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I. 

Three Friends Talk Development 
How has our understanding of “development” changed? In this fictional conversation, three friends talk 

about development – and about the challenge of communicating about development.  

His son didn’t want him to leave for the airport this morning: Greta says your planes are melting 
our ice caps! His wife wasn’t too pleased either: you haven’t been pulling your weight at home 
lately! He knows they’re right. He’s moderating a conference at the OECD tomorrow. All about 
sustainable development. Somewhere above Greenland, Benjamin feels guilty. 

Somewhere above the Mediterranean, Fatima is revising her keynote on trends in the global 
economy. She feels good about the first part. She has: cool graphs on the emerging powers 
that have lifted millions out of poverty; new data on countries that were doing great, but have 
stalled; an overview of countries that remain in bad shape. What should I tell OECD countries 
to do about this? Fatima isn’t sure yet. 

Somewhere on the outskirts of Paris, Laura has printed her conference badge. She won’t make 
it to the conference on time in the morning. A group of activists will block her train. They’ll 
protest about the dire state of public services, call on “elite leaders” to resign and condemn 
the multinational corporation that just announced lay-offs but paid no taxes. Laura will feel 
inspired. We need change! Now!  

---  

Over dinner after the conference, Benjamin, Fatima and Laura reminisce about when they first 
met in 2005: three young development upstarts campaigning for the Millennium Development 
Goals.  

Things weren’t better then, but development sure felt easier to explain. Rich countries were 
promising more aid, and more aid would help poor countries catch up. It felt like borders were 
opening and people were becoming global citizens. As for the environment: well, experts 
elsewhere were handling that. However, today’s conference had shown that the “development 
community” is stuck in an existential crisis. Fatima scans through some notes she jotted down 
during the conference [see Box below]. 

Laura jumps in. Enough with the self-analysis! We need to seize the moment! Just think: all over 
the world, people are protesting against inequality and demanding decent jobs. There’s #metoo 
and Greta. People finally want action on OUR issues, and they’re making politicians and 
businesses listen! 

We even have a new policy framework to help us explain how development is relevant for 
everyone, everywhere. Benjamin takes a big breath. The Sustainable Development Goals are so 
much better than the MDGs! They’re universal, holistic, whole-of-society ….  

Fatima groans. Benjamin, have you swallowed a development jargon generator? Are you 
mansplaining? We know all about the SDGs! The question is: are citizen movements and the 
SDGs having a real impact? 
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There’s a pause before the friends recall some OECD projects they heard about at the 
conference. 

 A work stream called Development in Transition (DiT) is exploring how international development co-
operation can adapt to today’s development needs.  

 Total Official Support for Sustainable Development (TOSSD) is a statistical concept that helps measure how 
foreign aid catalyses and links with other forms of finance. 

 The OECD has Guidelines on Responsible Business Conduct, and the Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) 
initiative aims to stop multinational enterprises from avoiding taxes. 

 There are projects on how foundations and cities can promote sustainable development. 

 The OECD is rethinking on how governments work with citizens and support civil society. 

Laura is upbeat: So there are lots of efforts to modernise development. And check out the 
website of the UN’s High Level Political Forum. You’ll find almost 200 reports in which countries 
review their progress on the SDGs. Other actors are also getting into it: New York City and 
Helsinki have submitted their own SDG reports!  

Fatima is less optimistic. There are lots of reports; I’ll give you that. And you didn’t even mention 
the many initiatives that help businesses measure and report sustainability. But we’re way off 
track when it comes to achieving the SDGs! There are still way too many kids out of school, for 
example. 

DEVELOPMENT TODAY:  

NOTES ON THE NEW DEVELOPMENT NARRATIVE 

1. What is development?  

‐ Development is not just about wealth. It’s about achieving wellbeing, which includes many 

more goals, including environmental ones.  

‐ So why do we label countries “developed” or “developing” just because they are rich or poor? 

‐ In fact, aren’t all countries “developing”? All countries have work to do! 

‐ Development is not linear. History shows there are many paths (and detours) along the way. 

So development folks need to be humbler about their recommendations!  

2. Why do development work?  

‐ We have a moral obligation to help poor, marginalised and vulnerable people and communities, 

no matter where they live. We also have a legal obligation to protect human rights. 

