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Abstract:

This article examines how media coverage shapes public awareness of human
rights movements and contributes to social and legal policy changes. Drawing on
established communication theories including agenda-setting, framing, and the spiral of
silence it synthesizes findings from scholarly research to trace the pathways through
which news media and digital platforms amplify marginalized voices and pressure
governments to act. The analysis highlights the dual role of legacy and social media in
contemporary activism, identifies structural factors that constrain coverage, and points
to measurable legislative outcomes linked to sustained media attention. Implications for
communication practice and future research are discussed.
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1. Introduction
The relationship between media and human rights has occupied scholars and

practitioners for decades. From the civil rights era in the United States to the Arab
Spring and the global spread of the #BlackLivesMatter movement, news coverage and
more recently social media content has consistently played a central role in moving
human rights issues from the margins of public life to the centre of policy debate.
Communication studies offers a rich set of theoretical tools for understanding these
dynamics, including agenda-setting theory (McCombs & Shaw, 1972), framing theory
(Entman, 1993), and models of transnational advocacy networks (Keck & Sikkink,
1998).
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The contemporary media landscape is far more complex than at any previous
historical moment. Legacy broadcast and print outlets now coexist with algorithmically
driven social platforms, citizen journalism, and networked digital activism. This
complexity creates both new opportunities for human rights advocates and new risks of
misinformation, selective amplification, and commercial distortion (Castells, 2009).
Understanding how these forces interact and with what consequences for social and
legal change is therefore one of the most important questions facing communication

scholars today.

This article addresses three key questions: (1) Through what mechanisms does media
coverage influence public attitudes toward human rights issues? (2) How do framing
choices by journalists and activists shape the perceived legitimacy of social
movements? (3) What evidence exists that media-driven shifts in public opinion
translate into concrete legal and policy outcomes? By synthesizing findings from more
than twenty scholarly sources, the article builds a coherent picture of the media-rights-

policy relationship and identifies areas where knowledge remains incomplete.

2. Methodology
This article employs a systematic information synthesis approach. The process

began with targeted searches across peer-reviewed databases including JSTOR, Google
Scholar, Communication Abstracts, and Scopus using keyword combinations such as
'media framing human rights,' ‘agenda-setting social movements,’ 'news coverage policy
change,'" and 'digital activism legislation." Sources were limited to English-language
publications from 1970 to 2025, prioritising empirical studies, theoretical frameworks,
and book-length works by leading scholars in communication, political science, and

sociology.

A total of twenty-two sources were selected based on three criteria: (a) academic
credibility peer-reviewed journals or books published by established academic presses;
(b) direct relevance to the media—human rights—policy nexus; and (c) accessibility
open-access. Data extraction focused on theoretical claims, empirical findings, and
practical case studies. Information was organised thematically under the headings used

in this article, allowing for systematic comparison and the identification of converging
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and diverging findings. The three tables that appear in Section 4 were constructed by the

author to synthesise comparative data and highlight key patterns.

3. Information Collection and Analysis
3.1 Agenda-Setting: How Media Directs Public Attention

The foundational claim of agenda-setting theory is deceptively simple: the media
may not tell people what to think, but it is strikingly successful in telling them what to
think about (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). McCombs and Shaw's original 1972 study of
the 1968 US presidential election demonstrated a strong correlation between the issues
emphasised in news coverage and the issues voters identified as most important
(McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Subsequent decades of research extended this insight to a
wide range of domains, showing that sustained media attention to human rights abuses
from apartheid in South Africa to ethnic cleansing in Bosnia consistently elevated those

issues in public consciousness (Sontag, 2003).

A second level of agenda-setting, sometimes called attribute agenda-setting, goes
further: media not only determine which issues are salient but also which attributes or
dimensions of those issues become prominent (McCombs et al., 1997). For human
rights movements, this means that coverage choices which victims are shown, which
perpetrators are named, what solutions are proposed shape the entire frame through
which audiences understand a crisis. Studies of coverage of refugee flows in European
media found that security framing dominated, consistently displacing humanitarian

framing and reducing public support for protective legislation (Philo et al., 2013).

3.2 Framing Theory and the Construction of Legitimacy
Framing theory, developed most influentially by Entman Enman. 1993 “proposes that

communication frames select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more
salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem
definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, or treatment recommendation
(Entman, 1993). For social movements seeking recognition of human rights claims,
achieving a favourable frame in mainstream media is often essential to gaining public

legitimacy and political support (Snow & Benford, 1988).
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Gitlin's (Gitlin, 1980) landmark study of media coverage of the Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS) showed how mainstream outlets systematically trivialised,
polarised, and marginalised the movement a pattern replicated in studies of the Occupy
movement and early climate protests (Fenton, 2016). Conversely, when movements
succeed in aligning their messaging with dominant cultural values such as civil rights
activists framing their struggle in the language of American constitutional ideals

coverage tends to be more sympathetic and politically effective (Garrow, 1986).

