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1. Introduction

Recent years have witnessed a surge in the popularity of short-form videos across social me-
dia platforms. These concise and captivating videos, typically lasting around 30 seconds, have 
become an integral part of the contemporary online experience, conveying messages that are 
“short and sweet.” TikTok, a platform solely dedicated to short-form video, has taken the digital 
world by storm since its launch in 2016. The magnitude of its success is staggering, with over 2 
billion total downloads in 2020 (Carmen, 2020) and a remarkable milestone of 1 billion monthly 
users achieved in 2021 (TikTok, 2021). Recognizing the immense potential of short-form vid-
eos, Instagram followed suit in 2020 by introducing “Reels”, enabling users to create and share 
15-second multi-clip videos on their feeds (Instagram, 2020). Facebook (now Meta), the parent 
company of Instagram, also embraced this trend, offering users the ability to explore “Reels and 
Short Videos” with substantial overlap from Instagram and TikTok. Moreover, in a global rollout 
in 2021, YouTube unleashed “Shorts”, a comparable feature empowering users to shoot, share, 
and binge-watch short videos of up to 60 seconds. Since its debut, YouTube has streamed a 
mind-boggling 5 trillion Shorts, a testament to the widespread appeal of this format (Wojcicki, 
2022).

Strategic communications have emerged as one of the most popular methods of countering 
the spread of extremism. In 2017, the United Nations Security Council called on member states 
to develop counter-narratives, highlighting the importance of such messages being delivered 
and facilitated by range of stakeholders such as community leaders, civil society, and the pri-
vate sector (UNSC, 2017). For their part, social media platforms have set up initiatives which 
seek to help the spread of prosocial messages – something not limited to just those countering 
extremism. YouTube’s “Creators for Change” program seeks to “amplify…voices to counter hate 
and promote tolerance.” In 2018, they provided their creators with $5 million for “production 
and marketing support” (Downs, 2018). TikTok offers the “Creators Forward” initiative in part-
nership with the United Nations Development Programme whereby young influencers under-
go a six-week bootcamp to develop engaging and positive narratives on the platform (UNDP, 
2022). Additionally, the “TikTok for Good” program’s stated aim is “to inspire and encourage 
a new generation to have a positive impact on the planet and those around them”, which in-
cludes assistance with account management, advanced analytics, and algorithmic promotion 
of content (TikTok, nd).

We can see social media users begin to use this medium for the purposes of spreading prosocial 
messages to large audiences. Recent examples include a range of TikTok users jumping on the 
#StopAsianHate hashtag to create narratives discussing and countering racial hatred (Lee and 
Lee, 2023), as well as #JewToks, a group of Jewish American TikTokers who challenge antisem-
itism on the platform (Divon & Ebbrecht-Hartmann, 2022). These users are able to leverage an 
organically built audience with an authentic message to attempt to achieve positive social goals.
The rationale of this project is simple: We seek to offer short-form video creators  (and those that 
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are facilitating them) with a document which synthesises key lessons that have been learned 
in the field of Preventing and Countering Extremism and Violent Extremism (P/CVE)7 strategic 
communications. This is a non-technical document titled Unleashing the Potential of Short-Form 
Video: A Guide for Creators Making Content to Counter Extremism. To accompany that document, 
this report outlines the strategic logic of our approach. Our aim throughout both documents is 
not to be prescriptive towards content creators. The reason why these creators can be success-
ful at persuasion is because they have built an organic audience through authentic messaging; 
we do not seek to interfere with this. Rather, these documents present several considerations 
that creators may find useful to keep in mind when crafting their message.

The report begins by outlining some of the broad knowledge around the idea of mass persua-
sion, before focusing specifically on lessons that have been learned in the field of P/CVE. This is 
followed by a synthesis of existing “How To” guides for the creation of strategic communications 
from a range of policy and practitioner stakeholders. Then, we discuss specific knowledge of 
audiovisual content, particularly considerations for short-form video content. The report con-
cludes by outlining how stakeholders, including social media platforms, can monitor, measure, 
and evaluate the impact of this type of content.

The history of research into strategic communications, which we define as the use of mes-
saging and other forms of communication to achieve specific goals or objectives, tells us that 
persuasion is difficult. It is often – implicitly and explicitly – assumed that well-crafted messages 
have the power to change minds for the better or worse. This is referred to as the ‘hypoder-
mic needle model’: a simplistic understanding of communications in which audiences were 
seen as passive receivers of information who could be swayed by powerful media that inject 
their ideas directly into the audience (McQuail, 1987). This understanding was particularly com-
mon around a century ago, particularly in the context of the First and Second World Wars, in 
which nation-states leveraged propaganda as part of warfare (Ruddock, 2000). However, re-
search has repeatedly demonstrated that the picture is substantially more complicated than 
this. In his analysis of propaganda from the Holocaust and the Rwandan genocide, Kiper (2015) 
demonstrates that common discourse often suggests a causal link between propaganda and 
committing violence, and, in its simplicity, overlooks the complex social dynamics within each 
community. Rather than changing peoples’ minds and motivating them to violence, he argues 
that propaganda builds on existing cultural factors such as hierarchies, social ideologies, and 
peers, giving individuals the “green light’’ to commit violence if they already believed it was the 
right course of action. This finding is supported by Adena et al. (2015), who analysed antisemitic 
radio broadcasts under Nazi rule, finding that the effectiveness of the messaging was depen-
dent on listeners’ predispositions (i.e., it was effective in areas that were already antisemitic and 
backfired in areas where antisemitism was low).

2. Strategic Communications and the Difficulty of 
Persuasion 

7 Preventing and Countering Extremism and Violent Extremism (P/CVE) is a term that carries substantial definitional ambiguity. 
For the purposes of this report, we define it as attempting to halt the spread of extremism and radicalisation (either by preventing 
it before it takes hold or by challenging it after it has). Importantly, it consists of non-coercive measures (i.e., it does not include 
criminal justice or military interventions), but rather, interventions such as counter and alternative narratives; community resil-
ience-building; and digital literacy.
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Ellul (2006) also focuses on the role of propaganda, arguing that effective messaging does not 
directly contradict an audience’s existing opinion, but rather builds on their beliefs, stereotypes, 
and tendencies, to provoke actions. Rather than manipulating a choice within the audience, it is 
about loosening reflexes. Similarly, O’Shaughnessy (2004) argues that values are impossible to 
alter overnight. Rather, propaganda seeks to conscript existing values to move towards differ-
ent judgements and actions. In essence, such content needs to preach to the already converted 
to stimulate individuals toward their desired action. Fundamentally, it is inherently difficult to 
persuade any large group of people. Mercier (2020) highlights that authoritarian propaganda, 
political campaigning, and advertising all show limited effects in changing the beliefs or be-
haviours of their audience.