‐ Ultimately, development work helps everyone. We’re all connected now and development means 

survival! Development means protecting our planet and staying safe … it’s a global good! 

3. Who needs to do development work? 

‐ The better question is: who doesn’t need to do it? Everyone, everywhere has a role to play! 

‐ Governments and businesses need to make stronger commitments and follow up with action. 

‐ Foundations, charities and researchers need to bring better solutions to the table. 

‐ Citizens themselves need to change their behaviours and become activists. 

‐ Development organisations need to learn from mistakes and point the way forward!   

4. How do we do development work? 

‐ Good development work is all about context. Before deciding on policies and funds, decision 

makers need to do more local research and work with local institutions. Is this really what 

citizens need most, right here, right now? Who else is around and how can we become more 

than the sum of our parts? 

‐ Development workers are partners and enablers. But they are also guardians and advocates 

for a better world. It’s a tricky balancing act!  

http://www.oecd.org/dev/development-in-transition.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/tossd.htm
https://mneguidelines.oecd.org/
https://www.oecd.org/tax/beps/
https://www.oecd.org/site/netfwd/
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/territorial-approach-sdgs.htm
https://www.oecd.org/gov/open-government.htm
https://www.oecd.org/dac/dac-global-relations/2019-civil-society-days.htm
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/vnrs/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnership/browse/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/sdgs/global-goals-in-action
https://gemreportunesco.wordpress.com/2019/07/09/the-world-is-off-track-to-deliver-on-its-education-commitments-by-2030/
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Benjamin agrees. Most leaders get it, but being 
“international” just isn’t cool right now. It’s trendy to 
blame all things “international” for our problems – like 
migration or globalisation. So politicians don’t want to 
fund “global” goals, just national ones. And you can’t 
change people’s minds: they’re stuck in their phones 
reading fake news! 

Laura, Fatima and Benjamin gaze gloomily into their 
drinks. But not for long, because Laura begins telling 
her friends about the 2019 SDG Action Awards. Some 
finalists had left her speechless with brilliant 
campaigns. Some had left her in tears with powerful 
stories about overcoming the odds. 

These people know where it’s at. If we follow their lead, 
we can convince more and more people to care about sustainable development! 

You’re right, says Fatima. In fact, we have a mandate to mobilise citizens! Governments and 
corporations will only care about the SDGs if citizens make them care. Besides, citizens need to 
know how they can help put the SDGs into practice: they need to send their kids to school, 
empower girls, reduce waste….  

Benjamin gets technical. Did you know there’s even an 
official SDG target – SDG 4.7! – on educating people for 
sustainable development? 

This is also about restoring trust. Laura goes big picture. 
People have lost faith in institutions that are supposed 
to help them. People think development money – their 
taxes! – are badly spent or wasted to corruption. We 
need to show that development achieves results. That 
it’s a great investment. 

So what’s next?, asks Benjamin. How do we “sell” 
sustainable development? 

There must be someone working on this, says Fatima. Identifying good communications 
strategies and campaigns. What we need is a kind of … Toolkit for SDG Communicators!  

Wait a second! Laura opens her browser. During the coffee break today, someone told me 
about a network. It was called something like… she opens the first search result … OECD 
DevCom! 

Benjamin, Fatima and Laura are giddy with excitement. Because of DevCom. But also because 

their gateau au chocolat has arrived. 

  

A NEW MEDIA LANDSCAPE 

3.5 billion People use social media. 
Citizens are easier to reach than ever 
before (Our World in Data, 2019).  

But half the world remains offline, and 
there is a huge digital gender gap.  

73% of people globally worry about 
fake news being used as a weapon 
(Edelman, 2019).  

People are polarised in consuming 
news, less likely to come across 
opposing views. 

 

 

 

TRUST 

38% of people in OECD countries say 
they trust their government (OECD, 
2017). 

For 54% of Europeans, corruption is 
one of the top 3 obstacles to 
development. 

The “informed public” exhibits far 
higher trust than the general 
population (Edelman, 2016). 

https://sdgactionawards.org/
http://www.oecd.org/dev/pgd/devcom.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dev/pgd/devcom.htm
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II. 

