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1 PROJECT OVERVIEW & GOALS  

Fenton was engaged to support the Bernard van Leer Foundation in developing a communications strategy 
to advance the Foundation’s goal of reducing violence in the lives of young children.  The intention was for 
the findings to serve the Foundation both in orienting its investments in other organizations as well as in its 
own communications. 
 

Goal: Mobilize greater, more sustained, public and political engagement for the prevention of violence in 
young children’s lives by raising the visibility of this issue through a compelling, urgent, evidence-based, 
tested, and actionable narrative for why preventing violence in young children’s lives matters, and the 
potential for preventing violence before it begins.  
 

Target Audience: Global (not country-specific) “elite” opinion leaders, influencers and policymakers. 

 

Deliverables: Video, Infographic, and Messaging Taxonomy. 

 

2 ACTION RESEARCH  

ACTIVITY: UN CONSULTATION IN LIMA, PERU 

Fenton assisted in presentation development; training four experts and practitioners; inviting journalists 
ahead of the UN Consultation in Lima, Peru in August 2012; and supporting the writing of op-eds for selected 
grantees.    
 
ACTIVITY: INFLUENCER INTERVIEWS 
 
Fenton interviewed 18 “influencers” from the fields of business, government, media, cognitive science, 
politics, philanthropy, law enforcement, a Nobel Peace Prize winner, activists and domain experts in women, 
violence, public health, and development to find out 1) what they knew about violence in the lives of 
children, 2) how they talked about it, and 3) what could move them to action. 
 
Influencers were both men and women and represented a diversity of countries and cultures in the global 
North and South. Names are being left out for confidentiality. 
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ACTIVITY: MEDIA ANALYSIS  

Fenton conducted a thorough media analysis to see how, if, when, where and who was talking about 
violence in the lives of children.  
 

 
 
ACTIVITY: DAVOS BREAKFAST 

We took findings from both early media research, and influencer interviews, and tested messages at a 
breakfast of more influencers at the World Economic Forum in Davos in January of 2013.  
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ACTIVITY: MEDIA PLACEMENT 

From August 2012 through January 2013, we achieved op-ed placements and coverage in a number of 

international and national top-tier outlets. 

 

Baltimore Sun (16 January 2013) 
Op-ed: Address social roots of gun violence, 
by Dr. Gary Slutkin and Michael Feigelson  
 
Huffington Post (8 January 2013) 
Ending Violence in Children's Lives: A 
Resolution We Cannot Afford to Break, by 
Michael Feigelson 
 
Financial Times (20 December 2012) 
Letter to the editor: Rally the voices of the 
community, by Michael Feigelson 
 
Huffington Post (14 November 2012) 
Defending Children’s Rights Means 
Defending Their Mothers Too, by Mallika 
Dutt and Michael Feigelson 
 
The Lancet (13 October 2012) 
Latin America looks to violence prevention 
for answers, by Barbara Fraser 
 
Catholic News Service (6 September 2012) 
Family violence kills more than 80,000 Latin 
American children yearly, by Barbara Fraser 
 

CCTV America (19 August 2012) 
Video: Violence against children: direct 
impact on brain development, by Dan 
Collyns 
 
BBC.com (28 August 2012) 
Peru talks tackle violence that blights young 
lives, by Mattia Cabitza 
 
AP (27 August 2012) 
Problema global la violencia contra los 
niños: Joan Lombardi 
 
Cafe CNN en Español (27 August 2012) 
Television interview with Michael Feigelson 
 
BBC World Briefing (26 August 2012) 
Radio segment by Mattia Cabitza 
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3 ACTION RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Below we highlight the key findings from the influencer interviews, media analysis and outreach, and the 
breakfast event at Davos/World Economic Forum. 

INFLUENCER INTERVIEWS & DAVOS EVENT 

In general, people knew very little about the issue or its solution, and there was a mixed reaction to the 
arguments we tested. However, no one doubted that violence in the lives of children is a big problem that we 
must tackle. More specifically: 
 

 Most people knew very little about “violence in the lives of children” as an issue (e.g. its nature, scale 

and effects) – even very well-informed people who were otherwise expert on development, children 

and nutrition. There was little understanding of the effects on brain development or physical health – 

most people mentioned “emotional trauma” or “further violence”. Most people only mentioned “in the 

home” as the place where violence happens, not schools or communities. 

 Most people had strong, often personal, reactions to the issue. They tended to find it overwhelming 

and it often triggered personal stories. 

