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A COMMUNICATION STRATEGY
FOR THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS

AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

A global Red Cross
and Red Crescent identity

by Michele Mercier and George Reid

In 1987 the Council of Delegates, recognizing the "solidarity of
image" which exists between the various components of the Movement
worldwide, invited the ICRC and the League to explore with National
Societies "new and more systematic ways of promoting, whenever
circumstances allow, public awareness of the Movement as a whole
rather than its individual parts".

Comsequently, the ICRC and the League established a working
group of communications specialists to draft proposals on the subject.
Extensive research work was commissioned, in particular through
external experts recruited by the American Red Cross; recommenda-
tions were received from 62 National Societies; interim proposals were
approved by information staff from throughout the Red Cross and Red
Crescent world at the Second Communications Workshop in Varna in
June 1989; and finally in October 1989, the Council of Delegates
unanimously adopted the "global approach to communications"
contained in the joint ICRC/League report on "The Information Policy
of the Movement".

Information Policy of the Movement

The Information Policy is essentially a practical programme aimed
at strengthening the Movement's ability to communicate a clear and
consistent message internationally. It is based on an Identity Pro-
gramme which:
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— examines the Movement's strengths and weaknesses, always
looking for those elements which are unique among humanitarian
organizations,

— assesses how the Movement views itself, and how it is viewed by
its publics,

— examines those factors, external and internal, which will make it
both easier and more difficult to communicate the Movement's
message in future,

— identifies the audiences with whom the Movement needs to
communicate so that clearly tailored messages can be targeted to
each of them.

After this process of analysis was completed, a concise Identity
Statement—firmly rooted in the Statutes and Principles of the Move-
ment—was formulated as the foundation upon which an effective,
focused communications strategy can be built. This Statement contains
the essence of what the Movement is, what it does, and what it stands
for. A practical works programme for promoting a common Identity
was then devised as a constituent part of the Information Policy.

At a time when the world is rapidly being "shrunk" by new
communications technology, the Policy provides a strategic base for
the information and public relations activities of the Geneva institu-
tions and of National Societies, thereby helping to promote a consis-
tent image of the Movement internationally.

Public perceptions of the Movement

Among the 62 National Societies which responded to question-
naires on the Identity Programme, a number submitted the results of
public opinion research. This was supplemented by work done by a
multinational advertising agency through its network of offices world-
wide.

While the process was not exhaustive, and is still continuing, a
number of key public perceptions appear regularly in the findings:

— The studies show that a very large proportion of the population in
most countries recognize the name of the national Red Cross or
Red Crescent Society.

— People generally rank the National Society as top in terms of
which "charitable" organization they think is doing the best job in
helping people. But the Red Cross and Red Crescent is not ranked
top in terms of which organization the respondents felt most
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committed to nor to which they give the most money. ("In terms
of giving", commented the advertising agency, "this means that the
Movement is seen as big, well-established, not well focused and
not in need of people's money or membership").

People are unsure why the Red Cross or Red Crescent Society
needs donations, or where the money goes.

— Many people believe that the National Society is an agency of the
government, or a Swiss organization, or "something to do with the
United Nations".

— Most people are not asked to be a part of a National Society, to
volunteer or to give money.

These common elements of understanding—or lack of under-
standing—have to be addressed and clarified by the Movement's Iden-
tity Statement.

Moreover, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Move-
ment is tightly interwoven with the fabric of the world. It must be
particularly sensitive to those global trends which are going to affect
the services it provides. Any Identity Programme must therefore
strengthen its ability to meet human needs in the new millennium.

The Identity Programme

The purpose of the Identity Programme is to increase public under-
standing and support for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement and its work. Having examined internal and external factors
bearing on its mission, its strengths and weaknesses, it provides the
focus and sets the tone for all communications to external audiences.
"// provides", in the words of the Information Policy, "a foundation
for what we say and the way we say it". It summarizes what we want
people to feel about the Movement.

