
Civil Society Organization 
 vs attacks cheat sheet

Remind people  
what is at stake

Set a broader context for the debate to 
remind people what is at stake: the direction 
our society is headed, and remind them 

about the society we are trying to create;
““The activists being targeted here simply want to make 
our communities stronger.”

“This is about whether more power is shared between all 
of us or controlled by a very small number of politicians, 
who want to keep us divided.”

When authorities attack civil society, communications strategies must try to make people care 
about civil society enough to express support and solidarity.  Here are 5 things to keep in mind when 

responding to attacks on civil society.

Talk about civil society’s vision, values and 
voices. The best response to an attack is to 

tell an alternative story - make sure you say what it is you 
want people to know about civil society.

Constant repetition of simple phrases and sayings is 
essential for messages to get through to people in this 
environment. Most people will not hear the message directly 
from you, but relayed by others in the press, in conversations 
or on social media.

These attacks are designed to keep you on 
the defensive, and make the authorities look 
busy. Do not let attention divert from the 
important issues - make sure you put forward 
an alternative plan of action. Keep the focus 

on practical solutions for making people’s lives better.

These attacks are meant to create a sense 
of crisis and hysteria - creating scapegoats, 
imagined “enemies within” and others. 

People want to be part of something vibrant, not something 
dangerous. 

When an individual is targeted, try to change the frame to 
the wider values at stake, depersonalising the debate. For 
example, if a colleague faces online trolling, mobilise to post 
supportive solidarity messages focused on the values what we 
have in common. 

Tell your own 
story about  
civil society

Be proactive 

Keep calm and 
communicate 

 Make it easy for 
people to act in 
support of civil 
society

Try to tell a visual story of one example of civil society work that will 
put a picture in the mind of your audience.

“During the pandemic, it was civil society groups going to 
people’s houses to make sure people were ok. Because we pull 
through by pulling together”. 

“These are people who everyday strive to make our lives better, 
whether it is helping people to deal with authorities, improving 
public services or …[tell one story of CSO impact relevant to the 
target audience.” 

“Instead of trying to divide us with these attacks, the 
government should seek to make state bodies more 
responsive to people’s needs. For example, if they want to 
show they care they can have an open process for appointing 
the Fiscalia General, who will have a big impact on our lives 
and the future of our society.”

Responses need to create a calmer more constructive environment 
so that people feel confident speaking up in support of activists and 
journalists. 

Value appeals are a less divisive and confrontational way to speak 
out when attacks happen. 

“Being an activist means you believe in caring for your friends, 
family and neighbours.” 

Make visible how people feel, Focus on those most likely to 
support you 

It takes a very small number of well-organised supporters to grow 
a different narrative. Mobilise the people most likely to speak out 
in favour of civil society (rather than attacking the government 
directly) such as students, other movements like climate, LGBTQI+, 
professionals like lawyers. Again, make it easier for them to speak 
out by sharing a unifying values-based message rather than one than 
requires them to openly confront the government. 

Try to create a “larger us” frame, which shows why these 
measures are not just aimed at a small group of activists and 
journalists, but at dividing and distracting us from real issues. 

“These measures are designed to divide us and distract us from 
the real challenges we face: health care, better jobs etc.”

Avoid: allowing the story to be about government vs activists; instead make it 
about the direction in which we want to take society. 

Avoid: repeating the negative things people are saying about you; instead talk 
about why civil society is important “Civil society is there when people need 
support.”  
Refuting attacks only reinforces them in people’s minds. 