 Few could name a successful violence prevention initiative – whether child-related or otherwise – 

although nearly everyone hypothesized that violence should be preventable through a combination of 

legislation and changing social norms. 

 Nor did they know meaningful change was achievable within two years. Most thought it would take 

10 years or even a generation to see a real difference. 

 No one doubted that violence in the lives of children is a widespread, global problem. In fact, many 

people remarked that published statistics are likely to be too low. 

 Nearly universal understanding that violence happens in families of all economic status but stressed 

that rates are likely to be higher in low-income families because of stress. 

 Many people had surprisingly skeptical reactions to scientific and economic arguments – many 

people questioned the assumptions or the numbers, or simply did not believe the link. The most 

popular arguments were moral, cycle of violence and economic. 

  “Child protection” or “child protection systems” was universally disliked by native English speakers, 

while almost everyone liked “toxic stress”. Non-native English speakers did not understand either 

phrase and found the UNICEF language (“protecting children from abuse, exploitation and neglect”) 

much clearer.  

 Keeping things positive, interactive and focused on the children was highly effective. At Davos and in 

Peru, bringing in children’s voices (live or via video), maintaining a positive, personal or playful tone 

(playing cheerful music, telling stories about personal experiences with children), and including an 

interactive element (an exercise using toy bricks) or a demonstration (a live ‘interruption’ during a 

presentation) were all elements that worked extremely well. 

 Giving solutions a name helped enormously. Participants in Davos were a little overwhelmed by the 

seven WHO strategies, but responded very well to “Ring the Bell” and “violence interrupters” (Cure 

Violence), which served as useful shorthand. 
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 Stories and evidence together. Presenters were most effective when they used a combination of 

personal stories and data – either one without the other was not as strong. 

MEDIA ANALYSIS 

Based on our media analysis, our sense is that this issue is on the cusp of greater coverage – but much more 
needs to be done to reinforce the message that violence can be prevented. Journalists seem particularly 
interested in the brain development, economic and health arguments. However, the most glaring gap is 
solutions and stories: success stories and the perspectives of children, parents, and caregivers rarely appear.  
 

 The issue was covered by many – though not all – English-language outlets by a range of journalists 

and practitioners. 18 of the 28 English-language media outlets we searched had run at least one piece 

from January 2010 to September 2012 on the effects of violence at home, in schools or in the 

community on children – most often pegged to new research or a violence-related current event. (See 

graph below). 

 

 The issue could be better understood or explained. While key types of violence were fairly well 

covered, the ‘witness effect’ was mentioned just half the time (generally in relation to domestic 

violence) and more often than not, the age of the children was not specifically mentioned. Over half of 

the articles analyzed did not mention the effects of violence on the brain or hormonal systems. 

 

 Very few pieces featured the perspective of a child, parent or caregiver. Articles tended to focus on 

statistics, scientific explanations and quotes from medical, social services, or NGO professionals.  (See 

graph below). 

 

 Most of the articles offered an argument for tackling the problem besides the moral argument - the 

economic argument was most popular. All were some variation on the theme that violence in 

childhood leads to a wide range of effects into adulthood, so prevention now will pay off greatly later. 

(See graph below). 

 

 Success stories were few and far between. Potential preventive solutions were referred to about half 

the time, but only two pieces described solutions with results. 
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Argument for tackling problem 

Dealing with violence now will save money later 

We must break the cycle of violence 

Dealing  with violence now is good for adult health 

Dealing with violence helps address economics 

inequality 
Early prevention is more effective than late cure 

Physical discipline doesn’t work and may harm 
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Source: Fenton analysis of 35 articles and talk show transcripts between Jan 11 – Sep 12. 



 

 
9 

MEDIA OUTREACH 

Press Outreach Learnings 

Learnings from the outreach include the following: 

 

 Leveraging new country or region-specific research: We tracked new or recent research on violence 

and children and pitched this to journalists, which was often useful in building relationships. For 

example, pitching the UNICEF/CDC violence against children studies in Kenya leading to an introduction 

between Panos and a Guardian journalist.   

 

 By itself, “violence in the lives of young children” was not enough to hook journalists – it needed to 

be pegged to another news item and provide a new angle on violence prevention:  For example, an 

op-ed we placed in the Baltimore Sun by Michael Feigelson of the Bernard van Leer Foundation and Dr. 

Gary Slutkin of Cure Violence, “Address social roots of gun violence” (16 January 2013), was published 

on the same day that President Obama announced proposals to address gun violence in America and 

argued for the need to change social norms as well as control access to firearms. 

