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THE SUFFERING ASSOCIATED WITH THE 
PANDEMIC HAS SPREAD TO SEGMENTS 
OF SOCIETY THAT ARE NOT TYPICALLY 
VULNERABLE

Executive Summary

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS CHALLENGED THE status 
quo on all fronts, from how we work to how governments 
respect personal liberties. In authoritarian-leaning states, 
many leaders exploited the crisis to place more limitations 
on human rights across the spectrum, including economic, 
social, civil, and political rights. At the same time, some 
changes—including altered expectations from governments 
and employers, and challenges to the competency of so-called 
strong leaders—created new space for rights and freedoms to 
grow. The suffering associated with the pandemic has spread 
to segments of society that are not typically vulnerable. This 
was arguably part of the catalyst for broader support for social 
protections, community organizing, and mobilization around 
racial injustice in the United States. Additionally, U.S. COVID 
relief inadvertently leveled some of the bargaining power in the 
labor market, leading to improvements in economic equality 
and fairer labor conditions that rights advocates hope will 
become permanent. It is likely that similar, but perhaps more 
subtle, shifts occurred in Eurasia that are worth investigating. 
The pandemic exposed a shift in perspective that could present 
opportunities for strengthening pro- human rights narratives in 
the region.

There has been little research into these shifting values in 
Eurasia, and to determine opportunities for new pro– human 
rights narratives to take hold, it is critical to understand the 
evolving narrative landscape.  

In 2021, New Media Advocacy Project (NMAP) conducted 
research into how media trends related to COVID-19 
inspired shifts on major human rights issues. 

The objectives of the research were to:

1) Identify shifting societal values that may have   
    emerged due to the disruption of regular life caused       
    by COVID-19; 

2) Study how these shifts present opportunities for 
    centering human rights values as societies shape 
    a new path to the future. 

Our research included a discovery phase consisting of:

• Examining the top trending stories in six countries 
in Eurasia;

• Observing narratives and storytelling formats that  
have dominated COVID-19 pandemic coverage and  
identifying any issue areas that were being 
reportedon in different ways;

• Looking at any other media that signaled shifting 
values, narratives, or stories around issues or in 
people; and

• Interviewing experts from regional think tanks and             
research institutions who are well-acquainted with   
changing trends in the region.
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The geographical focus of the research included:

■   Central Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan),

■   Eastern Europe (Ukraine), and

■   South Caucasus (Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia).

The insights from the Discovery Phase were used to narrow our focus 
for a subsequent media landscape analysis in three countries: Kyrgyzstan, 
Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan. The findings of this analysis 
are summarized in this report.

Ultimately, this research is intended to identify narrative change 
opportunities to be shared with partners in the region, and to establish 
baseline research for NMAP’s next Rights Reframed cohort to be formed 
in 2022.
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Our initial discovery findings focused 
more on human rights narratives in 
Kyrgyzstan, which drew together 
several of the themes and patterns 
evident elsewhere in the region 

Photo by Begimai Bekbolotova / EUCAM
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NMAP IS A TEAM OF NARRATIVE STRATEGISTS working at 
the intersection of communications, movement building, and 
cultural engagement. Our roots are in human rights advocacy 
and visual storytelling, but we work across barriers to design 
narrative change strategies informed by the science of framing, 
measurement, and strategic distribution. We work with mission-
aligned movements to understand the nuanced picture of 
beliefs, values and, behaviors that underlie entrenched and 
polarizing issues.

About NMAP

OUR ROOTS ARE IN HUMAN RIGHTS 
ADVOCACY AND VISUAL STORYTELLING

NMAP identifies new narratives around issues that matter, 
and creates strategic storytelling strategies that connect to and 
reinforce those new narratives—all with the goal of building 
dominant political and cultural narratives that promote a world 
in which everyone can thrive. We’ve established networks 
globally through more than 100 civil society partnerships in 30 
countries over the last decade.