Empirical research also bears out the difficulty in changing attitudes. In a neuroscience experi-
ment, Kaplan, Gimbel, and Harris (2016) examined individuals with deeply held political beliefs, 
finding that when these beliefs were challenged, there was more activation in the parts of the 
brain that correspond with self-identity and negative emotions. This is an important point to 
consider in the context of prosocial messages; there is a difference between attempting to per-
suade someone of something that is relatively low stakes (for example, whether one food item 
is superior to another) and challenging one’s “sacred values”, such as deeply held political be-
liefs or sympathy with one side in an armed a conflict (Ginges et al. 2007; Sachdeva and Medin 
2009). When their sacred values are challenged, people are more likely to resist compromise, 
social influence, and exit strategies (Hamid, 2020).

So far, we have only considered the difficulty in persuading others to change their attitudes. 
Going a step further, it is equally, if not more, difficult to persuade people to change their be-
haviour. In a meta-analysis of over 3 million behavioural interventions to promote household 
action on climate change, Nisa, Belanger, Schumpe, and Faller (2019) found that such interven-
tions have a very small effect at the point of delivery, and no evidence exists that this influence 
continues afterwards. The most common strategy was an information-based intervention, but 
these only had very limited evidence of impact.8

To summarise, it is clear that it is possible to change minds; people frequently develop new 
ideas and opinions, as well as engage in new behaviours. However, this section has demon-
strated that inducing such change is not an easy or simple process. Rather, persuasion typical-
ly happens when strategic communications push at an already open door. Moreover, not all 
beliefs are created equal; many individuals will develop cognitive protection for their “sacred 
values”, making persuasion around such ideas difficult.

8 It is worth noting that there is some debate on how the findings should be interpreted depending on the statistical methods used. 

Van der Linden and Goldberg (2020) argue that the effect sizes are somewhat higher, but Nisa et al. (2020) argue in response that 

their findings of the limited effects still hold.
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3. Strategic Communications in P/CVE

Strategic communications often play a primary role in P/CVE. They are operationalised in 
various ways, which include developing counter- or alternative narratives (Zeiger, 2016; Rus-
sell, 2018), using fictional utopian narratives and storytelling (Schegel, 2021), promoting online 
voices (Helmus, York, and Chalk, 2022), focusing on social ecology (e.g., networks and envi-
ronments) (Hamid, 2022), and using inoculation to confer resistance to extremist propaganda 
(Braddock, 2022). 

Outlining best practices in counter-narratives in Southeast Asia based on an expert workshop, 
Zeiger (2016) defines counter-narratives generally as “responses to terrorist claims and narra-
tives”, and categorises them five ways: i) peace narratives & inter-faith, inter-ethnic narratives, 
which encourage general support for peace and non-violence as well as tolerance between 
ethnicities and religions; ii) religious and ideological narratives, which utilise religious texts and 
leaders to refute the religious claims of violent extremists; iii) religion as peaceful and non-vio-
lent, which reinforces the positive and peaceful nature and teachings of Islam that provide an 
alternative to extremist narratives; iv) factual counter-narratives that underscore the errone-
ous aspects of the extremist narratives; and v) emotional and psychological counter-narratives, 
which address the emotional or psychological incentives (i.e., pull factors) that an individual 
may feel are a  benefit of joining an extremist organisation. In addition, she acknowledges sev-
eral suggestions by experts that counter-narrative development should recognize challenges in 
understanding different forms of religious interpretation; be multi-sectoral, multi-dimensional, 
and disseminated across multiple platforms; consider providing platforms for open and frank 
discussions; focus on family relationships; and identify credible messengers (ibid, pp. 4-10). 
In a similar vein, Russell (2018) makes the case for ‘localising’ communication efforts in P/CVE 
campaigns. He defends the idea of valuing the local while warning that the gap between aca-
demic and practitioners’ approaches to localised efforts in developing counter- and alternative 
narratives should be closed. He also places an emphasis on the importance of ‘a deeper un-
derstanding of the target audience’ by asserting that “a good counter- or alternative narrative 
will understand the specific, and often local, vulnerabilities, attitudes, behaviours, interests and 
media consumption habits of a particular target audience” (p.7).

Figure 1 - Ingram’s (2016) two-tiered messaging system
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Schlegel (2021) approaches the issue from a different angle by arguing for the use of fictional 
utopian narratives and storytelling in P/CVE campaigns. Building on Ingram’s ‘competitive sys-
tem of meaning,’ which posits that “extremist narratives… may seem more appealing to some 
than narratives provided by mainstream society” (2017, p. 198), she asserts that narratives, with 
their persuasive power and capacity to influence individuals’ beliefs and behaviours, can also 
make appealing counter- or alternative narratives for preventing or countering radicalisation 
processes. Furthermore, Ingram’s own solution to the ‘system of meaning’ of extremists was to 
use a linkage-based approach (ibid), which entailed attacking the linkages that create a self-re-
inforcing cycle by using a two-tiered strategy. The first tier primarily targets those who have not 
yet accepted the extremist ‘system of meaning’ and uses a combination of negative messages 
that attack the linkages between extremists and their solutions, and positive messages that 
focus on possible solutions beyond the extremists. The second tier aims at those already within 
the cycle by using negative messaging as a disengagement and disruption strategy. Tailoring 
messages towards the correct target audience is crucial in Ingram’s framework, for which he 
offers five categories: antis, curious, engaged, tacit supporters, and active supporters (ibid).

Other researchers place more emphasis on the role of individuals. Acknowledging the efforts of 
American Muslims to counter extremism, Helmus et al. (2022), for example, argues that these 
efforts should be expanded by amplifying the messages of credible voices such as Muslim so-
cial media influencers, artists, and playwrights. Examining a US government capacity building 
initiative that focuses on social media training, and Google Ideas counter-radicalization initia-
tive which aimed to “tackle the issue of radicalization by creating a network of denounced ex-
tremists, gang-members and Neo-Nazis (referred to as ‘formers’)” and ‘survivors’ of attacks, the 
authors underlined the importance of being ‘enablers’ in such efforts instead of imposing what 
is right or wrong with a top-down approach (ibid, p.1,7). Similarly, arguing that “the messenger 
is as important as the message”, Hamid (2022, p.56) asserts that P/CVE messaging should be 
viewed within a social ecology, for “messages from trustworthy and authoritative sources con-
ducted person-to-person have the greatest impact on persuasion.” 

