
Effective campaigning for
Roma inclusion
Main conclusions and lessons learned from REACT

Basics

We took the angle that awareness of Roma issues is not 
only to know that many Roma live in poverty and face 
discrimina� on. That it is not just about clarifying misun-
derstandings about ‘Roma culture’ or telling people that 
to hold prejudices is wrong.

REACT aimed to challenge nega� ve prejudices of Roma, 
using ac� ons, tools and tac� cs to encourage people to 
think again. REACT invited people to come closer, deep-
en their understanding and become involved. REACT 
directly addressed policymakers and public authori� es. 
Not only because without their commitment, policies 
will forever remain paper reali� es. But also because for 
Roma to share the responsibility is meaningless, as long 
as ins� tu� ons do not fulfi l their own responsibility to 
uphold the right to dignity and equal opportunity of all 
ci� zens.

To raise awareness of Roma issues is an indispensable component of Roma inclusion policies. But the scope of this 
challenge is huge. And what ‘awareness-raising’ means, can be understood in many diff erent ways.

From October 2010 to November 2011, ERGO Network and its members Policy Center for Roma and Minori� es 
(Romania), Integro Associa� on (Bulgaria) and Roma Ac� ve Albania, conducted the campaign ‘REACT – Make Europe 
and equal place for Roma’. We proposed a set of campaign ac� vi� es and approaches that aimed to challenge 
nega� ve prejudices of Roma, to alter how people view Roma issues and to sway stakeholders, public fi gures, and 
policymakers to get involved and commit to concrete ac� on.

As part of the EU Pilot Project ‘Pan-European Coordina� on of Roma Integra� on Methods’, an important objec� ve 
of REACT was to explore eff ec� ve campaign approaches, methods and tac� cs. This document presents – in the 
shortest possible form – the main lessons learned. It can be read separately and aims to provide an overview of our 
main conclusions. But it cannot be seen separate from the ac� vi� es and ac� ons conducted and from which these 
conclusions arise.

Context and tactics

European reality today is one of widespread and some-
� mes very strong an� -Roma sen� ment. In that context 
campaigning for Roma issues is an uphill ba� le – if you 
want to really reach people and not merely get no� ced. 

For a full overview:
www. ergonetwork.org/REACT

Finally, REACT put Roma themselves – ac� vists, young-
sters, students, communi� es, parents and children – cen-
tre stage. Not as exhibits, but as authors and performers 
of the campaign. To mobilize and empower them and to 
give them the confi dence and skills to play that role has 
been an important part of what we did.



Lessons or models?

To accomplish a change of a�  tude towards Roma is a 
long-term challenge. Progress and results will, in any 
case always be decidedly suscep� ble to context factors. 
A campaign of just over one year on the rela� vely small 
scale we could conduct it is too short to achieve any 
defi nite impact. It will also be too short to decide which 
of the achievements we can now present will turn into 
las� ng accomplishments.

Moreover, evalua� on of awareness campaigning is rela-
� vely virgin ground, with few established evalua� on 
methodologies. Therefore, we want to cau� on against 
taking what we have done as models that can be repli-
cated always and everywhere.

Nonetheless, we are confi dent that the main lessons 
learned can be helpful for both civil society organisa-
� ons involved in public awareness, mobiliza� on or ad-
vocacy campaigns for Roma issues and for public bodies 
that want to contribute to posi� ve change

You have to be prepared to confront nega� ve reac� ons, 
indiff erent audiences and possibly disappoin� ng out-
comes.
We started this project from the understanding that 
exactly because of that reason, we should explore and 
develop approaches fi t to this condi� on. For one, REACT, 
across the target countries, gave a central role to Roma 
to tell the stories, to show their claims and aspira� ons 
are no diff erent than of any other person, and to con-
vey the message in ways that could touch and surprise 
people.

Addi� onally, REACT aimed to mobilize messengers with 
a broader reach. Examples range from the par� cipa� on 
of non-Roma in many of the campaign ac� vi� es, to the 
involvement of celebri� es and public personali� es.

Finally, while REACT provided a framework, a central 
idea – that empowerment, ac� ve par� cipa� on and 
equal ci� zenship are keys to change, and that sharing 
responsibility is not the same as releasing authori� es 
from their share – but it did not prescribe an ac� vity 
scheme or rigid � metable. Implemen� ng partners took 
the lead in defi ning and running their campaigns. Mes-
sages, events, ac� ons and tac� cs could be adapted to 
take advantage of opportuni� es and to react to chang-
ing situa� ons and local circumstances.

