
 Ethical Creative
The Fine Line Between 
Creativity and Respect 



Introduction: 
Women for Women 
International 

In countries affected by conflict and war, Women 
for Women International invests in women 
survivors of war and conflict, connecting them 
with each other through the Stronger Women, 
Stronger Nations program to realize their own 
power. 

Together, they learn to save, build businesses, 
understand their rights, improve their health, and 
change societal rules. 

They pass on this knowledge to their families and 
communities, creating a world that’s more equal, 
peaceful, and prosperous



What is “ethical” creative and copy?

Ethical: of or relating to ethics (Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 2024)

Ethics: principles of conduct governing an individual or a group. The 
discipline dealing with what is good and bad and with moral duty and 

obligation. (Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 2024)

Ethical creative and copy: creative content and copy that is deemed 
morally just based on an organization's guiding principles regarding 

ethics. 



Commitment to Ethical Creative:  Where to start? 

• Identifying the organization-wide standard of ethics 

Organization Wide Standards

• Providing tangible guides internally and externally

Guides & Tools

• Determining who will be responsible for ensuring that these 
principles are reflected in all creative and written assets 

Implementation



Standards are typically outlined 
in the organization’s values 
statement, ethical commitment 
statement, etc. (They can take 
various forms). 

“....We understand we have a 
duty of care in relation to staff 
and the people we serve…We 
have put strong policies and 
mechanisms in place and ensure 
they are widely shared and 
understood across our global 
organization by our teams and 
people we serve.”  

Commitment to Ethical 
Creative: Your organization’s 
standards



Commitment to Ethical 
Creative: Tools for 
internal and external use 

▪ Established brand guide 

▪ Active list of approved 
language 

▪ Hub of approved images 
and videos



Established brand guide: Brand Narrative

Ethical creative is strategically 
built into the Women for 
Women International brand as it 
is of the utmost importance to 
portray our subjects in the most 
dignified light. 
I items outlined in our brand 
guidelines that aid in informing 
ethical creative and copy are:

● brand narrative: approved 
copy will properly 
communicate our vision and 
mission

● “winning words”:  approved 
keywords and phrases that 
can be easily repeated 
throughout different 
marketing communications

● photography do’s and don’ts 



Established brand guide: Taglines

All these sections should 
work to reinforce the 
already established 
ethical commitment of the 
organization. 



Established brand guide: Winning Words 

The most important 
theme that is 
consistently 
throughout Women 
for Women’s 
messaging is the 
dignified portrayal 
of the women we 
serve. 



Imagery Guidelines: Don’ts  

Photos: Blue State Decolonising fundraising report 

● reconsider your 
assumptions of who is 
always the helper and 
who is being helped.
 

● avoid using 
emotionally charged 
imagery as a shortcut 
to creating a sense of 
urgency, or to 
expressing an 
authentic viewpoint.
 

● move away from stock 
images as much as 
possible— especially 
those that promote 
white saviorism or 
"visual metaphors"

● reject images that 
exploit suffering, 
perpetuate 
stereotypes, 
reinforce white 
saviorism, or strip the 
subject of their 
agency. 

● be intentional about 
using imagery that 
shows BIPOC folks 
serving community, 
helping others. 

● avoid photos that 
appear to catch the 
subject off guard as if 
they haven't given 
permission for their 
photo to be taken

https://www.bluestate.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Blue-State_Decolonising_fundraising_report_v1_092021.pdf


Imagery Guidelines: Do’s
Photos of people in action, 
learning or exercising a skill 

Photos: Women for Women International

● Use photos of people 
interacting with each other in 
a natural way. 

● Use photos of people in 
action, learning, or exercising 
a skill. 

● Depict subjects who are 
confident 

● Real photos help donors 
visually connect to the stories 
in the fundraising appeal. 

● Use tightly cropped images to 
create a personal feeling 
and/or help maintain the 
subject’s privacy.

● Capture their confidence! 

https://www.bluestate.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Blue-State_Decolonising_fundraising_report_v1_092021.pdf


Shared media hub 

A shared can be easily accessed by internal and external partners which will mitigate use of images 
that may not be considered ethical, especially if you’re in a time crunch.

This will ensure that images are up to date, pre-approved and ready to use! 



Commitment to Ethical Creative: 
Who’s responsible?