"Our communication must be people-focused, creating the clear
perception that they are what matters most. Our communication
must also reflect compassion and commitment. The tone of our
communication cannot be arrogant, bureaucratic, superior or aloof.
Photos of charts or buildings, stories using lofty institutional phrases
simply do not deliver the message that the Movement is made up of
people who care about people in urgent need and about protecting
human life and dignity".

In an age when there is increasing competition among humani-
tarian organizations, the Identity Programme must also emphasize the
unique strengths of the Movement, and in particular:
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— the universally recognized symbols

— the common mission transcending cultures and boundaries

— the long history of protecting human life and dignity

— the ability to work virtually anywhere in the world

— the caring and competent members.

By clearly formulating "who we are, what we do, and why", the
Identity Statement underscores the mission and principles of the
Movement:

THE IDENTITY STATEMENT

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is dedi-
cated to protecting human life and dignity worldwide, thereby
promoting lasting peace.

The 250 million people of the Movement help those hurt by armed
conflict, natural disasters and other human tragedies. Victims around
the world have come to trust the people of the Movement to be there
to provide essential humanitarian services.

The people of the Movement help anyone in urgent need. No
regard is paid to political, racial, religious, or ideological differences.
No point of view or person is favoured over another. Neither infuence
nor pressure will ever alter these facts.

Red Cross and Red Crescent members protect life and alleviate
suffering through the International Committee of the Red Cross, the
League of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and 148l National
Societies, each organization having a specific mandate and field of
action. Together, these organizations form a lasting and evolving
Movement, grounded in humanitarian principles and recognized by
international law and custom. This unique network has spanned gener-
ations, linking people around the world who share a commitment to
prevent and ease suffering, and a readiness to protect human life and
dignity—no matter whose, no matter where, no matter when.

But the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is
more than a philosophy, a treaty, or an historical institution. It is the
embodiment of a worldwide belief that human life and dignity are
worthy of respect and protection from the ravages of man and nature.
It is a belief that is made real every day by the actions of skilled and

1 as per October 1989
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trained people who are motivated by a deep personal desire to help
others without regard for their own material gain.

Through its constituent organizations, members of the Movement
come to the aid of people caught in the violence of armed conflict and
other emergencies by providing supplies to sustain life, visiting pris-
oners of war and other detainees, helping people communicate with
loved ones, and reuniting families.

Red Cross and Red Crescent members help people to prepare for,
recover from and, if possible, prevent the effects of hurricanes, floods,
fires, drought, or other disasters that threaten individuals and commu-
nities.

They help people prevent and handle emergencies through social
service programmes and by teaching life-saving and health skills.
Where needed and possible, they save millions of lives by providing a
reliable supply of blood.

And they share resources, so developing such services throughout
the whole Movement.

The financial support of individuals, corporations and governments
make this work possible.

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement:

Protecting Human Life and Dignity Worldwide.

Target audiences and how to reach them

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement has many different
target audiences—defined in terms of what is relevant to them as a
group and is most likely to motivate them to action on behalf of the
Movement. While the Identity Statement provides a common strategic
base for all communications, a single message will not "fit" different
groups. Without "tailoring" it is quite inappropriate—to take an
extreme example—to send the same leaflet both to potential donors
and to rural youth.

The first-phase audience in implementing any Information Policy
should be members of the Red Cross and Red Crescent—especially
members of governing bodies, information officers, front-line staff,
delegates and volunteers. The goal is greater personal commitment and
the ability to communicate to other audiences what the Movement
means.
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The second-phase audiences comprise broad-based groups, which
may be further sub-divided by National Societies as appropriate to
their own countries (for example, youth might be a sub-category for
volunteers and further segmented into rural or urban youth).

Media and other Gatekeepers: By recycling Red Cross and Red
Crescent messages through radio, television and newspapers they reach
an audience of millions. In this process, it is vital that journalists have
confidence in the accuracy of information given by the Movement.

Planned and sustained communications are dependent on the
answers to three deceptively simple questions: what do we want to
say? (the Message); to whom do we want to say it? (the Target
Groups); and how are we going to say it? (the Channels of Communi-
cation). The Identity Programme provides answers to the first two
questions. While researching the Programme, information staff of the
working group also carried out a full study of how the Movement uses
its existing channels of communication.