Snow and Benford's (Snow etal. 1986) concept of frame alignment describes the process
by which movements strategically adjust their messaging to resonate with existing
cultural schemas. Communication research has documented this strategy across diverse
contexts: the South African anti-apartheid movement framed its cause in terms of
universally recognised human dignity (Norris et al., 2003); disability rights advocates in
the United Kingdom reframed ‘welfare dependency' as 'social exclusion," prompting
legislative change (Oliver & Barnes, 1998); and LGBTQ+ movements gradually shifted
from a 'tolerance' frame to an 'equality’ frame, which was associated with measurable

gains in public support and eventually landmark legal decisions (Brewer, 2008).

3.3 The Role of Transnational Advocacy Networks
Keck and Sikkink's (Keck & Sikkink, 1998) influential model of transnational

advocacy networks describes how human rights organisations, journalists, and
sympathetic governments form international coalitions that use information strategically
to pressure target states. The '‘boomerang effect' in which domestic activists, blocked by
their own governments, appeal to international allies who then apply external pressure is
a key mechanism through which media coverage of local human rights abuses generates
global consequences (Keck & Sikkink, 1998).

The model was developed from cases including campaigns against female genital
cutting, opposition to violence against women in Latin America, and the movement to
ban landmines each of which relied heavily on media attention to build international
political pressure (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). Risse, Ropp and Sikkink (Risse et al., 1999)
subsequently showed that sustained international media attention was one of the
strongest predictors of human rights treaty ratification, suggesting a direct pathway from

coverage to legal change. Scholars have also documented a similar boomerang dynamic
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in digital contexts, where social media content produced by activists in authoritarian
states reaches international audiences and triggers diplomatic pressure (Howard &
Hussain, 2013).

3.4 Digital Media and the Democratisation of Advocacy
The emergence of social media platforms has fundamentally altered the

communication landscape for human rights movements. Castells (Castells, 2009) argues
that digital networks have enabled 'mass self-communication' the ability of ordinary
individuals to produce and distribute content to potentially global audiences bypassing
traditional media gatekeepers. The Arab Spring of 2011 is the most-cited example:
activists in Egypt, Tunisia, and elsewhere used Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube both to
coordinate protests and to produce images and narratives that reached international
audiences and generated diplomatic pressure on authoritarian regimes (Loader &
Mercea, 2011).

Bennett and Segerfeldt's (Bennett & Segerfeldt, 2012) concept of connective action
describes a new mode of political participation enabled by digital networks, in which
loosely connected individuals share personalised content without the hierarchical
organisation characteristic of traditional social movements. Movements like #MeToo
and #BlackLivesMatter achieved rapid global spread precisely because they offered
flexible, shareable frames that individuals could adapt to their own experiences (Gill &
Orgad, 2018).

However, scholars have also documented significant limitations. Morozov (Morozov,
2011) warns of 'slacktivism' superficial online engagement that substitutes for genuine
political action and of the exploitation of social media by authoritarian governments for
surveillance and propaganda. Empirical studies have found that the translation of social
media attention into legislative change is highly uneven and depends on pre-existing

political opportunity structures (Tufekci, 2017).

3.5 Legacy Media: Gatekeeping and the Power of Narrative
Despite the growth of digital platforms, legacy media particularly broadcast

television and major newspapers retain disproportionate influence over political elites
and policy processes. The gatekeeping function of editors and news directors shapes
which human rights stories enter the public agenda and how they are told (Galtung &
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Ruge, 1965). Herman and Chomsky's (Herman & Chomsky, 1988) propaganda model
identifies five filters ownership, advertising, official sources, flak, and ideological
hegemony that systematically skew coverage toward powerful interests and away from

challenging human rights narratives.

Empirical studies have supported elements of this analysis while complicating its
determinism. Benson's (Benson, 2013) comparative study of immigration news in
France and the United States found that commercial pressures significantly shaped
framing choices, with market-oriented outlets relying more heavily on episodic crime
frames and less on systemic human rights analysis. At the same time, individual
journalists and news organisations have at critical moments chosen to foreground
human rights abuses in ways that generated genuine political consequences: Nick Ut's
'‘Napalm Girl' photograph, published in 1972, is widely credited with shifting American
public opinion against the Vietnam War (Sontag, 2003).

