
ASPIRE
AN OLAM PROGRAMImproving ethical practices

This spectrum is one of several tools and resources offered by OLAM’s 

Aspire program, which is aimed at improving ethical practices in 

international development. The spectrum pinpoints four stages along 

a continuum of ethical practices. While few organizations will fit neatly 

into any one stage, the spectrum allows them to identify potential areas 

for improvement, and to clarify specific actions they can take to reach 

the next stage.

Below you will find “Ten Commandments” of ethical practices in communications. Like the 

biblical Ten Commandments, these are overarching core principles. The complexities of the issues 

involved in this spectrum make it impossible to include all elements and relevant information. 

Please see OLAM’s ethical practices resource list to learn more, and for various types of “leading” 

examples.

TEN COMMANDMENTS

Ethical Practices
Spectrum Tool  
Communications

Learn more about the Aspire program.

https://olamtogether.org/ethical-practices-resources/
https://olamtogether.org/ethical-practices-in-international-development-and-global-service/
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Have and implement written ethical 
communications policies
Have clear and well-thought-out policies that reflect your organization’s values, 

as communications can have unintended harmful consequences. The way your 

organization communicates should not be an after-thought.  

Get informed consent
Be honest and transparent about how you will share a person’s or community’s 

information. Make sure those you interview understand how their story, name, or 

image is being featured — and agrees! This is not only a legal issue — it’s a power 

check that gives that person control over their own information.  

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Organization has no written 
ethical communications 
policies.

Organization has no formal 
mechanism to obtain 
consent from community 
members for their images, 
content, or stories.

There are comprehensive 
ethical communications 
policies in place, but 
implementation is 
inconsistent.

Organization obtains 
consent on some, but not 
all, projects.

Organization is in the 
process of writing ethical 
communications policies, 
or has some policies in 
place, but they do not 
include all aspects of 
communication.

Organization is 
developing a system to 
ensure consent is always 
obtained.

Organization has written ethical communications policies that include best practices and “do 
no harm” guidelines, and are implemented by all relevant stakeholders (managers, staff, board 
if relevant, etc.).

Organization obtains prior and informed consent from all people featured in their materials 
for use of their images and information. This can include children, though their parents or 
guardians must also give consent. 

If children or people with disabilities are unable to comprehend the implications of sharing 
their image or story, consent must be obtained from their parents or guardians.
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Get informed consent cont.
Be honest and transparent about how you will share a person’s or community’s 

information. Make sure those you interview understand how their story, name, or 

image is being featured — and agrees! This is not only a legal issue — it’s a power 

check that gives that person control over their own information.  

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Organization tries to 
convince community 
members who are reluctant 
to be featured in its 
materials (e.g., promise to 
receive donations).

The process of obtaining 
either verbal or written 
consent is long and 
complex, and not accessible 
in the local language. Those 
requesting consent are not 
familiar with local culture 
and context. There is no 
discussion about how the 
images and stories will be 
used.

Organization explains 
that there are no negative 
consequences if consent 
isn’t given, but does not 
explain that consent can be 
withdrawn in the future.

The consent process is 
thorough and accessible 
in the local language, but 
people interviewed aren’t 
consulted about how their 
information will be used.

Organization asks for 
consent, but does not 
make it clear to 
community members that 
they are allowed to opt-
out of being featured in 
communications materials. 

There is a process to obtain 
written or verbal consent 
in the local language, but 
the organization doesn’t 
explain to people how their 
images, names, or stories 
will actually be used. 

Organization makes it very clear that community members can opt-out of being featured in 
communications materials.

Those who are featured understand they can withdraw consent in the future, and there is a 
clear and realistic process to do so.

A translator who understands the local language, is familiar with the organization’s work, and 
has insight into the community member’s culture and story is available to explain the consent 
process.

The organization consults with interviewees about where and how their information or image 
will be used.
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3
Put safety first
Always be sure that the story you are telling or the way you are telling it does not put 

any individual, or any member of their family or community, at risk.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization uses images 
or stories that expose 
the identity or location of 
someone who is or may be 
at risk, who has requested 
to remain anonymous, or 
whose relatives remain at 
risk (e.g.,  asylum seeker).