Reframing 
Human Rights
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THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS HAD A MAJOR 
IMPACT ON THE PUBLIC DISCOURSE AND 
CULTURAL LIFE IN EURASIAN COUNTRIES

Introduction

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS HAD A MAJOR impact on 
the public discourse and cultural life in Eurasian countries, 
effecting and catalyzing changes in norms and values. 
Human rights norms have undergone shifts significant enough 
to show a clear distinction between the pre-COVID-19 period 
and today. Many—but critically not all—of the changes have 
been for the worse. Eurasian state authorities have imposed 
restrictions to human rights and freedom justified as necessary 
to curb the spread of COVID-19. Observers worry that the 
changes will be retained by authoritarian-leaning governments 
even after the gravest dangers of the pandemic have passed. 
They echo the trajectory of security measures introduced 
following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, where 
a series of restrictions to personal freedom and privacy 
introduced for the sake of security still remain active 20 years 
later in many countries. 

According to a report by Amnesty International for 
2020-2021, the pandemic has been the hardest globally on 
the rights of women, the elderly, LGBT people, ethnic 
minorities, doctors, migrants, and refugees.1 In particular, 
there has been an increase in gender-based and domestic 
violence due to restrictions on movement and the lack of 
confidential mechanisms to allow victims to report violence 
while in isolation.

Eurasian governments and media sectors took a range 
of approaches to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
While authorities in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan immediately 

introduced emergency regimes as the virus spread to their 
countries, Uzbekistan enforced a strict lockdown without 
declaring any state of emergency. By contrast, the governments 
of Tajikistan and Turkmenistan adopted a policy of denial in the 
early months of 2020, stating that COVID-19 had not reached 
their countries. Tajik authorities later acknowledged the 
spread of the coronavirus, but Turkmenistan’s government has 
continued to deny the coronavirus outbreak there. In the South 
Caucasus, the war between Azerbaijan and Armenia over the 
Nagorno-Karabakh region in the autumn of 2020 completely 
pushed coverage of human rights out of the mainstream 
media agendas of both countries, which were dominated by 
nationalistic rhetoric and propaganda. In neighboring Georgia, 
the COVID-19 pandemic forced people to prioritize health over 
societal issues, causing a corresponding shift in the focus 
of journalism, in particular during the lockdown period. In 
Ukraine’s case, mainstream media attention was focused on 
scandals around oligarchism and systemic corruption.

Despite the troubling human rights developments in 
Eurasia, there is ample evidence from past regional and 
global disruptions that crises provide opportunities for positive 
changes and the promotion of human rights values through 
proactive narratives within the region. The main strategic 
challenge for activists or informal groups of proactive citizens is 
to successfully tap into those moments to help catalyze greater 
changes within societies. 

1  https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/POL1032022021EN 
   GLISH.pdf 

Photo by Amnesty International, Eastern Europe and Central Asia: Human rights must be protected during COVID-19 pandemic April 29, 2020
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RESEARCH OVERVIEW
TO BETTER UNDERSTAND HOW TO TAP into these moments, 
NMAP conducted narrative research across Eurasia to identify 
how societal values and narratives have shifted during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Our goal was to understand how such 
shifts might present opportunities to create new narratives that 
center human rights values.

In our initial discovery phase, we collaborated with 
Kyrgyzstan-based media researcher Erkinbek Kamalov to 
analyze how the pandemic has impacted public discourse 
around human rights and social justice issues in Eurasia. We 
focused on three regions: Eastern Europe (Ukraine), South 
Caucasus (Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia), and Central 
Asia (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, 
and Turkmenistan).

We conducted desk research analyzing online and offline 
media published in English, Russian, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and 
Kazakh languages in the target countries, as well as virtual 
structured and semi-structured interviews with private and 
state media journalists, freelance reporters, communication 
experts, and civil society activists working in or with expertise 
in Eurasia.

The discovery research took place from February 2020 to 
June 2021 and looked at a variety of issues and narratives at 
play during the pandemic across the three regions, such as:

• Stories of heroes and sacrifice 

• Health care and frontline workers 

• How governments handled the pandemic 

• Access to information related to the pandemic 

• Solidarity, volunteerism, and mutual aid networks 

We also looked at particular stories and narratives in target 
countries, including: 

• Domestic and gender-based violence, bride 
kidnapping, and women’s rights in Kyrgyzstan

• Economic and social rights in Tajikistan

• Freedom of movement in Tajikistan and Ukraine

• Suppression of activists and civil society in 
Kazakhstan

• Lack of access to online/distance education in 
Georgia and Tajikistan

• The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in Armenia 
and Azerbaijan