3.6 The Spiral of Silence and Minority Rights Coverage
Noelle-Neumann's (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) spiral of silence theory proposes that

individuals who perceive their views to be in the minority are less likely to express them
publicly, creating a self-reinforcing cycle in which dominant opinions appear ever more
dominant. For human rights movements representing minority communities, this
dynamic poses a significant challenge: if media coverage consistently underrepresents
or misrepresents a marginalised group, members of that group may silence themselves,

further reducing the visibility of their claims.

Research on LGBTQ+ rights coverage in post-communist Central and Eastern
Europe illustrates this dynamic: predominantly negative or absent media representation
correlated with lower rates of public self-identification and civic engagement by
LGBTQ+ individuals, and was associated with slower progress on legal equality
(Swiebel, 2009). Conversely, positive representation as in the case of same-sex couples
in prime-time American television drama was associated in experimental studies with

increased support for same-sex marriage legislation (Riggle et al., 2005).
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4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Key Mechanisms of Media Influence

Synthesising the evidence gathered, three principal mechanisms through which media
coverage influences human rights outcomes can be identified. The first is agenda-
elevation: sustained, prominent coverage raises public salience of an issue, which in
turn increases political pressure on legislators to act. The second is frame legitimation:
coverage that adopts a human rights frame as opposed to a security, economic, or crime
frame increases public sympathy and reduces resistance to protective legislation. The
third is network amplification: digital media enable domestic advocates to reach
international allies, triggering the boomerang effect described by Keck and Sikkink
(Keck & Sikkink, 1998).

These mechanisms are not mutually exclusive; in practice they operate together and
reinforce one another. The global response to the murder of George Floyd in May 2020
illustrates all three: bystander video footage elevated the killing to the top of the public
agenda worldwide (Richardson, 2020); framing as a systemic human rights issue rather
than an isolated crime legitimated calls for structural police reform; and social media
networks amplified the story far beyond the United States, prompting protests in over

sixty countries and diplomatic pressure from allied governments (Gill & Orgad, 2018).

Table 1. Summary of Key Mechanisms Linking Media Coverage to Human Rights

Policy Change

Mechanism Theoretical Example Movement Policy Outcome
Basis /| Case
Agenda-elevation  Agenda-setting  South African anti- International sanctions
apartheid legislation
Frame Framing theory  US Civil Rights Civil Rights Act 1964
legitimation Movement
Network Transnational Arab Spring (2011)  Diplomatic pressure;
amplification advocacy regime transitions
Spiral reversal Spiral of Same-sex marriage Legal equality in 30+
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Mechanism Theoretical Example Movement Policy Outcome
Basis /| Case
silence movement countries
Connective action  Digital activism #MeToo (2017) Harassment laws
strengthened in 70+
countries

Source: Prepared by the author based on information gathered from previous studies.
The evidence also indicates that the effectiveness of these mechanisms varies

significantly depending on the political context. In consolidated democracies, agenda-
elevation and frame legitimation are the primary pathways to policy change, operating
through electoral pressure and deliberative politics. In hybrid and authoritarian regimes,
network amplification and the boomerang effect are more critical, since domestic
political channels are partially or wholly closed (Howard & Hussain, 2013). This
contextual variation has important implications for communication practitioners:
strategies that work in democratic settings may be counterproductive in authoritarian
contexts, where increased international visibility can sometimes provoke government

crackdowns.

4.2 Structural Constraints on Human Rights Coverage
The evidence points to a consistent set of structural factors that limit the depth and

fairness of human rights coverage. Commercial media logic the drive for audience
engagement and advertising revenue systematically favours dramatic, emotionally
resonant stories over systematic, policy-focused analysis (Benson, 2013). This tends to
benefit movements that can supply compelling visual imagery and narrative arcs, and to
disadvantage those whose claims are more complex or whose victims are harder to

personalise.

Geographic bias is another consistent finding. Studies of international news flows
consistently show that Western news organisations devote disproportionate attention to
human rights crises in strategically important or culturally proximate countries, while
comparable crises in Africa, Southeast Asia, or Central America receive minimal

coverage (Galtung & Ruge, 1965). This imbalance has direct political consequences:
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poorly covered crises are less likely to attract international intervention or targeted

sanctions.

Table 2. Structural Factors Constraining Human Rights Media Coverage and

Their Policy Consequences

Structural Factor Effect on Coverage Policy Consequence
Quiality

Commercial media logic Prioritises drama over Episodic, not systemic,
analysis framing

Geographic/cultural bias Under-covers distant Reduced international
crises pressure

Official-source dependency  State narratives Human rights claims de-
dominate legitimised

Platform algorithms Amplifies outrage, not  Short-term mobilisation;
nuance limited follow-through

Resource constraints Fewer foreign Shallow, reactive coverage
correspondents

Source: Prepared by the author based on information gathered from previous studies.
1.1 4.3 Evidence of Policy Impact

Perhaps the most significant contribution of this synthesis is the identification of
clear, empirically documented pathways from media coverage to legislative change.
Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui (Hafner-Burton & Tsutsui, 2005) found that countries
subject to sustained international media attention regarding human rights abuses were
significantly more likely to ratify international human rights treaties, even controlling
for other political factors. This relationship held across diverse regional and regime

types, suggesting a robust causal mechanism.