Braddock (2022) focuses on an inoculation-based approach, in which audiences are given a 
“weakened” form of an extremist narrative and told that the message seeks to manipulate 
them into supporting their cause. Telling the audience that they are being manipulated triggers 
“psychological reactance,” which makes them less likely to be persuaded. In Braddock’s exper-
iment, 357 participants from the U.S. were exposed to an inoculation message (or no-inocu-
lation control message) before reading left- or right-wing extremist propaganda. The findings 
show that “inoculation positively predicted reactance to extremist propaganda, which in turn, 
reduced intention to support the extremist group” (ibid, p.240). The findings also demonstrat-
ed that inoculation led to reduced credibility of the extremist group for the audience - which is 
important because this credibility is positively associated with intention to support the group. 
In brief, Braddock’s research demonstrates good implementation of inoculation theory in the 
realm of countering extremism and has important ramifications for developing effective count-
er- or alternative narratives. 

To sum up, all these approaches aim to disrupt and discredit the narrative and ideology 
of extremist groups, to build resilience among vulnerable populations, to foster dialogue 
and understanding among different groups, and to support deradicalization and rehabil-
itation programs.
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4. Existing Guidance Documents

4.1. Existing Guidance Documents

The increased availability and variety of global dissemination methods being leveraged by 
extremist groups and other malicious non-state actors has resulted in an increased effort to 
prevent and counter such narratives. In response to extremist and hateful messaging and pro-
paganda, several organisations and practitioners have developed handbooks, training mate-
rials, and “how-to” guides to support civil societies, governments, practitioners, and the wider 
community in creating positive and alternative narratives to counteract extremist and hateful 
content. For this report, we selected the following as examples and will be referred to as guid-
ing documents: 1) “The Counter Narrative Handbook”; 2) “Undermining Violent Extremist Nar-
ratives in the Middle East and North Africa: A How-to Guide”; 3) “GAMMA+”; 4) “Building Your 
Own Counter-Narrative Campaign on a Shoestring”; and 5) “LOUD – When local authorities and 
young people from nine European cities mobilise against intolerance”.9 A table summarising 
these reports can be found at the end of this document. The aim of this section is to present 
the selected guiding documents and highlight key common elements included in the develop-
ment of a messaging campaign. Distinctive or contrasting aspects, as well as general challenges 
highlighted in these documents are also explored. 

The guiding principles across the documents reviewed broadly focus on the same elements: 
assessing the context; identifying target audience; developing clear goals and objectives; select-
ing a messenger; developing the message; creating a dissemination strategy and evaluating the 
impact of the campaign. 

The first identified common step is assessing the context. Generally, this step calls for the prac-
titioners (i.e., campaign developers) to assess their context or, as mentioned in the “LOUD” 
handbook, carrying out a “local audit” in the selected context (2021, pp. 30-36). In this guidance 
document, the “audit” helps the practitioner to identify what type of harmful messaging is be-
ing spread in the context and its consumers, what the driving forces of such messages are, as 
well as to get a preliminary understanding of the best actors to deliver counter or alternative 
messages. The local audit also calls for an inventory of activities to prevent discrimination and 
radicalization which assesses what sort of responses are already in place, helping to enhance 
existing efforts and avoid duplication. According to Hedayah’s “How-to Guide”, assessment of 
the context includes understanding and examining existing “push and pull factors” or grievanc-
es that exist in the selected space at both the macro and individual levels (El Sayed, Faris and 
Zeiger, 2017). The authors provide a deeper understanding of such terms, identifying practical 
examples from the specific context, and highlighting the importance of understanding these 
from a local perspective. By calling on practitioners to assess or “audit” the local context, the 
authors highlight the importance of understanding the existing factors that should help create 
the foundation of any campaign. Those designing campaigns must have a deep knowledge of 
the issue and the appropriate methods to address it.

Context

9 It is worth noting that these are a selection of handbooks that are familiar to the team, with no intention to evaluate or assess as 

the most successful. There are plenty of other existing handbooks and “how-to” guides that are not mentioned in this document.
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Once the general assessment of the local context is conducted, the next common step among 
guiding documents is the selection of the target audience. The Radicalisation Awareness Net-
work’s (RAN) “GAMMA+” model underlines the importance of having an “in-depth understanding” 
of the campaign audience, as this serves as “the foundation of every intervention” (Ritzmann, 
Wouterse, and Verdegaal, 2019, p.6). This includes the audience’s priorities, communication 
style and method, and how the selected audience would engage or respond to the campaign. 
Some of the main questions that the guiding document suggests are shown in Figure 2 below.

While it may be mentioned at different stages of the campaign development, the guiding doc-
uments call for the need to have goals and objectives that are SMART – Specific, Measurable, 
Acceptable, Realistic, and Temporally defined (Morales, De La Torre, and Bourgeois, 2021). Us-
ing a concrete case study, Hedayah’s guiding document outlines the steps to set goals and ob-
jectives. This includes “assessing push and pull factors”, “identifying target audience”, “identify 
explicit/implicit violent extremist narrative being countered”, and “set clear goals and objectives 
for the counter-narrative” (El Sayed et al., 2017, p.16). To a varying level of detail, the guiding 
documents encourage campaign developers to establish a monitoring and evaluation plan, 
which should help assess their campaign’s success based on the agreed goals and objectives. 
This should collate all information gathered for the campaign development, assess available 
resources, and identify all activities carried out to help assess how the desired goals and ob-
jectives have contributed to the intended impact. If required, the goals and objectives may be 
re-evaluated based on various factors relating to the campaign project.

An EU-funded project “One Brave Thing” similarly outlines a number of questions in the “Build-
ing Your Own Counter-Narrative Campaign on a Shoestring” (n.d, p.5) guiding document:

            Where does your audience spend their time (both online and offline)?
            What do they value, or what do they see as morally good?
            How do they communicate, or how do they use language?    
            Who do they respect, or who else influences them?
            Which campaigns are they already involved in?