Organization has 
mechanisms in place to 
ensure that the stories 
it tells or the way it 
tells them does not put 
any individual, or any 
member of their family 
or community, at risk 
(e.g., use of pseudonyms, 
blurring of photos, removal
of identifiable information).

Organization has taken 
measures to understand 
potential safety concerns 
for those featured in its 
materials, but has few 
mechanisms in place to 
ensure their safety.

Organization understands safety concerns of people featured, has multiple mechanisms in 
place to protect them, allows for immediate response if an individual is inadvertently placed 
at risk, and has a designated staff member to oversee these mechanisms.

Anyone featured is given the option to remain anonymous, or withdraw consent.

4
Ensure your information is accurate
Be truthful and accurate in your organization’s written and verbal communications. 

This is not only ethical, but it will also help your audience trust you, and make them 

more likely to relate to your message and donate to your cause.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization’s 
communications materials 
include false or inaccurate 
information.

Accuracy is a priority 
but when mistakes are 
discovered, they are not 
always corrected.

Organization intends 
to be accurate, but 
sometimes embellishes 
facts.

All organization’s communications are fact-checked and accurate. More than one person has seen 
the copy before it is published. When inaccuracies are discovered, corrections are always made.
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Ensure your information is accurate cont.
Be truthful and accurate in your organization’s written and verbal communications. 

This is not only ethical, but it will also help your audience trust you, and make them 

more likely to relate to your message and donate to your cause.

Include members of the community when 
developing your messaging
Members of a community will often be their own best story-tellers. Discuss with them 

which of their stories you will tell and how you will tell them. Include their ideas in 

your communications strategy, if relevant.

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Captions are not regularly 
used to provide context 
about the person or story 
being featured, or if they 
are used, could potentially 
put that person at risk 
by providing identifying 
information about someone 
who has asked to remain 
anonymous.

Organization does not seek 
input from community 
members when deciding 
which of their stories it will 
tell.

Captions for images and 
videos are accurate, but 
don’t provide enough 
context to properly 
understand the story 
featured.

Organization, local 
partners, and community 
members discuss what 
narrative is being told, but 
not how it’s told or where 
it’s shared.

Captions are used for 
images and videos, 
but frequently contain 
mistakes.

Organization asks 
community members for 
limited input into which 
of their stories it tells.

Captions on images and videos provide accurate and sufficient context. The caption never 
puts anyone at risk.

Organization determines messaging in collaboration with local partners and community 
members: what information they will tell and how they’ll share it.
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Give context about the community and avoid 
stereotypes
The stories we tell, the language we use, and the images we show are often the only 

narratives the public sees and hears about the communities in which we work. Talk 

about individuals and communities in nuanced ways that do not reinforce stereotypes. 

Give context and include diverse voices.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization reshapes 
a narrative or relays 
information out of context 
in a way that falsely 
represents the people or 
setting they are portraying.

Organization gives context 
to a current issue or 
crisis, but does not share 
any other background 
information about the 
community or people.

Organization uses 
stereotypes or shares 
only a narrow perspective 
about a person or 
community’s narrative.

Organization relays nuances and complexities of a community or an individual, and gives 
context that portrays the current situation as only one piece of the story.

JUST BEGINNING MOVING ALONG WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

Organization portrays 
the same people or types 
of people in all their 
communications, especially 
those who hold power in 
the community (men,
leaders from predominant 
religious or ethnic groups, 
etc.).

Organization takes some  
measures to represent 
diverse voices throughout 
its materials and at its 
events, but does not do so 
consistently.

Organization sometimes 
features different types of 
people in photos, but does 
not usually give voice (e.g., 
in interviews or surveys) 
to people from diverse 
backgrounds.

Organization works to consistently ensure representation of people from different and diverse 
backgrounds, cultures, and identities in its communications materials, including historically 
marginalized populations (e.g., women, people with disabilities, youth, LGBTQ+, religious 
minorities).
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Keep the focus on the community and avoid 
“saviorism”
Take care not to use the community with whom you are working solely as a tool to 

promote yourself or your organization. Give voice to the community members, and do 

not market your organization as their savior, protector, or provider. Instead, make it 

clear that your organization is supporting their efforts to improve their own lives.

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Communications materials 
focus solely on organization 
members or volunteers, 
and present them as 
“saviors” of the local 
community.