Introduction to the Toolkit for  
Sustainable Development Communicators 

A DevCom project in 2019-2020 

The international development community needs powerful stories to tell about its work. On 
the one hand, this is about accountability: citizens need to know how development funds are 
spent and whether this spending is achieving results. On the other hand, this is about 
engagement: citizens are development actors in their own right, and knowledgeable and 
inspired citizens will help achieve development goals.  

Public institutions in many countries have long recognised the need to engage citizens for 
sustainable development. In 1988, a number of them created the Development 
Communication Network (DevCom) as a platform to share experiences and identify good 
practices. In its 2014 publication, 12 Lessons on Engaging the Public, the OECD shared 
recommendations for communications directors. 

Yet, the context for development communications has changed radically since 2014: 

 A new policy framework, embodied by the Sustainable Development Goals, has seen 
development institutions re-think their roles and working methods. They need to 
position their work in relation to a broad range of public and private actors. 

 New media and digital technologies require not just new communications formats and 
channels, but are re-defining the way public institutions and citizens interact. 
Development institutions need more visual, interactive and real-time contact with 
their audiences. 

 In a new political landscape – characterised by low public trust, civic movements and 
changing electoral patterns – development institutions need to demonstrate results. 
They need to show that development work is a worthy investment for all. 

DevCom’s members and partners have discussed this changing context at recent DevCom 
events and on the SDG Communicator platform. Their discussions have helped identify three 
overarching challenges for today’s development communicators:   

A. Designing communication strategies with more ambitious goals, up-to-date 
development narratives, and a broader set of target audiences. 

B. Modernising campaigning practices with appropriate messages, messengers, formats 
and communication channels for different audiences, both online and offline. 

C. Creating supportive conditions for public engagement with political support, funding, 
new skills and know-how, and stronger partnerships. 

At the 2018 DevCom Annual Meeting, members called on DevCom to develop stronger 
guidance on how to address these challenges. They agreed that, in 2019-2020, the network 
should develop a Toolkit for SDG Communicators, bringing together practical 
recommendations, principles and ideas that development institutions can apply in their day-
to-day communications work. 

http://www.oecd.org/dev/devcom
http://www.oecd.org/dev/devcom
https://www.oecd.org/dac/peer-reviews/12%20Lessons%20Engaging%20with%20the%20public.pdf
http://www.sdg-communicator.org/
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The Toolkit will be structured into 10 Learning Areas in which communicators can improve their 
work. Each learning area falls into one of three categories, related to communications 
strategies, campaigning practices and supportive conditions for public engagement.  

For learning each area, the Toolkit will include key recommendations, analysis on good 
practice, and inspiring examples from across the DevCom community.  

The 2019 DevCom Annual Meeting, to be held at OECD Headquarters in Paris on 20 November. 
Participants will share their feedback and ideas in five of the learning areas. 

10 Learning Areas in the DevCom Toolkit 

 

Learning Areas to be discussed at 2019 Annual Meeting 

ANNUAL MEETING SESSION DRAFT LEARNING AREA 

DAY 1 Group Exercise A: Setting Goals  GOALS (page 7) 

DAY 1 Group Exercise B: Defining Audiences  AUDIENCES (page 9) 

DAY 1 Group Exercise C: Framing Messages  MESSAGES (page 11) 

DAY 1 Group Exercise D: Choosing Formats  FORMATS (page 13) 

DAY 2 Members Session: Development Narratives 2030  NARRATIVES (page 15) 
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[Small Group Exercise A] 

DRAFT LEARNING AREA 

GOALS 

What should we aim to achieve  
through our communications efforts? 

 

Development organisations have crucial choices to make in setting goals for their communication 
strategies. What do citizens need to know about development work? Is raising awareness enough, 
or should organisations aim for deeper levels of public engagement?  
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Insights 

Recent DevCom discussions suggest that the goals of development communication are expanding. 
When raising awareness, communicators need to aim for more than institutional or brand visibility. 
They need to promote a deeper understanding of sustainable development and the value of 
international co-operation. This can mean:   

 Building hope. People who know that extreme poverty has fallen are much more hopeful for 
the future (Glocalities, 2018).  