The authors encourage campaign developers to think beyond the typical audience (i.e., extrem-
ists), but also consider broader members of the community such as youth, community leaders, 
authority figures, and social media followers of certain influencers (ibid, p.4).

Audience

Goals and objectives 

Figure 2: GAMMA+ model – Audience (Ritzmann et al., 2019, p.7)
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While an obvious point, the message is one of the most crucial and sensitive elements of a 
campaign. “The Counter Narrative Handbook” describes messages as stories “with a purpose,” 
which “do not lecture the audience - they offer something to think about and reflect on” (Tuck 
and Silverman, 2016, p.9). The document goes on to give examples of what type of messages 
can be impactful in preventing or countering harmful narratives. It also underlines the impor-
tance of developing messages with care and awareness of possible side effects, ensuring that 
the message does not create an unintended impact and antagonise the audience. In the “Build-
ing Your Own Counter-Narrative Campaign on a Shoestring” project, the authors suggest decid-
ing “what you want the reaction of your audience to be” (n.d, p.6), indicating a need to know the 
intended output of your message/campaign/story, which relates to the overall campaign goals 
and objectives. Whether explicitly mentioned or implicitly indicated, the guiding documents 
demonstrate how all the elements are interrelated. With the selection of a certain audience 
and messenger, campaign designers are already creating a foundation for what the message 
should be. If the message and the messenger do not resonate with the selected audience in the 
specific context, then the positive impact is likely to be minimal.

Another critical element mentioned in the guiding documents is the campaign messenger – 
the individual(s) who will deliver the message to the identified audience, seeking to change 
their attitudes and/or behaviours. As stated in the Institute for Strategic Dialogue’s (ISD) guiding 
document, “[t]he lyrics might be powerful but the singer also needs a good voice” (Tuck and 
Silverman, 2016, p.11). This underlines the importance of carefully selecting messengers who 
are considered legitimate and credible actors in the eyes of the selected audience. Understand-
ing the intended audience is helpful for identifying the most effective messenger to deliver 
the message with the greatest possibility of a successful impact. ISD’s “The Counter Narrative 
Handbook” provides various studies as examples of audience-relevant messengers, as well as 
highlighting the credibility messengers may leverage in delivering certain messages based on 
their background. Hedayah’s “How-to Guide” (El Sayed et al., 2017) provides several questions 
that may help an individual identify their messenger (see Figure 3 below). Furthermore, the 
document also provides an example of common campaign messengers, highlighting benefits of 
each (ibid). The authors of the “GAMMA+” document similarly reiterate the need to understand 
your audience before selecting a messenger (Ritzmann et al., 2019).

 Message Framing

 Messenger

Figure 3: Hedayah’s list of question to determine the right messenger (El Sayed et al., 2017, p.17) 
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Strategy and evaluation 

Final common elements shared by successful messaging campaigns relate to strategy and eval-
uation. The first component – strategy – looks at the best approach to disseminate the message 
most efficiently. Hedayah’s guiding document outlines several recommendations for the “stra-
tegic dissemination of messages” shown in Figure 4 below (El Sayed et al., 2017, p.28). In the 
“LOUD” document, the authors call for campaign developers to first “meet your audience where 
they are”, leveraging “appropriate channels” and adapt the message to the selected online or 
offline medium (videos, posters, audios, articles, etc.) (Morales et al., 2021, p.43).

Figure 4: Hedayah’s recommendation on message dissemination strategy (El Sayed et al., 2017, p.28) 
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The selected dissemination strategy will also impact the final evaluation of the campaign. 
Though briefly touched upon in relation to goals and objectives, evaluation relates to every 
element of the process. All the guiding documents provide some level of description of the eval-
uation process, encouraging campaign developers to develop messages in such a manner that 
will allow them to later assess its impact through development of measurable indicators linked 
to goals and objectives. The process of campaign monitoring and evaluation will be discussed 
in detail in Section 6 (see below). 

4.2. Distinctive elements

Analysis of the guiding documents identifies several distinctions in the advice provided for 
implementing alternative messaging campaigns. The first of these distinctions can be found 
in the “LOUD” guide which recommends the explicit application of a substantial and formal 
pre-campaign ‘audit’ (Morales et al., 2021, pp. 30-36). Whilst the other guiding documents also 
recognise the importance of properly understanding the relevant context, the “LOUD” authors 
go one step further to suggest the implementation of an elaborate audit of the target audience 
and locality through the extensive pre-campaign collection of both qualitative and quantitative 
data regarding existing hate and counter-hate conditions within the focus locality (ibid, p.24). 
Building on the ‘context assessments’ suggested in other guides, this seeks to ensure the great-
est message and messenger resonance through the delivery of hyper-local alternative narra-
tives. Additionally, the “LOUD” guide is distinct in stressing the need to train local alternative 
narrative messengers (ibid, pp.36-38). While some guides propose digital literacy training for 
messengers, the “LOUD” document suggests that alternative narrative messengers be trained 
extensively in the dynamics of hateful content dissemination, the ‘real world situation’ of the 
focus locality (using the expansive data provided by the audit), and the sustainable delivery of 
interactive messaging campaigns (ibid, p.37). 

The prescription of a local focus is shared by Hedayah’s how-to guide. While the “LOUD” guide 
develops a proposal for individual city-based alternative narrative campaigns, the Hedayah 
guide builds upon several other regional handbooks that are referenced in the  introduction (El 
Sayed et al., 2017, pp.1-2). These guides seek to develop more regionally applicable frameworks 
that take into account both the dominant hateful narratives of each region, and the relevant 
actions that can be taken to deliver a more appropriate alternative-narrative campaign.

A further distinction of note can be found in the “Counter-Narrative Handbook” (Tuck and Sil-
verman, 2016). The authors make explicit reference to employing the use of targeted social 
media advertising for counter-narrative campaigns (ibid, pp.30-35). Such advice is predicated 
on a belief – shared by the other guides – that campaigns can only be effective if they success-
fully reach their target audience in the places where this audience congregates. Given the ease, 
efficiency, and customizability of targeted social media advertising, it is a valuable recommen-
dation that could aid in the effective delivery of alternative messages to the most appropriate 
individuals, should the campaign’s budget allow.