1. No need to simplify?

Exclusion and discrimina� on of Roma is without excep-
� on a complex phenomenon. Conven� onal campaign-
ing logic would suggest condensing your message to a 
single dimension and strictly focus on a par� cular objec-
� ve.

We did not want reduce the campaign to a single per-
spec� ve, hammer down superfi cial answers, or lose the 
capability to respond to changing circumstances. REACT 

2. Positives carry a campaign

To a general public, Roma issues are usually painted in a 
nega� ve light, confi rming widespread stereotypes. RE-
ACT developed and used posi� ve examples, tac� cs and 
messages. These have in common that they challenge 
exis� ng prejudices of Roma in unexpected ways. The re-
sults also show that open invita� ons to refl ect on prob-
lems and answers together, are nearly always accepted.

In Bulgaria the campaign choreographed local ac� vists 
towards posi� ons where municipal administra� ons rec-
ognized them as equal stakeholders. The key was to pos-
ture as such – open, reasoned, knowledgeable – against 
the expecta� ons public ins� tu� ons generally have of 
Roma.

In Albania, Roma youngsters connected to their non-
Roma peers and got involved in public ac� ons together, 
triggering the interest of their audiences. Many of them 
are also part of a genera� on that gradually starts to 
make headway in higher educa� on – a novelty in Alba-
nia and public life, much to the surprise of media.

In Bucharest, the extraordinary success of the School 
136 Alterna� ve Educa� on Club shows not only that kids 
from extremely disadvantaged backgrounds are much 
like other children, with talents, aspira� ons and fears. It 
also shows the tremendous power of a successful project 
to mobilize messengers, who are prepared to relay that 
story, and commits authori� es to become involved.

3. Find the right messenger

Who brings your message can be as important as the 
message itself. REACT demonstrates that messengers 
with large poten� al are prepared to commit and be-
come involved if you have a credible story or an engag-
ing and endearing example, such as the Alterna� ve Edu-
ca� on Club, promising youngsters or a convincing vision 
on Roma issues. 

The right messenger can be a key success factor in four 
diff erent ways: 

1) The involvement of non-Roma as messengers, as 
well as mixed – Roma and non-Roma campaigning 
groups, makes people look diff erently at your mes-
sage. 

campaigned with complex messages, adapted for par� c-
ular ac� ons and situa� ons, and leaving room for inter-
preta� on. REACT did not just want to send a message, 
but aimed to challenge people to think again, play with 
their sensi� vi� es and commit them to ac� on.

We conclude that you do not have to simplify your mes-
sage or push a certain perspec� ve to successfully cam-
paign for Roma issues. Ac� ons and messages have to fi t 
the context and trigger people to enter into dialogue. 
To a� ract mul� pliers messages have to be credible, not 
simple, and seduce stakeholders and public personali-
� es to become involved.



5. Respond to dynamics & opportunities

REACT was not centrally led: implemen� ng partners to a 
high degree defi ned the ac� vi� es and course of ac� on, 
to suit the dynamic context in their countries. Not only 
did this create a high level of ownership, it also put re-
sponsibility for ac� vity planning at the right level: where 
knowledge of local circumstances is greatest.

This arrangement allowed partners to be fl exible, react 
to events and to take advantage of unforeseen oppor-
tuni� es. When we fi rst conceived the campaign and in 
the planning phase, we could not know that evic� ons of 
Roma from France would create unprecedented poli� -

4. Mobilization is key - invest in it

To play an ac� ve role in public life is anything but obvi-
ous for many Roma. At the same � me to campaign for 
equal ci� zenship can only be credible when Roma them-
selves carry the campaign.

Part of the central ra� onale REACT was to give ac� vists, 
youngsters, children, and parents the confi dence to play 
this role, to provide them with the skills and tools they 
needed and the trust it makes sense to be involved. Get-
� ng children and parents over the threshold of the Al-
terna� ve Educa� on Club was extremely diffi  cult at fi rst. 
Con� nuously coaching and suppor� ng local ac� vists is 
intensive, but bears fruit - as the Bulgarian campaign 
shows. Youngsters in Albania were given the feeling they 
are part of something bigger and take this home to their 
communi� es. 