 

 Tracking opinion leaders: One strategy that proved particularly fruitful was tracking pieces published by 

opinion leaders and journalists identified through our media scan, and responding through letters to the 

editor. For example, we placed a letter to the editor in The Financial Times in response to a guest article 

by Jacob Weisberg, chairman and editor-in-chief of Slate. 

 

 Offering interviews with grantees / practitioners: Media relations were used to develop and build 

relationships for key stakeholders on the ground, building awareness of their solutions.  An example of 

this was introducing Dr. Gary Slutkin of Cure Violence to Nicholas Kristof, the influential New York Times 

columnist and best-selling co-author of Half the Sky.  This is likely to result in Cure Violence being 

featured in Kristof’s next book. Journalists were also keen to interview with partners because of the 

insights that they may have from working on the issues on the ground.   

 

 Less successful were our media comments: We issued media comments emphasizing the importance of 

cultural change and working together to prevent violence in response to the Jimmy Savile scandal and 

the Sandy Hook Elementary School shootings. The angle appears to be too unusual and complicated for 

journalists on the ground to embrace. 

 

Social Media Learnings 

 

We established the @HugKids Twitter handle and the first #HugKidsChat Twitter chat to build a social media 

presence.   In our view, this was useful for: 

 

 Building awareness and relationships among practitioners and influencers: To prepare for the Twitter 

chat, we had to map stakeholders and invite them to join the chat. This built awareness of the work 

Bernard van Leer Foundation is doing. 
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 Capacity-building: The Twitter chat was a 

new experience for both the Bernard van 

Leer Foundation social media team and the 

practitioner we featured, John Carnochan 

of Scotland’s Violence Reduction Unit. 

 

 Testing messages:  The chat provided a way 

to quantitatively assess which messages 

resonated most powerfully with 

participants. The most re-tweeted tweet 

said: “Right now I think we only tolerate 

children and must learn to love them, that 

will reduce violence everywhere. 

#loveyourkids #hugkidschat” 

 

While the experience was useful, a lot of work was 

required to get this point and will be required going 

forward to increase the value of social media to this 

issue. We see this as a lower priority for the time 

being.   

 

 

4 MESSAGING RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the findings from our influencer interviews and media analysis and outreach, here are our basic 

recommendations for communicating with (a) people in positions of influence who are not experts on violence 

in the lives of young children, and (b) with the media. 

 

COMMUNICATING WITH INFLUENCERS 

Make sure you define the issue – but don’t spend too much time persuading your audience why it’s a problem – 

they instinctually know it and thinking about it depresses them and/or triggers their own experiences with the 

issue. Instead, focus on the message that “violence can be prevented – sometimes in relatively short periods of 

time”. 

 

DEFINITION: “This is what we mean by ‘violence in the lives of young children’”. 

 Spend a little bit of time – about 10% of your message – here.  

 Don’t worry about specifying or defining “young children”. (We found that this detail did not affect our 

interviewees or journalists’ interest). 

 Make sure audiences understand the scope of the issue includes the effects of witnessing domestic 

violence, growing up in a violent neighborhood, and corporal punishment in schools. (Most of the people 

we interviewed were mostly focused on violence in the home and had to be prompted to include other 

locations).  
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 People strongly pushed back on the argument of violence against pregnant women as violence against 

children. Not because they didn’t think it was wrong, but because they thought it was a slippery slope to 

“personhood” of a foetus which has ramifications for the abortion debate. 

 Make sure audiences understand that violence in the lives of children is a global issue – it happens in both 

rich and poor families, and communities in every country. (Most people tended to associate the issue with 

families under economic stress). 

 Link the problem and its solutions to what your audience cares about or works on. For example, violence 

against women is closely linked to violence against children; microfinance combined with gender norms 

training has been shown to reduce violence against women... Help your audience to understand that they 

can do something about violence against children by continuing or amplifying the work they already do on 

other issues. Show them that they can get more resources for their work by making that connection. 

 

ARGUMENT: “Here’s why we need to do something about it”. 

 Spend another 10% of your time here. 

 Your audience is almost certainly already sold on the need to tackle this problem and doesn’t need too 

much convincing. They also aren’t surprised by what a big problem it is. In some ways they are offended if 

you try to convince them with facts. 