In this area, priorities have not been clearly established in the past.
Themes for World Red Cross and Red Crescent Day have been
chosen, for example, at short notice—so making proper advance plan-
ning difficult. Special events have not been integrated into an overall
communications plan. Initiatives for films, posters and other promo-
tional material have been launched without overall coordination. In the
field of information development assistance, some National Societies
have been well cared for while others have been practically ignored.

As communications become more global, this lack of coordination
has led to a duplication of effort, expenditure and messages, making it
difficult if not impossible to develop the harmonization and "solidarity
of image" which the Council of Delegates endorsed.

Implementation of the Information Policy

The iCRC and the League, in association with National Societies,
therefore put forward a practical programme for implementation of the
Information Policy over the period 1990-1992, which mainly covers
the following areas:

The World Red Cross and Red Crescent Day, birthday of Henry
Dunant (8 May), is currently celebrated by a large majority of
National Societies, many of whom organize major events and have
access to radio and television. Promotional work on this day has
suffered from themes being chosen late and often on an ad hoc basis,
without proper regard for their global suitability or attractiveness to
donors and mass media.
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The Council of Delegates therefore agreed that in future World
Red Cross and Red Crescent Day themes should be determined on a
three-year cycle as part of a sustained Information Policy. The
following themes for 1990-92 were selected:

1990 "For Human Life and Dignity" (positioning the Movement in
terms of the Information Policy)

1991 "Victims of War" (the first global campaign of its kind)

1992 "Preventing Disaster" (the second global campaign as the
Movement's contribution to the United Nations Decade for
Disaster Reduction).

From 1991 onwards, each World Red Cross and Red Crescent Day
should involve the promotion of a specific message, consistent with
the Information Policy, and wherever possible a fund-raising element.

A record should be kept each year listing governmental and other
contributions to each theme (in 1991, for example, for victims of war
and in 1992, for the prevention of disasters).

The Campaign for the Protection of War Victims, an integral part
of the Information Policy, has planned a series of events for 1990-91,
including a global painting competition for children, field visits and
national tours by Campaign Ambassadors, worldwide television
coverage, and special events at national level on World Red Cross and
Red Crescent Day. The key element throughout is public awareness
and action on behalf of war victims.

The decision by the Council of Delegates to approve an Interna-
tional Red Cross and Red Crescent pavilion and programme at the
Universal Exhibition in Seville in 1992 is also an integral part of the
Information Policy.

The world is undergoing a revolution in communications, the speed
and scope of which have led to a serious imbalance in information
resources between "developed" and "developing" National Societies.
While some Societies have invested heavily in the new technology and
in experienced personnel, others are regularly faced with shortages of
paper, ink and skilled staff (see p. 249, article entitled "Support for
information services in developing National Societies", by Helena
Korhonen). If the Information Policy is to succeed worldwide, more
resources need to be devoted to training and providing facilities to
developing Societies. The League and ICRC, in association with
participating National Societies, will draw up a list of communications
projects requiring assistance in this area.
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In the field of coproductions, co-operation between National So-
cieties and the Geneva institutions in producing print and audio-visual
material should be further encouraged, both on cost grounds and as a
means of reinforcing cross-cultural solidarity.

The "Red Cross, Red Crescent" Magazine, now circulating in
English, French and Spanish editions in over 150 countries and
distributed to National Societies, the international media and decision-
makers worldwide, is the only channel of communication whose aim is
to promote all parts of the Movement. However, its present human and
financial resources have been reduced to a dangerous minimum which
does not allow proper development. Solutions are being sought to
overcome these difficulties with a view to eventually increasing distri-
bution and meeting numerous requests.

Implementing the Information Policy cannot be a matter for the
ICRC and the League alone. It needs the active participation and
encouragement of National Societies, especially in the fields of
advance planning, fund-raising through international television, moni-
toring and evaluation.

In accordance with the Council of Delegates Resolution, the ICRC
and the League have therefore established a Group of information and
fund-raising experts recruited within the Movement, who will meet
once or twice a year with full-time Geneva staff to review the imple-
mentation of the policy.

