scores by MSF. The black line indicates the median. It also shows the four quantiles and the minimum and maximum values.
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Appendix VII

Independent sample t-test of MSF’s use of more war
frames compared to the ICRC

Boxplot: Comparison of the population of war scores between the ICRC and MSF. The black line indicates the
median. It also shows the four quantiles and the minimum and maximum values.
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Appendix VIII

Guiding questions for semi-structured interviews with
representatives from the ICRC and MSF

Guiding questions interview ICRC and MSF
General questions based on sub-questions 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3 about the role of humanitarian principles,
fundraising strategies and additional factors:
1. Is the ICRC/MSF conscious about the occurrence of these frames in their communication
texts? Did you ever heard of peace and war frames or ever talked about it with a colleague?
2. What do you think of these results? Could you explain these findings?
3. Which considerations/choices do the ICRC/MSF need to make while communicating about
the conflict in Syria?
4. Which considerations/choices do the ICRC/MSF need to make in their public communication
regarding fundraising? How would you describe a successful fundraising message to the public (and to governments donors in case of the ICRC)?
5. To what extent are the humanitarian principles of the ICRC and MSF influencing the way the
organizations communicate about Syria?
6. Is there a difference between the communication about Syria on the different media platforms on which the organizations are active? For example, do you publish other content in
press releases than Twitter?
7. Do you think there is a difference in public communication between the ICRC and MSF?
More specific questions based on the findings of the elements of peace and war journalism:
8. I noticed that there is a focus on language that appeals to the emotions of the public and focuses on the visual effects of violence, such as the number of killed and wounded, in the texts
of the ICRC/MSF. Could you explain this?
9. Why is there less attention to the invisible effects of violence, such as traumas suffered by
the Syrian civilians as a consequence of the conflict?
10. I noticed that the press releases, on the website and in the annual reports there is less emphasis on the resilience of the people who are rebuilding their houses for instance than in the
Twitter posts. Could you explain this?
11. Why is there a focus on the current situation and less on the underlying (political) causes of
the conflict and the long-term consequences? Why does the organization provide limited
context about the conflict?
12. Why is the reference to peace initiatives, peace talks or solutions to the conflict limited in the
communication texts of the ICRC and MSF?
13. Why are the experts and employees of the ICRC and MSF mainly quoted in the text as a
source of information rather than using Syrian civilians as a source of information? Is there a
reason for this? And why is it that, when Syrian civilians do get quoted, it happens mainly via
Twitter in comparison to other media channels?
The full interview transcripts and audio files have been submitted to the university’s database.
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Appendix IX

Tables orientations peace and war journalism

Table 1: Orientations war and peace journalism MSF
Orientation

MSF

Victory

0

Peace language

4

Propaganda

7

Solution

12

Truth

17

Conflict

46

People

119

Elite

170

War language

378

Violence

439

Total

1,192

Table 2: Orientations war and peace journalism ICRC
Orientation

ICRC

Victory

0

Propaganda

0

Truth

41

Solution

68

Peace lan- 69
guage
Conflict

92

Elite

101

People

199

Violence

356

War langu- 486
age
Total

1,412
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Appendix X

Specific elements of peace and war journalism

Table 3: Elements of war and peace journalism ICRC
Website

Press
releases

Annual
activity
reports

Twitter
posts

Total

avoids demonizing language (uses more 0
precise descriptions, titles, or names)

0

0

0

0

conceal peace-initiative, before victory 0
is at hand

0

0

0

0

dehumanization of 'them', dichotomy of 0
good and bad guys (victims and villains)

0

0

0

0

expose their untruths

0

0

0

0

0

expose untruths on all sides

0

0

0

0

0

Focus on structure, culture, the peaceful 0
society

0

0

0

0

Focus on treaty, institution, the con- 0
trolled society

0

0

0

0

leaving for another war, return if the old 0
flares up, stops reporting and leaves
after war

0

0

0

0

making the conflict transparent

0

0

0

0

0

making wars opaque/secret

0

0

0

0

0

partisan (biased for one side in the con- 0
flict, help our cover-ups/lies

0

0

0

0

peace=victory + cease-fire

0

0

0

0

0

proactive: reporting also before vio- 0
lence/war occurs

0

0

0

0

reactive: waiting for violence to occur 0
before reporting

0

0

0

0

us vs them journalism, propaganda, 0
voice for 'us', focusing on the differences that led to the conflict

0

0

0

0

see ' them' as the problem, focus on 0
who prevails in war

0

1

0

1

give name of their evildoers

0

1

1

0

2

identifying 2 parties, one goal: to win 0
(zero-sum orientation)

2

0

0

2

see conflict/war as the problem, focus 0
on conflict creativity

1

0

1

2

giving voice to all parties; empathy, 0

0

0

0

0
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understanding, reports the areas of
agreement that might lead to a solution
to the conflict
report causes and consequences of the 0
conflict, rich in context

3

5

1

9

identifying multiple parties, goals and 0
issues, win-win orientation (solution
which benefits all parties)

4

4

3

11

focus on 'their' violence and 'our' suffer- 0
ing; on able-bodied elite males

0

0

0

0

humanization of all sides; avoid labeling 0
of good and bad guys

4

10

3

17

peace= nonviolence + creativity

0

1

12

4

17

aftermath: resolution, reconstruction, 0
reconciliation, stays on to report aftermath of war