 It’s still a good idea to mention some of the key arguments (perhaps even suggesting that people know the 

facts already), but without focusing too much on statistics and science. Our research so far supports the 

following approach: Start by acknowledging that violence against kids is just wrong (but don’t preach). Note 

that violence leads to more violence – nearly 100% of people talk about the “Cycle of Violence” and the 

need to stop it. Depending on the audience, you may wish to include additional arguments related to loss of 

educational attainment or physical health – but be careful, as these can overwhelm or cause skepticism. 

Economic arguments can be useful for some audiences but keep it positive – focus on return on investment 

rather than costs. Example arguments: 

 Moral argument. E.g. “No child should grow up in violence”. 

 Cycle of violence argument. E.g. “Growing up in a violent home is the single best way to predict 

whether that kid will grow up to be an adult perpetrator – or victim – of domestic violence”. 

 Health argument. E.g. “Maltreatment in childhood leads to increased risk for chronic physical and 

mental illnesses in adulthood”, or “Children whose mothers report chronic abuse by a partner are 

80% more likely to be obese at age 5”. 

 Loss of educational attainment. E.g. “Children who are abused or see their mothers abused have 

been shown to have lower IQ scores”.  

 Economic argument. E.g. “Studies estimate returns of 4-9 dollars for every dollar invested in early 

childhood programs”. 

 Brain development argument. E.g. “Experiencing violence affects children’s brains in the same way 

that combat affects soldiers’ brains”. 

 Get personal. Share your own examples of parenting or looking after children, and tell stories of real-life 

children. It’s tough to hear about this issue – listeners tend to have strong reactions, and by sharing your 

personal stories you can help them feel less overwhelmed. 

 Recognize that parenting or raising children is hard and parents need help. You’ll go a long way in building 

the persons trust, especially if they are parents themselves. 
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SOLUTION: “Here are solutions that are already proven to work”. 

 Spend about 80% of your time here. You’ve just delivered an upsetting message – now is the time to switch 

to hope and let people know that something can be done. (Remember: People cannot name effective 

violence prevention programs and are skeptical about violence prevention in general). 

 Focus your message on telling stories of real-life case studies of prevention.   

 Describe quantitative results. Lend credibility by quoting academics, other researchers or institutions like 

the WHO and the Lancet who’ve verified the reductions. 

 Be sure to note that change can happen quickly.    

 Don’t lead with alcohol reduction strategies, sparks “paternalism” arguments/push-back. 

 Parenting skills examples are particularly important, as most of your listeners will be expecting this – it’s less 

of a leap than making the connection between stopping street violence and reducing violence in the lives of 

young children. However, be careful not to assume everyone is a parent. 

 
COMMUNICATING WITH JOURNALISTS 

We also recommend focusing on solutions, and first-person accounts from children, and parents, with 

journalists – for the simple reason that this was a huge gap in current coverage. Many journalists are already 

interested in this issue, and those who are have a strong understanding of the arguments (especially where 

surprising and newsworthy, as with the effect of violence on brain development and adult physical health). 

However, they are less aware of the solutions.  

 

DEFINITION:   

 Explain the ‘witness effect’ and the particular challenges and opportunities of preventing violence in the 

lives of babies, toddlers, and pre-schoolers. 

 Identify and prepare sources for interviewing children and parents in advance so that their voices can 

be heard, and to provide journalists with the first-person stories they seek. (Three of the four journalists 

covering the Lima conference wanted to interview children). 

ARGUMENT: 

 Identify spokespeople from the economics and policy worlds to bolster the economics argument, and 

complement the health- and social-work spokespeople currently popular.  

 Produce a media briefing summarizing the key arguments. 

SOLUTION: 

 Create a press agency that will develop a bank of stories, proof points, and spokespeople for solutions, 

success stories, and the voices of children and their caregivers. 

 Identify spokespeople who can credibly speak to solutions as well as to the effects of violence.  

 
5 MESSAGING TAXONOMY 
 
Based on our findings, we developed a messaging taxonomy best illustrated through the script we’ve developed 

for the HugKids video. The key points? Start with the personal, and focus on solutions. (Below is the script from 

the video dissected by the taxonomy.) 

 

Be 
personal 

Create 
agreement 

Clarify 
facts 

Give brief 
arguments 

Focus on 
solutions 

Call to 
action 
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1. Start with the personal. Talk about what it’s like to be a child, or about your own experiences of 

caring for a child. Acknowledge that caring for a child can be very challenging.  