 Strengthening trust. Large majorities of people support aid spending, but they also think too 
much aid is lost to corruption (Eurobarometer, 2019; IPSOS, 2015).  

 Promoting SDG awareness. People may have heard of the goals, but have no idea what they 
are for (vanHeerde-Hudson and D. Hudson, 2016). 

Moreover, delivering on sustainable development means that awareness and positive attitudes are 
not enough. Communicators also need to promote action. Their goals can include:  

 More sustainable lifestyles. Worldwide, 4 in 5 consumers feel strongly that the companies 
they buy from should help to improve the environment (Nielsen, 2018). 

 Public participation in policymaking. In a survey of 100 government leaders, 61% admitted 
they were not “very effectively” collecting feedback from communities (Open Gov, 2017).  

 Changing norms. In 2018, DevCom focused on how campaigns can help promote gender 
equality and tackle discrimination against women and girls (OECD DevCom, 2018a). 

There are strong reasons to expand the communications mandate. As discussed under learning 
area 7, engaging with citizens can help organisations achieve policy goals, strengthen 
accountability and deliver on their international commitments, including SDG 4.7, which calls on 
countries to provide all learners with the knowledge and skills they need to promote sustainable 
development.  

Examples of good practice 

In 2019, the European Union’s #2030isNow campaign visited festivals across the continent to help 
citizens learn about the SDGs and the EU’s efforts to promote development (EC, 2019).  

In 2017, Canada held public consultations in order to design a new Feminist Development 
Assistance Policy, hosting over 300 consultations and engaging 15,000 people from around the 
world (Théoret, J., 2018). 

In its 2017 Voluntary National Review, Nigeria committed to large-scale awareness-raising 
campaigns designed to tackle gender discrimination (OSSAP-SDGs, 2017). 

Further reading 

DevCom’s Framework on Understanding Public Attitudes to Sustainable Development provides an 
overview of areas in which communicators can set goals for their strategies and campaigns (OECD 
DevCom, 2017a). 
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[Small Group Exercise B] 

 

DRAFT LEARNING AREA 

AUDIENCES 

Which stakeholders and audiences 
do we need to engage? 

 

Development organisations need to link their communications goals (Learning Area 1) to specific 
target audiences. This means prioritising among different stakeholder groups. It also means 
translating the concept of “the general public” into more meaningful audience segments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

10 
 

Insights 

1. Prioritising stakeholders 

DevCom discussions suggest that there are two broad groups of stakeholder, each with different 
roles and informational needs.  

The first group – the mobilisers – are crucial in reaching broad segments of society, and in 
promoting action for sustainable development. They need information, inspiration and guidance 
from development communicators, and have development stories of their own to bring to the 
table. They include:  
 Civil society organisations, reaching communities & sharing experience in putting the SDGs 

into practice.   
 Cities & local governments, helping translate global goals into local contexts. 
 Schools & universities, producing development knowledge & helping engage future 

generations. 
 Businesses & foundations, engaging CEOs, shareholders, customers & philanthropists for 

sustainability.  

The second group – the watchdogs – are important in ensuring accountability and building public 
trust in development work. They need facts and data about how development funds are spent and 
whether development organisations are delivering results. They include: 
 Parliaments expecting taxpayer funds to be spent effectively.  
 Civic activists putting pressure on organisations to deliver on sustainable development. 
 Media organisations uncovering development issues in the interests of their audiences.   
 International partners who expect development organisations to uphold agreements. 

2. Segmenting “the general public” 

Development communicators often identify “the general public” as an audience. Some go a step 
further by prioritising demographic groups, particularly “youth”. Since these concepts are very 
unspecific, they are not particularly helpful when it comes to designing content and choosing 
dissemination channels. 