5

3

11

19

avoids emotive language (objective and 0
moderate. avoids emotive words. Reserves the strongest language only for
the gravest situation. does not exaggerate)

1

3

17

21

demonizing language (vicious, cruel, 0
brutal, barbaric, inhuman, tyrant, savage, ruthless, terrorist, extremist, fanatic, fundamentalist)

8

0

14

22

highlight peace initiatives, also to pre- 0
vent more war

15

15

2

32

focus on common people as actors and 0
sources of information, giving voice to
the voiceless

1

0

34

35

non-partisan (neutral, not taking sides), 0
uncover all cover-ups

21

14

6

41

avoids victimizing language (reports 1
what has been done and could be done
by people and how they are coping)

5

6

36

48

focus also on invisible effects of violence 0
(trauma and glory, damage to structure/culture)

7

6

40

53

give name to all evildoers

0

44

2

20

66

focus on violence by all sides and suffer- 1
ing all over; also on women, aged and
children

45

14

38

98

focus on leaders and elites as actors and 0

84

0

15

99

118

sources of information
focus only on the visible effects of vio- 1
lence (killed, wounded and material
damage)

67

28

68

164

focus on the here and now, poor in con- 2
text

41

2

144

189

victimizing language (destitute, devas- 2
tated, defenseless, pathetic, tragic, demoralized) that tells only what has been
done to people

81

7

120

210

emotive language (like genocide, assas- 2
sination, massacre, systematic (as in
systematic raping or forcing people
from their homes)

91

11

150

254

Total

532

144

727

1412

9

Table 4: Elements of war and peace journalism MSF
Website

Press
releases

Annual
activity
reports

Twitter
posts

Total

avoids demonizing language (uses more precise 0
descriptions, titles, or names)

0

0

0

0

conceal peace-initiative, before victory is at 0
hand

0

0

0

0

expose their untruths

0

0

0

0

0

expose untruths on all sides

0

0

0

0

0

Focus on structure, culture, the peaceful society

0

0

0

0

0

Focus on treaty, institution, the controlled soci- 0
ety

0

0

0

0

giving voice to all parties; empathy, understand- 0
ing, reports the areas of agreement that might
lead to a solution to the conflict

0

0

0

0

leaving for another war, return if the old flares 0
up, stops reporting and leaves after war

0

0

0

0

making conflicts transparent

0

0

0

0

0

making wars opaque/secret

0

0

0

0

0

peace= nonviolence + creativity

0

0

0

0

0

peace=victory + cease-fire

0

0

0

0

0

proactive: reporting also before violence/war 0
occurs

0

0

0

0

reactive: waiting for violence to occur before 0

0

0

0

0
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reporting
reports the areas of agreement that might lead 0
to a solution to the conflict

0

0

0

0

us vs them journalism, propaganda, voice for 0
'us', focusing on the differences that led to the
conflict

0

0

0

0

see conflict/war as the problem, focus on con- 0
flict creativity

0

0

1

1

Avoids emotive language (objective and moder- 0
ate. avoids emotive words. Reserves the
strongest language only for the gravest situation. does not exaggerate)

0

1

1

2

avoids victimizing language (reports what has 0
been done and could be done by people and
how they are coping)

1

0

1

2

highlight peace initiatives, also to prevent more 0
war

2

0

0

2

identifying 2 parties, one goal: to win (zero-sum 0
orientation)

0

1

1

2

identifying multiple parties, goals and issues, 0
win-win orientation (solution which benefits all
parties)

2

0

0

2

dehumanization of 'them', dichotomy of good 0
and bad guys (victims and villains)

3

0

3

6

humanization of all sides; avoid labeling of good 0
and bad guys

6

0

0

6

partisan (biased for one side in the conflict, help 0
our cover-ups/lies

2

4

1

7

aftermath: resolution, reconstruction, reconcili- 2
ation, stays on to report aftermath of war

0

3

5

10

report causes and consequences of the conflict, 3
rich in context

2

0

6

11

focus on 'their' violence and 'our' suffering; on 0
able-bodied elite males

0

0

0

0

non-partisan (neutral, not taking sides), uncover 0
all cover-ups

13

0

4

17

demonizing language (vicious, cruel, brutal, 1
barbaric, inhuman, tyrant, savage, ruthless,
terrorist, extremist, fanatic, fundamentalist)

7

0

15

23

focus also on invisible effects of violence (trau- 2
ma and glory, damage to structure/culture)

10

8

6

26

focus on common people as actors and sources 0

5

0

23

28

120

of information, giving voice to the voiceless
give name to all evildoers

0

13

0

21

34

focus on violence by all sides and suffering all 3
over; also on women, aged and children

29

2

23

57

see ' them' as the problem, focus on who pre- 5
vails in war

37

6

33

81

give name of their evildoers

5

38

7

33

83

focus on leaders and elites as actors and 1
sources of information

57

1

28

87

focus on the here and now, poor in context

1

31

3

53

88

victimizing language (destitute, devastated, 5
defenseless, pathetic, tragic, demoralized) that
tells only what has been done to people

52

9

83

149

emotive language (like genocide, assassination, 3
massacre, systematic (as in systematic raping or
forcing people from their homes)

87

11

105

206

focus only on the visible effects of violence 10
(killed, wounded and material damage)

84

24

144

262

Total

481

80

590

1192

41
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