 

Remember being a kid? Dirt? Dolls? Temper tantrums? Laughter? Hugs? Even bumps and bruises? A lot 
of emotions, right? 
  
But then we grew up and many of us became parents or active in the life of a child.  
 
Being with kids is a joy but it's often hard – especially those early years. (Think terrible twos). It can be 
tough balancing work, life, finances, and time with family.  
 
Parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and teachers do the best they can, but they could use 
more help. How do we teach discipline? Not lose our cool? Love deeply, yet set the right boundaries? 
We've all had those "Yikes, I shouldn't have done that" moments. 

  
2. Create agreement by referring to shared values – something you and your audience will definitely 

agree on. 

 
One thing we know is we all want children to grow up to be happy, healthy, and successful... 

 
3. Briefly describe the facts. Key messages to emphasize (because they are less well known) are that:  

 

• Violence affects children whether it is felt directly or merely witnessed. 

• Violence affects children in communities and schools as well as in homes. 

• Violence affects rich families as well as poor families. 

 

...but violence – whether felt or seen – can get in the way of that. 

 
It happens in communities, schools, homes – in rich families and poor – in every country in the world.  
 
Violence can be physical or emotional... 
 

4. Briefly remark on some of the key arguments for preventing violence. Don’t overdo it – there’s no 

need, your audience already agrees that violence must be stopped. The most effective point to make 

here is that violence leads to more violence. You might then refer to some of the physical effects on 

children, which broaden out to the impact on their education and, therefore, on society as a whole. 

 

... and the victims often become copycats creating a terrible cycle for themselves and society. 

 
You probably already know that violence: 

• bimpacts kids’ health 
• stunts brain development 
• makes school harder 



 

 
14 

• costs governments and societies money 

5. Turn quickly to the main message:  Violence can be prevented.  Key aspects to emphasize are: 

• Major reductions can happen in a short period of time. 

• These solutions are proven – refer to credible sources such as the World Health Organization 

or medical journals. 

• Culture change and supporting parents are two key parts of the solution.  

 
The good news is that violence is preventable – and progress can be made quickly. 
  
We are focused on solutions and hugs. Yes, hugs (we'll get to that). 
 
The World Health Organization has identified seven proven strategies so far:  
1. Supporting parents and caregivers 
2. Developing children’s life skills 
3. Providing support services for victims 
4. Reducing harmful use of alcohol 
5. Limiting access to weapons 
6. Empowering women 
7. Changing cultural and social norms 

 
We’ve learned a lot about what works to prevent violence. It’s not an inevitable part of life – it’s a 
behaviour we can change.  
 

• A parent-training program reduced child physical abuse by 73% in a four-year period. 
• Cure Violence trains interrupters to stop street violence. They have reduced shootings by 56% in 

less than two years. 
• IMAGE reduced intimate partner violence by 55% in less than two years by empowering women 

through micro-finance and training. 
• Prohibiting sales of alcohol after 11pm reduced homicides by 56%. 

  

 
 
Excerpt from storyboard for video 
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6. Finish with specific calls to action for the listener. They will want to know what they can do, now.  

 
Here's what you can do: 

 
• Tell friends and family that violence is preventable, and real change can happen fast. 
• Encourage organizations and governments to adopt proven programs and strategies like the 

ones we shared. 
• Finally: Hug the kids in your life. Bonus: you’ll feel good too. 

 
Share this video. Tweet it.  

 
Make your commitment to reducing violence in the lives of children. 

 
Send a photo of you hugging someone you love to I.DO@HUGKIDS.ORG  

 

6 NEXT STEPS 
 
The above findings are being put into action and further testing through the “HugKids” video, an infographic 
that illustrates how we can reduce violence in the lives of children, and more one-on-one conversations. We 
plan to adjust the messaging as we learn. 
We will be sharing the final video and infographic (for potential customization) soon. Stay tuned. 
 
Please contact Michael Feigelson at Bernard Van Leer Foundation at michael.feigelson@bvleerf.nl or Lisa Witter 
at Fenton at lisa@fenton.com for further questions for comments.  
 
We are open to suggestions for how Bernard van Leer Foundation can help allies and advocates learn to apply 
these and other findings moving forward. 
 
We look forward to collaborating with you to help reduce violence in the lives of children. Thanks in advance for 
all you do.  
 
http://www.bernardvanleer.org/ 
www.fenton.com  

mailto:michael.feigelson@bvleerf.nl
mailto:lisa@fenton.com
http://www.bernardvanleer.org/
http://www.fenton.com/