Despite the proliferation of online hate communities – and the growing need to counter them 
- a final distinction of note acknowledges the continued importance of offline action to comple-
ment online campaigns. The “GAMMA+” document recognises the need for counter-narrative 
campaigns to be repeatedly linked to offline behaviour (Ritzmann et al., 2019, pp.10-11) and 
gives extensive consideration of the role played by parallel offline functionality. While the au-



12

4.3. Challenges and common pitfalls

The guiding documents also outline some common challenges and pitfalls faced in alternative 
narrative campaign development. One of the challenges mentioned is the potential harms as-
sociated with mishandling certain elements of the process. “GAMMA+” underlines the dangers 
of lacking sufficient information and understanding of the selected audience. Underestimating 
the “complexity of an audience” may lead to various issues, such as exposing an indifferent 
audience to extremist propaganda (ibid, p.7). Poor selection of the campaign message or mes-
senger may also have an opposite effect to that intended, antagonising the audience  in the 
process (Tuck and Silverman, 2016). The RAN document provides a “How Can I Stay Safe Online” 
toolbox to help provide security advice throughout the process of delivering interventions. Ad-
dressing evaluation, a common pitfall is withholding monitoring and evaluation processes until 
the end, rather than including them from the inception phase of the campaign development 
(Ritzmann et al., 2019). In “GAMMA+”, the authors highlight the consistent need to have more 
campaign testing to support the learning process and improve the successful impact of such 
interventions (ibid). 

Figure 5: Hedayah’s how-to guide “Undermining Violent Extremism Narratives in The Middle East and 
North Africa” (El Sayed et al., 2017, p.18)

As shown above, most of the documents share various common elements and identify com-
mon challenges, but also demonstrate some substantive distinctions. There is a need to ensure 
that such guidance materials are updated and adapted to the evolving nature of communica-
tion mediums and techniques.  In the next section we will explore audio-visual considerations 
of such counter-narratives.

thors acknowledge this goal is not necessarily representative of all alternative messaging cam-
paigns, they simultaneously concede that the most successful online campaigns will be those 
predicated on instigating a co-ordinated offline behavioural change in the target audience. They 
accept such desired offline behaviour to be unique to each campaign but highlight that more 
effective counter-narrative campaigns will be those that do not simply encourage the target au-
dience to question hateful narratives, but instead demonstrate real-world behavioural change. 
It is this extensive reference to supplementary offline engagement that emphasises the dialogic 
and reciprocal nature of counter-narrative campaigns whereby audience and practitioner ac-
tively engage one-another (Ritzmann et al., 2019, p.11).
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Figure 6: A screenshot showing the main character in the Abdullah-X YouTube video series.

So far, this report has focused on the key lessons that have been learned in developing ef-
fective strategic communications for P/CVE. However, short-form videos have specific consid-
erations that may set the medium apart from other forms for delivering prosocial messaging. 
As such, this section outlines five factors worthy of consideration for content creators: format; 
production value; humour and tone; sound; and maintaining safety. 

An initial consideration when devising P/CVE content is to decide upon a format that will 
resonate with the target audience. Narrative-focused content that draws upon the first-hand 
accounts of individuals impacted by a particular issue provides an emotionally compelling, 
relatable, and ultimately persuasive means for delivering pro-social messaging (Romney and 
Johnson, 2020, p.106).  The life-story format, whereby former members (those who have previ-
ously joined violent groups) or individuals who have been directly impacted by extremism de-
scribe their experiences, has become a staple method of countering extremism - the assump-
tion being that those who have ‘been there and seen it’ can most effectively undercut extremist 
narratives (Rrustemi, 2020, p.2; Braddock and Morrison, 2020, p.483). 

Content featuring storytellers with similar backgrounds or characteristics to the audience has 
been shown to be particularly engrossing, including where this content is aimed at countering 
extremist narratives (Green, 2004; Copeland, 2019; Monaci, 2020). The narrator and central 
character of the “Abdullah-X” series of counter-narrative animations, for example, appears to 
have been designed to resonate with a young audience, with chunky headphones around his 
neck, graffiti on the backgrounds behind him, and a thick London accent10. Other campaigns 

5. Considerations for P/CVE Short-Form Video
Content

5.1. Format

10 See https://www.youtube.com/user/abdullahx. 
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deliberately keep the appearance of their central characters vague, in an effort to encourage 
viewers to directly project themselves into these roles (Ali et al., 2020).

Significantly, research finds that the inclusion of first-hand accounts remains an effective ap-
proach for delivering prosocial messaging through short-form video content (Shriver-Rice et al., 
2022, p.71). However, the short duration of these videos means such content must be carefully 
tailored. For example, one video series attempted to use footage of individuals discussing con-
spiracy theories to counter the narratives that underpin them. However, an evaluation found 
that most viewers did not watch the videos until the end and skipped past the twist towards 
critical thinking. Those inclined to conspiratorial thinking therefore ended up only consuming 
material that strengthened their existing views (Ritzmann et al., 2019). Successful short-form 
content creators also understand the importance of an impactful opening ‘hook’ to beat the 
skip button (Abboud, 2021, p.629). Viewers commonly refuse to watch more than five seconds 
of a short-form video that did not capture their attention by being too slow, boring, and repeti-
tive, or – in the case of pro-social messaging – too emotional (Shriver-Rice et al., 2022).

Successful pro-social, short-form videos generally appear to quickly convey clear and straight-
forward messages (Rosato, 2021, p.24; Rrustemi, 2020, p.7). The key point should be present-
ed immediately in an identifiable and engaging way (for example, using a particularly salient 
quote from an individual’s story) which can then be followed with a more detailed explanation 
once the users’ attention has been captured (Shriver-Rice et al., 2022). Whilst short-form video 
may not immediately appear to present opportunities to convey detailed information, research 
highlights that comprehensive captions provide effective opportunities for engagement. Signifi-
cantly, the length of caption text positively correlates with engagement, suggesting that once 
a viewer’s interest has been captured by a video they will proactively undertake significant 
reading around it (Cuevas-Molano, Sánchez-Cid, and Gordo-Molina, 2022; Kuncoro, 2022, p.49). 
Captions also present the opportunity to reinforce other aspects of counter-narrative delivery 
– for example, where actors are used to portray real-life stories, a disclaimer in the video’s de-
scription can highlight that the content is based on a true story (Rrustemi, 2020, p.8).