Today’s communicators have the tools to identify a much more refined set of audience profiles. 
Using surveys, social media analytics and other sources of data, they can segment audiences based 
on, for example:  
 Lifestyles & interests (e.g. fans of house music who post on Facebook) 
 Values (e.g. millennials who are family-focused) (Glocalities, 2018) 
 Engagement with sustainable development (e.g. people who volunteer, but don’t donate to 

charity (Hudson, Morini & Hudson, 2019)) 

Examples of Good Practice 
In 2016, Uganda and Pulselab Kampala used innovative speech-to-text analytics on local radio 
content to reveal discrimination concerns and support policy response to rising inequalities. Pulse 
Lab Kampala is an inter-agency initiative under the United Nations Resident Coordinator in Uganda 
(UN Global Pulse, 2018) 

In 2017, the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation used Facebook and Spotify data to 
engage young people in the Save Tropic House campaign, raising awareness about rain forest 
degradation (NORAD, 2017). 

Further Reading 
This DevCom video outlines 5 ways to become a better listener (OECD DevCom, 2017b).
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[Small Group Exercise C] 

 

DRAFT LEARNING AREA 

MESSAGES 

How should we frame messages 
and who are the best messengers? 

 

Once they have chosen their strategic goals, narratives and audiences (Learning Areas 1, 2 & 3), 
communicators have to decide how to frame their messages and who should deliver them. Drawing 
on discussions at recent DevCom events, the following principles can guide their decisions. 
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Insights 

At the 2018 DevCom Annual Meeting, participants discussed Dao Nguyen’s findings that viral 
content: makes people laugh; helps people explain who they are; helps people describe their bond 
with others; helps people do or learn; and restores people’s faith in the world (Nguyen, 2017). 

These findings resonate with broader messaging principles emerging in the development 
community: 

Be positive. After decades of exposure to negative imagery, it can be no surprise that many citizens 
consider development work futile. To inspire audiences and build public support, communicators 
need to highlight achievements and solutions for a better future. Hope-based communication can 
be an antidote to “aid fatigue” (Open Global Rights, 2019).  

Show respect. Many organisations still reinforce stereotypes through their campaigns. Citizens of 
developing countries look passive and helpless, while donors are presented as heroes or saviours 
(Radi-Aid, 2017). Communicators need to tell stories of people with agency and identities, not 
anonymous victims.  

Don’t play on fears. Some organisations frame messages to suggest that development co-operation 
helps “protect” citizens in rich countries from dangers from abroad (e.g. diseases; terrorism). 
Playing on fears reinforces “us vs. them” and xenophobic worldviews. It contradicts the principles 
of shared humanity and common goals. 

Be authentic. Being positive does not mean presenting the world through rose-tinted glasses. It 
means giving a more authentic account of sustainable development efforts. This can include talking 
about setbacks: audiences understand that things can go wrong, as long as they know that lessons 
are being learned for next time. 

Engage hearts and minds. Communicating with numbers is an important way to account for public 
spending. Yet, messages need a relatable, personal touch (vanHeerde-Hudson and Hudson, 2016). 
Development messengers who are perceived as both warm and competent enjoy high level of trust 
among audiences (Bond, 2016). 

Be accessible. Development organisations still overuse jargon and acronyms. Yet, sustainable 
development doesn’t need to be inaccessible: it concerns the wellbeing and futures of all human 
beings on the planet. 

Be useful. Many citizens want to contribute to campaigns and take action for sustainable 
development, but don’t know how. This means framing messages that invite audiences to 
participate in conversations. Messages that facilitate action are more memorable and lead to 
higher levels of engagement (Holladay, 2002).  

Examples of good practice 

Finland’s “100 results” initiative combines both stories and data to share the results of 
development co-operation projects (Kehityslehti, 2019). 

Sweden’s SIDA teamed up with YouTuber Clara Henry to talk about the Global Goals. Clara framed 
the SDGs in a passionate and accessible way, engaging large new audiences (Henry, 2016). 

Further Reading 

At DevCom events since 2016, participants have shared ideas, examples and principles for 
development messages. Their summaries are available online (OECD DevCom, 2019b). 

Radi-Aid has developed a Social Media Guide for Volunteers and Travelers called How to 
Communicate the World (Radi-Aid, 2017). 
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[Small Group Exercise D] 

 

DRAFT LEARNING AREA 

FORMATS 
What type of content work best?  

How should we package our messages? 

The format of development messages may matter as much as the message itself. Content 
needs to be engaging, easy-to-digest and sharable. In the era of digital communications, more 
often than not, this means going visual. 
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Insights 

In order to engage audiences online, communicators need strong visual content. Posts with visuals 
receive 94% more page visits and engagements – and twice as many comments – than those 
without (Kane and Pear, 2016).  