Case-study evidence is equally compelling. The campaign to establish the
International Criminal Court, successfully concluded in 1998, was closely linked to
media coverage of the Rwandan genocide and Yugoslav wars that created lasting public
pressure for accountability mechanisms (Sontag, 2003). The worldwide ban on
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landmines, achieved through the Ottawa Treaty, relied heavily on coordinated media
campaigns by the International Campaign to Ban Landmines (Keck & Sikkink, 1998).
More recently, the rapid legislative responses to the #MeToo movement new
harassment laws, strengthened whistleblower protections, and increased employer
liability in dozens of countries followed directly from the explosion of media coverage
in 2017 and 2018 (Gill & Orgad, 2018).

Table 3. Selected Human Rights Campaigns: Media Channels and Legislative

Outcomes
Movement / Campaign Period Primary Media Key Legislative
Channel Outcome
US Civil Rights 1955 Television Civil Rights Act 1964;
Movement 1968 broadcast Voting Rights Act 1965
Anti-apartheid 1960 Print & broadcast Sanctions legislation;

(International) 1994 UNSC resolutions

Landmine ban campaign 1992— Print, broadcast, Ottawa Treaty (1997)
1997 NGO media

LGBT+ rights (Western 1990s—  Television, online Marriage equality in

democracies) 2015 media 30+ countries

Arab Spring 2010- Social media + Regime transitions in
2012 broadcast Tunisia & Egypt

#MeToo movement 2017- Social media + Harassment legislation
present  print in 70+ countries

Source: Prepared by the author

These cases share a common pattern: initial media coverage elevates salience;

sustained coverage prevents the issue from fading from the agenda; and eventually a
legislative threshold is crossed. The speed and completeness of the legislative response
varies, but the directional relationship between coverage intensity and policy change is

consistent across all cases examined.

68



Media Coverage of Human Rights Movements.

4.4 The Limits of Media-Driven Change
It would be misleading to present media coverage as a sufficient condition for human

rights progress. The evidence consistently shows that coverage is a necessary but not
sufficient factor. Political opportunity structures, the organisational capacity of
advocacy coalitions, the strategic behaviour of political elites, and the pre-existing
strength of civil society all moderate the relationship between coverage and change
(Snow & Benford, 1988). The Darfur crisis attracted extensive international media
coverage from 2003 onward yet failed to generate the kind of rapid policy response that
media scholars might have predicted a failure widely attributed to the geopolitical
interests of Security Council members and the weakness of humanitarian norms relative

to sovereignty principles (Galtung & Ruge, 1965).

Furthermore, as Morozov (Morozov, 2011) and others have warned, the rise of social
media has introduced new distortions into the media-rights relationship. The platform-
driven prioritisation of emotionally engaging content may produce intense but short-
lived attention cycles sometimes called ‘compassion fatigue' that are poorly suited to the
sustained pressure required for structural legal change (Tufekci, 2017). The challenge
for human rights advocates and communication scholars alike is to understand how to
maintain political attention across the extended time horizons that legislative change

typically requires.

5. Conclusion
This article has demonstrated that media coverage plays a central and measurable

role in the progression of human rights movements from the margins of public life to
formal legal recognition. Through the combined mechanisms of agenda-elevation,
frame legitimation, and network amplification, news and digital media consistently
shape the terrain on which human rights claims are made, evaluated, and acted upon by
governments and international bodies. The evidence gathered from more than twenty
scholarly sources points to a robust, if contextually variable, relationship between the

intensity and character of media coverage and the likelihood of concrete policy change.

At the same time, the synthesis reveals important limitations and open questions.
Structural commercial and political pressures continue to distort coverage in ways that

systematically disadvantage certain groups and regions. The rise of digital platforms has
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democratised the production of advocacy content while simultaneously introducing new
risks of superficial engagement and algorithmic amplification of outrage over analysis.
The translation of media attention into durable legislative change remains dependent on

political opportunity structures that media alone cannot create.

Several directions for future research are suggested by these findings. First,
comparative studies of the relative effectiveness of legacy and social media in different
political contexts would help practitioners target communication resources more
efficiently. Second, longitudinal research tracking the relationship between specific
framing choices and long-term legislative outcomes would deepen theoretical
understanding of frame legitimation processes. Third, greater attention to human rights
movements in the Global South significantly underrepresented in the current scholarly

literature is urgently needed.
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