Looking at the immediate future

A start on the process of establishing a global Red Cross and Red
Crescent identity has now been made with the Information Policy. And
more than that: a number of steps have been taken to put it into
tangible effect, as evidence of its generally accepted usefulness.

In our view and in the view of all those who have officially
endorsed the basic messages carried within the Information Policy, it
would indeed serve no purpose to leave it as it stands, without trans-
forming words into action.

Right now, action means providing the necessary tools for all
potential users to fully understand the practical implications of the
Information Policy. It was therefore felt essential to devise, within a
matter of months, a guide which would enable not only communica-
tors but also the senior executive staff of all the components of the
Movement to familiarize themselves with the various programmes
embodied in the Policy.
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Although quite clear in its meaning, the Identity Programme is at
times somewhat hard to absorb for all those who have not been
directly involved in its creative process. Today, it is therefore our
primary duty to go beyond the specialist stage and show the actual
users that the Identity Programme is not just another official docu-
ment, but really what it is intended to be: a programme of action.

On the receiving end, everyone will have to decide on plans and
systems to implement it. Then resources of all kinds will be identified
and the scope of possible action defined, depending on individual
financial strength and availability of manpower. In this way the Iden-
tity Programme will become part and parcel of the daily life of a
society—or institution, or delegation.

The communicator's guide stresses how important it is for the
messages carried by the Movement's Identity Statement to become a
natural feature of dialogue in all areas of activity, be they relief,
medical or preparedness programmes.

In order to improve public perception of the Movement, the Infor-
mation Policy—and its Identity Statement—recalls the increased
responsibility of Red Cross and Red Crescent people, in the National
Societies, at the ICRC or the League, to present themselves in such a
way as to enhance the Movement's image. It also recognizes the
necessity for each organization to abide by its specific mandate and
identify itself as a separate body whenever circumstances require. This
will but give greater credibility to the whole process, since the work of
the Movement is founded, at all times, on internationally recognized
humanitarian principles, as well as on international law and customs.

Obviously, there can be no contradiction between the two
approaches, i.e. the integrated approach and that of independent action.
On the contrary, in taking humanitarian action there is in all circum-
stances one purpose only, namely to create the necessary conditions
needed to reach the victims and alleviate their suffering. The course
adopted will always be determined by this priority, as will application
of the Information Policy in the field.

Henry Dunant, the first Red Cross communicator ever, would
certainly have had no objection to this.

Another major step was taken by the ICRC and the League in
April 1990, when both institutions decided to pool their rather meagre
resources so as to improve their capacity to cope with the numerous
and time-consuming tasks set by the Information Policy, particularly
the World Campaign for the Protection of War Victims, the Red
Cross/Red Crescent Pavilion in Seville and the World Red Cross and
Red Crescent Day.
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Implementation of those programmes will take the 11-member
team through to the end of 1992, when there will be an evaluation of
the information activities actually carried out. Let us hope that the
chosen approach will then prove to have been the right one, as it
undoubtedly will with the help of all those concerned in the Move-
ment. Solidarity of image is deeply rooted in solidarity of thought and
action: it therefore depends upon all of us, the people of the Move-
ment. We shall be responsible for its failure or its success.

Michele Mercier
George Reid

Michele Mercier was appointed head of the Communication Department in
June 1990. After joining the ICRC in 1969, she reported on its activities in a
number of countries. Between 1973 and 1978 she was responsible for the Red
Cross Broadcasting Service (RCBS) and relations with radio and television.
Deputy head of the Press Division until 1982, then head of the Division from
1982 to 1987, she was appointed deputy head of the Communication Depart-
ment in 1987 and acting head in 1989.

George Reid has been co-director of the International Promotion Bureau since
May 1990. He was previously director of Public Affairs of the League of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies. After university in Scotland and the United
States, he worked for 20 years worldwide as a journalist for British newspapers,
ITV and BBC radio and television. From 1974 to 1979 he was a Member of the
British Parliament and a Member of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council
of Europe.
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