5.2. Production Value

Research highlights the increasing audio-visual sophistication of propaganda produced by 
contemporary extremist groups. Included are ‘high production’ techniques such as the use of 
graphics, special effects, colours, suspenseful or intense music, multiple cuts and edits, unusual 
lighting and camera angles, zooms, and close-ups. To effectively counter terrorist groups’ en-
grossing propaganda, it is necessary to provide similarly immersive content (Braddock and Hor-
gan, 2016, p.481). Researchers have argued, for example, that by taking advantage of TikTok’s 
affordances, (e.g., adding filters, effects or stickers or interacting with other videos through 
options such as “green screen,” “paste from,” or video responses to comments from other ac-
counts), users can effectively participate in social and political debates (Civila, del-Rio and Agua-
ded, 2023, p.4). However, it also appears that engagement can be generated without the use of 
sophisticated audio-visual techniques. Whilst analysis of anti-smoking campaigns on YouTube 
has found that viewers interacted more with videos with higher production values (Paek, Kim, 
and Hove, 2010), an evaluation of existing counternarrative videos finds that audio-visual com-
plexity of these campaigns varies considerably. There is no evidence that videos at the higher 
end of the production value spectrum are more effective (Monaci, 2020).



15

5.3. Humour and Tone

The tone of counter-narrative content has often been identified as a difficult balance to ef-
fectively strike. Many campaigns have been criticised for having a ‘preachy’ or condescending 
tone (Tierney, 2017). Irony, satire, and parody are central features of some counter-narrative 
content, with ridicule thought to be a potentially effective way to discredit extremist narratives 
without appearing patronising (Lee, 2019). Spoofs have proven an engaging and enjoyable way 
for social media creators to call attention to, and dismantle, a variety of harmful misrepresenta-
tions and invite discussion and reflection on important issues (Maagaard and Lundhold, 2018, 
p.134). However, successfully using humour with such a sensitive topic as extremism can be 
extremely difficult and at times has attracted controversy and criticism (Rrustemi, 2020, p.3). 
Focus group respondents evaluating one counter-narrative campaign universally agreed that 
humour was ineffective and even counterproductive (Mazza, Monaci, and Taddeo, 2017, p.16). 
More broadly, the use of humour in short-form videos promoting social and political issues has 
been found to be polarising, provoking either a strongly positive or negative response from 
viewers. Creators are often labelled as trying too hard or making light of serious issues where 
jokes do not immediately land. 

Short-form video content is also created largely by amateur performers in a less-polished 
manner than other social media platforms. This imperfection often closes the distance between 
the producers and consumers of content elevating engagement (Su, Baker, Doyle, and Yan, 
2020, pp. 441-442). Some studies also suggest that the presence of too many audio-visual ele-
ments and techniques decreases engagement as viewers struggle to make sense of overly com-
plex videos in such a short duration (Kuncoro, 2022, p.48). A less-cultivated and spontaneous 
appearance may therefore be beneficial for short-form counter-narrative content, helping vid-
eos to appear authentic and relatable whilst remaining easily consumable. Content should, 
however, be optimised for viewing on mobile devices - research finds that short-form videos 
displayed in vertical screen mode received more engagement (likes, comments, and shares) 
than those in horizontal mode (Zhuang, 2022, p.33).
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Humour and satire should only be used where the humour of the target audience is well known 
(Shriver-Rice et al., 2022, p.75). It is also crucial to consider the target of ridicule. For example, 
attempting to make a particular terrorist leader look foolish might successfully undercut their 
appeal and has a relatively limited risk of producing a counterproductive effect. However, psy-
cho-social research suggests that humour is likely to elicit a defiant response if the audience as-
sociates with the butt of the joke, even in a limited sense. Ridiculing would-be recruits or those 
who display some interest or sympathy toward extremists’ narratives is therefore likely to be 
counterproductive if the target audience includes such at-risk individuals (Beutel et al., 2016).

5.4. Sound 

5.5. Safety Considerations 

The use of sound is thought to be particularly important for the success of short-form vid-
eo content. Videos with sound generate significantly higher engagement in terms of likes and 
shares (Cuevas-Molano et al., 2021). Whilst subtitles are also generally thought to increase en-
gagement, focus groups responded negatively to videos that relied solely on captions to explain 
their message, respondents stressing that they want to be told what is happening rather than 
reading it on screen. By contrast videos that included voice overs were viewed as more authen-
tic, personal, and persuasive (Shriver-Rice et al., 2022, p.72).

The use of popular or ‘trending’ music or audio is thought to increase the promotion of con-
tent on short-form video platforms and can make content familiar to viewers – something that 
extremists are known to exploit (Weimann and Masri, 2020, p.6). Studies of short-form video 
find a direct relation between soundtrack and viewer engagement. Research with focus groups 
shown content promoting social causes found that poor musical choices were a key feature of 
uncompelling or uninteresting videos with participants more likely to recall music they did not 
like, rather than that which they thought was particularly good. All respondents agreed that an-
noying, overly dramatic, or overly happy and/or upbeat music was off-putting in videos focusing 
on serious issues (Shriver-Rice et al, 2022, p.70). On some social media platforms, such as Tik-
Tok, it is also possible to attach trending audio to a video but to turn the sound down, content 
therefore benefitting from the algorithmic boost of using a trending audio without interfering 
with the video’s core message.

As noted, life story formats have become a prominent feature of counter-narrative content. 
Where those telling their stories have been involved or are at risk of being drawn into extremism 
maintaining anonymity is crucial – something important to consider when filming. For example, 
creators might consider if the location or background stand out? Does it include landmarks or 
other features that could be recognised? Even seemingly benign features such road markings 
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Despite the widespread use of strategic communications in P/CVE, there is a relatively low 
evidence base to understand their efficacy. Ferguson argues that many campaigns are not con-
ducting evidence-based interventions or evaluations: “Today there are numerous NGOs pursu-
ing [P/]CVE counter-narrative projects, and many are doing so without research-driven position 
papers, an evidence base, or even a theory of change that sets out measurable objectives” (Fer-
guson, 2016, p. 11). Mattei and Zeiger (2018) highlight several reasons as to why it is so difficult 
to evaluate these types of programs, including the fact that interventions may take a long time 
to work; there can be difficulty demonstrating causality; the persistence of practical challenges 
to data collection; and a systemic lack of resources.