Among different types of visual content, video has become hugely popular, appealing to mobile 
users and search engines. Websites containing an embedded video are more likely to show up first 
on Google, and audiences spend 260% longer on a webpage containing a video (Wistia, 2016).  

Many expert bloggers provide advice on how to increase engagement on videos. Hoben (2018), for 
example, reminds communicators producing videos for Facebook to: get to the point fast; use 
captions; choose captivating titles; add calls-to-action; use mobile-friendly formats; and consider 
going live. 

For many audiences around the world, audio remains a powerful format. The retention rate of 
auditory learning is twice as high as reading, and four times as high as attending a lecture (World 
Bank n.d.). Podcasts are becoming increasingly popular. Radio remains the mass media with the 
largest global reach (UNESCO, 2019) and is the most trusted media source in the EU 
(Eurobarometer, 2017). 

Despite the growing focus on digital formats, Apple’s CEO Tim Cook argues that “nothing yet 
replaces human interaction” (Wall Street Journal, 2017). This is why sustainable development 
communicators continue to develop innovative analogue formats in order to engage audiences. At 
DevCom events, they have shared lessons that range from sophisticated virtual or augmented 
reality experiences to interactive and fun games of SDG twister. The options are endless!  

Examples of good practice 

AFD participated in the 2018 Comic Festival d'Angouleme with the comic book "Coloc of Duty", 
aimed at educating about sustainable development (Schneider, 2019). 

Argentina created an interactive map showing how SDG indicators are progressing in each region 
(ODS Argentina, 2019). 

The Asian Development Bank created a video about its infrastructure projects in Georgia. The video 
was created with low cost, using mobile phone footage taken by ADB staff and Georgian officials 
(ADB, 2019). 

Switzerland created SDGeek, an exciting interactive card game to learn about sustainable 
development (FDFA, 2019). 
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[Day 2 Session: Development Narratives 2030] 

DRAFT LEARNING AREA 

NARRATIVES 
What should we tell citizens about 

development and international co-operation? 
 

Development organisations need new storylines on both development and development co-
operation policy. They also need to demonstrate their institutional value, repositioning themselves 
among a larger set of actors. 
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Insights 

Some communicators still talk about development as a linear process, with countries moving from 
one income category to another. This narrative has become problematic: 

 Income alone is not an adequate measure of development. Wellbeing and sustainability 
matter just as much. 

 Sustainable development is a complex, evolving process. There is no “finishing line” after 
which countries can “put their feet up”. 

This new understanding of development has implications for the way communicators describe 
development co-operation. The “North-South” narrative, which sees rich countries charitably lifting 
poor ones out of poverty, is no longer appropriate. A more modern narrative: 

 Describes all countries with agency. All countries have work to do on sustainable 
development and, ultimately, all countries are accountable for success and failure. 

 Highlights the universal benefits of development co-operation. Achieving sustainable 
development is essential for all countries, not just those with low levels of income. 

 Puts international development co-operation into perspective. It is one policy area among 
many with impacts on development. Volumes of foreign aid are small compared with other 
financial flows. 

Development organisations thus have a balance to strike. They need to be confident about their 
value, but humble about their achievements. They need to demonstrate results, but frame them 
as part of a team effort. They need to point the way forward, but constantly attune to the ideas 
and efforts of others. 

At the 2019 European Development Days, DevCom members identified four ways for 
communicators to tell the development story (OECD DevCom, 2019a). Depending on the goals of 
their communications strategy (see Learning Area 1), they can choose to focus on community, 
results, actions or issues – or a mix of all of these narrative options.  

Examples of good practice 
The 2018-2022 Strategy of the AFD Group (French Development Agency) is a recent example of 
narrative reform. Its vision is “a world in common”, and the AFD describes its work as “investing in 
solidarity” (AFD, 2019). 

Further Reading 

The OECD’s Perspectives on Global Development (OECD, 2018c) provides an overview of recent 
thinking about development. 

The 2019 Development Co-operation Report [forthcoming] sets out a new narrative for 
international development cooperation policy. 
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