In the end, we have found that it makes sense to go the 
extra mile to mobilize and empower communi� es, indi-
viduals and ac� vists, even if it means you have to build 
their capacity from scratch. Moreover, this is the sur-
est route to achieving something las� ng since those in-
volved can con� nue to apply the knowledge they gained 
and u� lize the wider network they became part of.

This also applies to the crea� on of partnerships with 
outside organiza� ons: it requires a considerable invest-
ment to convince them to become involved, but to make 
them co-own your ini� a� ve is the way to broaden your 
reach and ensure it can con� nue beyond the project pe-
riod.

2) In advocacy, people speaking from a posi� on of 
authority in support of your cause and message, are 
a great asset for your campaign, and a resource you 
can use to your advantage. 

3) The involvement of public personali� es enhances 
both the credibility and reach of your campaign, not 
least by crea� ng media interest.

4) Personality ma� ers. Perhaps obvious but no less 
true, the involvement of persons with a measure of 
charisma and who can put your arguments forward 
persuasively helps enormously. This applies to ac-
� ons at all levels, from na� onal media appearances 
to informal mee� ng at city hall.

cal and media a� en� on. We could not predict that the 
ensuing process that lead to the EU Roma Framework 
would largely coincide with the campaign. We could also 
not foresee that the protracted poli� cal stalemate in Al-
bania would force us to completely revise the campaign 
agenda.
The lesson here is threefold: (i) you need to create own-
ership at the level where developments can be best 
judged (ii) you need to be entrepreneurial and able to 
revise your planning in the face of dynamics and (iii) you 
need to constantly be aware of opportuni� es to work 
towards your aims in ways that you did not foresee.

We also found that dedica� on ma� ers. The implement-
ing organiza� ons were fully dedicated to REACT. How-
ever, there were a number of disappoin� ng experiences 
concerning coopera� on with third par� es, indica� ng 
that a formal agreement in itself is not suffi  cient to cre-
ate the dedica� on to take an ac� vity forward.

6. Local focus makes sense

The main debate on Roma exclusion has focused on 
na� onal strategies and even interna� onal commitments. 
At the local level – municipali� es and ci� es – a� en� on 
has mainly focused on project development and 
implementa� on. The local dimension of awareness 
raising eff orts, as well as local civil par� cipa� on, 
poli� cal dynamics and policy forma� on is rela� vely 
underdeveloped. Meanwhile in policy circles a consensus 
is emerging that the local level is the missing link in 
strategy implementa� on.

REACT had a strong local focus: both explicitly – in 
Bulgaria and Albania local advocacy campaigns were 
main components of the campaign – and more in the 
background – in Romania where con� nuous contact and 
increasingly close coopera� on with city authori� es was 
both a precondi� on and an outcome of the ac� vi� es 
centred around the School 136 Alterna� ve Educa� on 
Club. 

The “Thank you Mayor” campaigns in Bulgaria and 
Albania propose a certain model for local mobiliza� on 
and advocacy campaigning. Our experiences across 
the target countries strongly indicate that eff ec� ve 
involvement in na� onal advocacy eff orts strongly 
correlates with local involvement. Finally, it appears 
that to be part of a larger – European – campaign is an 
important resource for local ac� vi� es and ac� vists.

7. Get the media to move along

Mainstream media in the target countries generally 
report nega� vely about Roma and are not naturally in-
clined to relay any other image. Wri� en -na� onal- me-
dia in par� cular is mostly uninterested in alterna� ve 
perspec� ves, with editorial lines decided in boardrooms 
and not by journalists. 

That means that to target media for public campaign-
ing on Roma is anything but obvious. In REACT we at-



tempted and tested alterna� ve routes: local media tend 
to be more open, sports media is more open because 
they cannot aff ord discriminatory narra� ves, and social 
media off er possibili� es to sidestep tradi� onal media.

We also found it is worthwhile to invest in media train-
ing and in spo�  ng media talent, who appear well on TV. 
In addi� on to gradually build more intensive contacts 
with individual journalists – in which room is created for 
genuine dialogue – works. Once you grab the a� en� on 
of a journalist or editor this way – most o� en involving 
triggering a change in his or perspec� ve on Roma, they 
are o� en prepared to make considerable room for your 
story.
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