Systematic reviews of P/CVE campaigns demonstrate this lack of robust evaluation. In a me-
ta-review of 139 communications campaigns, Jones (2020) found that none of the campaigns 
demonstrated effective interventions, with only 22 being “potentially effective” and the rest 
providing mixed, ineffective, or inconclusive results. Only 41 of these campaigns had what was 
deemed to be high-quality evidence with which to make such a judgement. In total, only 9 of 
the “potentially effective” campaigns utilised high-quality evidence. Similarly, in a systematic 
review of all P/CVE interventions conducted by Hassan et al. (2021), it was found that of 11,836 
studies identified, only 31 met the appropriate criteria and methodological quality to be includ-
ed. Of these 31 studies, only three messaging campaigns were identified. They note that these 
three do show mostly positive results, though none actually measured the effect of viewing a 
campaign message upon extreme attitudes or behaviours, which the authors believe limits the 
positive conclusions that can be drawn.

There are some evaluation techniques that should be considered as part of any P/CVE mes-
saging intervention. As noted above by Mattei and Zeiger (2018), it is fundamentally difficult to 
isolate the effects of the message from other factors. The implementation of two social science 
methods – base rates/baselines and control groups – can help to do this, although it should be 
noted that both methods are imperfect. Using base rates requires data to be collected prior 
to any intervention implementation, so that this data can be compared against the post-inter-
vention results. For example, if a message is designed to reduce hostility toward a marginal-
ised community, one might conduct a survey prior to the intervention to gauge their feelings, 
either within the general population (base rate) or the participants of the study (baseline), then 
again afterwards to assess whether the intervention has worked. This is vital in overcoming the 
“base rate fallacy” whereby people ascribe greater weight to information specific to the event, 
whilst failing to pay attention to how prevalent this sentiment is within the general population 
(Bar-Hillel, 1980). In our example, if one were to only test hostility to the community after the 

or prominent background sounds (such as heavy air traffic) might reveal more than intended. 
The need to maintain anonymity, however, does not mean interviews cannot be captured in 
interesting or engaging ways. Close-up shots of the subject’s hands or lower face or those taken 
from behind or in silhouette all provide visually engaging ways to draw attention to their words 
whilst keeping their identity hidden. Rather than using potentially identifiable urban locations, 
natural settings such as parks, forests, or open outdoor spaces offer interesting but generic 
backdrops (Rrustemi, 2020, p.9).

6. Monitoring, Measurement, and Evaluation in 
CVE Messaging
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intervention and found that most people held “somewhat negative” sentiments, this informa-
tion is redundant without comparing it against, either a base rate of the general population, or 
a baseline of the participants. It could be that the intervention has, in fact, caused them to move 
from “very negative” sentiment, which would be a success, or “positive” sentiment, in which 
case the intervention would have backfired.

Another technique is to employ a control group, who do not receive the intervention condition, 
to facilitate comparison against the individuals that do receive one. In principle, this should 
demonstrate whether the intervention has affected the dependent variable: in this case, using 
the above example – sentiment towards a marginalised community (Bryman, 2015). This has 
been employed in several ways in P/CVE messaging. In their laboratory-style experiments on 
counter-narratives, both Carthy and Sarma (2021) and Braddock (2022) leave a group of par-
ticipants with no (or a neutral) narrative for comparison against those that receive an interven-
tion. In their study of counterspeech on Facebook, Saltman, Kooti, and Vockery (2021) wanted 
to assess whether an intervention affected the audiences’ continued engagement with, and 
consumption of, extremist content online. Therefore, they randomly divided their participants 
into two groups, before showing one group the counter-messages, and the other nothing at 
all. They then observed the average rate of extremist content consumption in both groups and 
compared them. 

Another method of evaluation that could involve either baselines and control groups (or both) 
is conducting a linguistic analysis. These approaches have been used to analyse extremist be-
haviours online but have seemingly not been deployed to analyse the efficacy of interventions. 
Sentiment analysis is a popular method which quantifies words into positive and negative scores 
to assess or detect radical sentiment (Bermingham et al., 2009; Scrivens, Davies, and Frank, 
2017; Scrivens, 2020). Research has also utilised a Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS) 
approach which combines both qualitative and quantitative textual analysis (Lorenzo-Dus and 
Macdonald, 2018; Nouri and Lorenzo-Dus, 2019). Reynolds and Tuck (2016) propose linguistic 
methods as a potential method for evaluating P/CVE strategic communications, noting that it 
can categorise large scale online content. Theoretically, prior to conducting an intervention, 
one could analyse the existing language on an online platform, conduct the intervention, then 
conduct another round of analysis, testing the changes – i.e., comparing to the baseline. Alter-
natively, one could split participants into two groups, and only provide one condition with the 
intervention material and then compare the language expressed with those of the condition 
who did not receive intervention material – i.e., a control group.

Another avenue for evaluation is to categorise messages (or wider campaigns) and compare 
them against each other. Utilising Ingram’s linkage-based framework and ‘system of meaning’ 
concept and analysing 10 social media multi-message campaigns, Whittaker and Elsayed (2019) 
offered five different ‘ideal types,’ which entail: i) aggressive type that highlights an opponent’s 
actions (i.e., atrocities); ii) argumentative type, a defensive strategy that highlights why an ex-
tremist message is wrong; iii) assertive type, which combines positivity and negativity, while 
prioritizing the former; iv) know it all type, which relies on a cost-benefit analysis by highlight-
ing the problem and solutions; and v) identity-builder type, which resembles the know-it all 
type but differs from it given that the former focuses on cost-benefit analysis, while the latter 
is focused “on instilling a sense of identity in its audience” (2019, pp. 27-18). They argue that 
such a categorisation can aid evaluation by assessing which ideal types resonate with specific 
audiences.
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Caution should be exercised in interpreting social media data when evaluating P/CVE commu-
nications. There may be a temptation to use metrics such as impressions, reach, and views to 
assess whether a message or campaign is successful. However, these are typically known as 
“vanity metrics” because though they may sound impressive, they do little to explain whether 
the message has been successful in creating tangible changes to behaviour or attitude (Reyn-
olds and Tuck, 2016). This has been an enduring problem in the online P/CVE space, which has, 
in part, led to the insufficient evidence base laid out above (Zamir, 2022). There are a range of 
metrics which offer a greater insight into whether audience behaviours have changed, such as 
Click Through Rate11, which has been utilised in previous messaging interventions (Moonshot, 
2016; Saltman, Kooti, and Vockery, 2021), but these should also be treated with caution as they 
do not capture whether an individual has altered their beliefs or is, as a result, less likely to 
engage in violence.