If organization recruits 
a celebrity or person of 
influence to promote 
its work or fundraising 
campaign, communications 
materials focus on that 
person, rather than on the 
community and its needs.

Community and 
organization are presented 
as equally important 
characters in the story.

Organization uses a 
celebrity to promote a 
fundraising campaign, but 
community members are 
given the opportunity to 
tell their own stories.

Photos or stories 
feature local community 
members, but remain 
focused on volunteers or 
organization.

Organization allows 
for a campaign that 
includes a celebrity to 
give voice to community 
members, but the focus 
still remains on the 
celebrity’s involvement 
with the charity and 
interaction with the 
people.

Community members are presented as the center/hero of the story and the organization as a 
supporting character, not the main character.

When a story profiles a volunteer or staff member, the piece highlights what that person has 
learned from the local community, or their relationship with the community.

Organization works with celebrities who have a genuine connection to its fundraising effort.

Stories feature celebrities, but focus on community members (both hardships they endure, as 
well as more uplifting experiences).
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Preserve dignity and avoid “poverty porn”
When you tell a story, through words, images, or videos, imagine the individuals 

involved are reading or watching it. (These days they often are!) Tell their story in a 

way that preserves their dignity. Avoid “poverty porn” – do not take advantage of 

other people’s poor conditions in order to trigger emotions in potential donors.

Choose language carefully
Use language and terminology that is current, relevant, and aligned with international 

standards. Avoid language that perpetuates outdated and harmful narratives or power 

dynamics (e.g., Third World).

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Images or stories 
are dehumanizing or 
exploitative, and only show 
people in very vulnerable 
conditions, even if they are 
irrelevant to the story being 
told, in order to trigger a 
strong emotional response.

Organization’s materials 
include terminology that 
is harmful, offensive, or 
promotes unequal power 
dynamics.

“Disaster images” 
(featuring people suffering 
from famine, conflicts, 
diseases, etc.) are used, 
but context is provided for 
them.

Organization follows a 
“style guide” that includes 
a thought-out,  approved 
list of accepted and 
unacceptable terminology.

Language and photos 
connote a sense of 
“constant emergency” or 
helplessness.

Organization attempts to 
use terminology that is 
current and inclusive, but 
is not always consistent.

Images show subjects in a dignified manner, and stories tell about people’s traumas and 
hardships, but also show their strength (if applicable) and resilience.

Organization continuously reevaluates language choices to ensure terminology is current,  
inclusive, promotes equitable power dynamics, and represents the organization’s values.

All staff members are trained on use of ethical terminology.
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Make your communications materials 
accessible
Make communications materials accessible to all audiences, including local 

partners, community members, and/or people with disabilities. This means: 

avoiding jargon and unnecessarily complex language, designing websites so 

that assistive technologies can read them properly, providing subtitles on 

videos, providing sign language during presentations, and more.

JUST BEGINNING

JUST BEGINNING

MOVING ALONG

MOVING ALONG

WELL ON THE WAY

WELL ON THE WAY

LEADING

LEADING

Organization uses jargon 
in its communications 
materials that many people 
in its various audiences 
might not understand.

Organization’s website, 
social media posts, and 
audio/visual materials are 
not accessible to people 
with disabilities, and 
organization has no plans to 
make them accessible.

Organization’s materials 
are written in a clear, 
concise manner.

Organization’s web pages 
are mostly accessible (in 
accordance with Web 
Content Accessibility 
Guidelines), but PDFs and 
other documents are not 
accessible.

Social media posts and 
audio/visual materials are 
usually accessible.

Organization avoids 
jargon, but at least some 
of its written materials 
are unnecessarily wordy, 
unclear, and not easily 
understood. 

Organization has begun 
the process of making 
its website accessible, 
and has plans to make 
new social media posts 
and audio/visual content 
accessible.

Organization uses language in its communications materials that is straightforward, concise, 
and easily understood, without simplifying its message. It provides opportunities for feedback 
from its audience, and translates materials into other languages (particularly those of local 
partners and community members) when relevant.

Organization’s website meets the strictest Web Content Accessibility Guidelines. Its social 
media posts and audio/visual materials are accessible.

Organization has someone on staff who understands the different options for making 
communications materials accessible, and accessibility is considered before producing any 
content.