It is important to have a 
specific team dedicated 
to providing necessary 

approvals and reviewing 
communications before 
they are disseminated. 

Even with a dedicated 
team, it is EVERYONE’S 
responsibility to ensure 
that ethical creative and 

copy are maintained 



What’s Next?

We’ve established 
internal alignment in 

regards to ethical 
creative and copy, but 

now what? 

Now, we have to make 
sure our external 

partners are aligned 
as well! 



Rebranding 
our monthly 

giving 
program

▪ After our organizational rebrand in 2021, we 
realized that our monthly giving program, 
branded as Sponsorship, no longer fit our 
evolved ethical standards.

▪ So we went full-force in the rebrand to Stand 
With Her! 



Women for Women Stand With Her Program



Women for Women Stand With Her Program



Campaign specific approved language 

Although the brand guide already has a list of 
“winning words” they are very generalized to the 
organization as a whole. 

Reasons why it is important to have an active or 
running list of approved language 

● may be campaign specific
● may be contingent on internal vs. 

external use 
● may vary based on department
● can be easily disseminated amongst 

external partners 

This is an example of messaging and approved 
language specific to our Stand with Her 
campaign (this is the UK version) 



Communications to Donors: Direct Mail



Communications to Donors: Email



Before the rebrand: this is  great image 
used for the welcome brochure

After the rebrand: this image reflects the evolved 
language of the program as we reinforce the 

power of the women as they work to complete 
their program 



Before the rebrand: these images 
inside the brochure are also great but 

could be better! 

After the rebrand: 
these images are 

better as the 
women are 

captured smiling 
confidently 

directly into the 
camera. And the 
graduation photo 
also conveys the 
dedication of the 
women to their 

program.



Women for 
Women 

Acquisition 
Copy Test

Control: Test:



Community Centric Fundraising Principles

Community Centric Fundraising Principles



Principle 7:
 We foster a 

sense of 
belonging, 

not othering 

▪ We must be careful to avoid “othering” the 
people we serve and reinforcing the savior 
complex. We must use fundraising to ensure 
everyone feels a sense of belonging

▪ We must use “we” language, the “we” that 
includes the donor as part of the community 
doing this work. (We’re not against “you,” but 
sometimes it’s excessive. We need to balance 
out the “you” with the collective “we.”)



Language Guidelines

Community-Centric Language
• Center the importance of community working together to address issues.
• Use “we” more than “you” — and show how the donor is part of “we.”
• Instead of "othering" the people your organization serves, showcase how 

communities that discriminatory policies and practices disproportionately 
harm often have the best solutions to dismantle those systems.

People-First Language
• Don't reduce someone to their disability, illness, socioeconomic status, etc.
• "A person who is blind," not "a blind person."
• "A person facing poverty," not "an impoverished person"



Tenets of Ethical Storytelling

• Avoid “case example syndrome.”

• Represent your organization as a partner in a person or 
community’s success, not as the only means to an end or savior.

• Ensure others can see themselves in the story.

• Ask yourself, "would I want my story shared this way?"



Accessibility Guidelines
● Roughly 1 in 4 people in the US lives with a 

disability
● Principles of accessibility = POUR

○  Perceivable: Is the information presented in 
ways users can perceive with their senses?

○ Operable: Can the user interact and navigate 
various components?

○ Understandable: Is the information beyond a 
user’s comprehension? 

○ Robust: As technology advances, is your 
content still accessible?



Accessible Copy

▪ Write at or below the 8th grade reading level
▪ Avoid idioms and figures of speech
▪ Avoid using all caps in digital (screen readers 

will read out every letter)
▪ Include image descriptions in social media 

copy
▪ Use camel case in hashtags:
▪ #CamelCaseForReadability vs. 

#camelcaseforreadability



The next few slides are examples of organizations that we think are 
exemplifying ethical creative and copy in direct mail and email. 



Before 

After: the decision to change this image 
came due the client and consultant 

being conscious of the sordid past of 
the holiday 



It Takes a Village 







Other MWD Client Examples



Other MWD Client Examples



Thank you! 

Mary Abeson
Women for Women International Marketing Officer
mabeson@womenforwomen.org

Melanie Smith
MWD Senior Account Executive
msmith@mwdagency.com