7. Conclusion

The rise of short form videos seems to show no signs of abating. This report, which accom-
panies a non-technical guidance document for content creators, has offered a background to 
those that seek to leverage this medium to counter extremism. It is by no means exhaustive but 
represents many of the important lessons that have been learned in the field of P/CVE over the 
past two decades. This includes knowledge on the broad topic of persuasion; highlighting the 
difficulty in changing individuals’ behaviors and attitudes, particularly when it comes to their 
“sacred values.” This is followed by discussions of strategic communications designed to dis-
suade people from extremism, which includes existing guidance documents created by prac-
titioners. This section shows that there are a range of different approaches by practitioners, 
although there are several important guiding principles that should be adhered to such as the 
context; audience; goals and objectives; message framing; messenger; and strategy and evalu-
ation. The report moves on to considerations that are specific to succeeding at the short-form 
audio/visual medium, including the format; production value; humor and tone; sound, and the 
importance of maintaining anonymity when working in this field. The report concludes with 
ways in which such messages can be evaluated for efficacy in future. 

11 This a ratio showing how often people click on an online advertisement or intervention compared to how many have seen it. It 

is calculated by first measuring how many people the intervention reached (“impressions”) and then dividing it by the number of 

times people clicked on it. For example, if an intervention has 100 impressions and is clicked on 5 times, it has a click through rate 

of 5%.
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Summary of
counter-
narrative 
construction

1. Local audit 
of real-world 
circumstances.

2. Set goals us-
ing the SMART 
method:
a. Specific
b. Measurable
c. Acceptable
d. Realistic
e. Temporally 
defined.

3. Training 
young people 
who will con-
duct campaign.

4. Plan and cre-
ate campaign.

5. Disseminate 
narratives

6. Evaluate 
campaign.

1. Understand-
ing and assess-
ing relevant 
push and pull 
factors.
2. Identify the 
target audi-
ence
3. Identify the 
explicitly or 
implicit violent 
extremist nar-
rative(s).
4. Set clear 
goal(s) and ob-
jective(s) of the 
campaign.
5. Determine 
an effective 
messenger
6. Identify the 
dissemination 
medium.
7. Develop the 
content and 
logic of the 
message.
8. Develop a 
strategy for 
dissemination.
9. Evaluate 
and assess 
the campaign 
impact:
a. Awareness
b. Engagement
c. Impact

1. Planning 
stage:
a. Audience
b. Message
c. Medium
d. Messenger
e.Reflecting 
extremist actor 
narratives
f. Setting goals 
and objectives
g. Funding and 
budgeting
2. Creating 
content.
3. Running the 
campaign.
4. Online ad-
vertising.
5. Engaging 
audience.
6. Evaluate 
campaign:
a. Awareness
b. Engagement
c. Impact

1. What is the 
narrative to be 
countered?
2. Who is the 
audience?
3. What is the 
message?
a. Argument from 
reason?
b. Argue from 
authority?
c. Argue from 
emotion?
4. Where will the 
campaign be run 
and targeted?
5. How will the 
message be 
spread?
6. Why should 
people listen to 
the campaign?
7. When has the 
campaign been 
successful?

GAMMA+ 
Method:

1. Define goal(s).:
a. Make it mea-
surable
b. Make it small/
focused
c. Make it simple 
and concrete
d. Make it time-
bound
2. Identify audi-
ence.
3. Identify mes-
sage.
4. Identify mes-
senger.
5. Identify or 
create media to 
be used.
6. Call to action.
7. Monitoring 
and Evaluation 
of the campaign 
at the:
a. Before stage
b. Testing stage
c. During stage 
(monitoring)
d. After stage 
(evaluation)

Appendix – P/CVE Strategic Communications 
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Target 
Audience

Hyperlocal tar-
geting of sources 
of extremism, 
with a focus on 
young people as 
both givers and 
receivers in such 
narratives.

Focused on MENA 
extremist actors, 
from online and 
offline sources. 
As part of this 
initiative, there 
were three other 
similar collections 
conducted for 
Southeast Asia, 
East Africa, and 
the Radical Right.

General targeting 
of extremist or 
hateful content to 
be countered.

 Particularly fo-
cuses on targeting 
people vulnerable 
to extremism nar-
ratives, rather than 
extremist actors.

A generalist guide 
with no specified 
target audience, 
although focused 
predominantly on 
online hate actors.

Further consid-
erations and 
distinctions

Makes specific 
inclusion of the 
necessity of a 
pre-campaign 
audit of the lo-
cal context. As 
this campaign 
has a more ‘lo-
cal’ focal point, 
such a distinc-
tion is relevant. 
This does not, 
however, di-
minish the po-
tential benefits 
to a thorough 
pre-campaign 
audit in a 
wider-focused 
campaign.

Based on, and 
related to, 
other localised 
counter-narra-
tive campaign 
guides that 
are also freely 
available.

Additionally 
includes similar 
recommenda-
tion to estab-
lish the current 
real-world 
circumstances, 
albeit perhaps 
more generally 
than through a 
localised audit 
process like 
that in Morales 
et. al. (2021).

Includes more 
specific cam-
paign assess-
ment guidance.

Makes explicit 
reference to 
budgeting in 
that it provides 
guidance in ac-
cordance with 
the budget of 
the campaign. 
This includes 
making men-
tion of the pos-
sibility of utilis-
ing social media 
advertising for 
the campaign if 
budget allows. 
Additionally, it 
provides guid-
ance for engag-
ing audiences, 
even if budget 
does not allow 
use of targeted 
advertising.

Includes more 
specific cam-
paign assess-
ment guidance.

Presents a more 
generalist, small-
er-scale guide 
for counter-nar-
rative delivery. 
Is somewhat 
more focused on 
giving individuals 
the tools neces-
sary to provide 
those who may 
be vulnerable 
to extremism 
with some initial 
counter-nar-
ratives. This 
includes acknowl-
edging the mixing 
of offline and on-
line engagement 
with extremist 
narratives.

Recognises the 
nexus between 
offline and online 
hate actors’ 
actions and so, 
while focused on 
delivery of online 
counter-narra-
tives, this guide 
specifically 
highlights the 
need for such a 
wider campaign 
to come with a 
clear offline ‘call 
to action’.

Additionally, this 
guide makes 
clear inclusion 
of visual media 
recommenda-
tions rather than 
recommending 
textual-heavy 
messages.
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