With this broad overview of the region, we then 
narrowed our focus to three topics in three countries 
that represented the best opportunities for media 
landscaping:

1) Women’s rights in Kyrgyzstan

2) Heroes and sacrifice in Uzbekistan

3) Increased government restrictions in   
    Kazakhstan

NMAP conducts media landscape analysis because 
it has been widely recognized in academic research 
over the past two decades that different ways of 
framing news stories have a significant impact on 
how people perceive causes and solutions to social 
problems. This means that not only can examining how 
information is presented lead to a better understanding 
of how public discourse is shaped, but identifying the 
value and narrative patterns of this information is also 
essential to effectively communicating on this issue.

For the landscape analysis in the three countries 
of focus, local researchers in each country sampled 
from a wide array of sources, including mainstream 
media (including print, digital, TV and radio), social 
media, and the channels of politicians, government 
officials, advocacy groups, and other relevant key 
players, depending on the topic. For each country, 
approximately 250-400 samples were collected and 
analyzed. The date range of the samples collected was 
from the fall of 2019 through fall of 2021.

Following are our findings describing the current 
landscape for each country and topic. For each 
country’s section, brief takeaways are included, and a 
detailed set of recommendations is included at the end 
of the report.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 A
ni

ta
 B

on
na

re
ns

 /
 P

W
B

New Media Advocacy Project Eurasia Media Landscape Analysis 20217



2  www.kloop.kg/blog/2021/03/08/live-marsh-za-prava-zhenshhin-v-bishkeke-i-oshe/ 

THE PANDEMIC INTENSIFIED AND EXPOSED 
MANY PROBLEMS IN KYRGYZ SOCIETY

Kyrgyzstan

THE PANDEMIC INTENSIFIED AND exposed many problems 
in Kyrgyz society, ranging from women’s rights and domestic 
violence, to financial security and unemployment, to public 
health and the national health system. We chose to focus on 
women’s rights for the media landscape in Kyrgyzstan because 
women’s rights activists have been targeted by nationalist and 
patriarchal groups and from early 2020 to early 2021, and there 
was a remarkable shift in narrative approach by activists.

NARRATIVES ON WOMEN’S 
RIGHTS
On March 8, 2020, International Women’s Day, celebrations 
in Bishkek were interrupted by a group of 20 masked men 
brutally assaulting a civil society group of feminist activists and 
pro-democratic politicians. On March 8, 2021, local civil society 
groups again organized a peaceful rally for Kyrgyz women’s 
rights that was not shut down by violence. There are several 
potential explanations for why the 2021 rally attracted less 
antagonism. But one factor worth exploring is that organizers 
of the 2021 rally reframed their message, positioning women’s 
rights as an appeal to universal values such as freedom, 
happiness, and peace, which align with traditional Kyrgyz 
identity. Organizers also illustrated their points with real-life 
examples and drew connections to Kyrgyz folk histories, 
reinterpreting old folk stories in a new way and relating them to 
today’s women rights issues.

THE ACTIVIST GROUPS
The approach activist groups took in 2020 contrasted with 
those taken in 2021. At the 2020 event, demonstrators used 
slogans including, “my body is my business,” and “I don’t serve 

my mother-in-law,” that were more antagonistic and evoked 
sentiments of independence and strength. Women’s rights 
groups in 2020 were using more typical human rights language 
and values (justice, fairness, equality), and like many NGOs in 
the region, were perceived as agents of the West and enemies 
of their country’s traditions. Over the course of the following 
year, women’s rights groups in Kyrgyzstan started using a 
different kind of messaging, reframing their work in the context 
of universal values such as freedom, happiness, and peace, 
drawing examples from Kyrgyz folk history. 

In 2021, posters featured slogans like “We deserve to be 
happy,” and “Freedom of peaceful assembly!” Several other slo-
gans drew on shared Kyrgyz culture to make important points 
about women’s rights. One, “Support the girl from 40 houses,” 
reframed an old Kyrgyz proverb, “It is a taboo by 40 households 
for the girl to go outside or visit others’ houses.” The original 
proverb means that girls and women must be obedient and 
should not be free to choose their own movements without per-
mission from senior male family members. The protest slogan 
invited onlookers to reevaluate their shared cultural assump-
tions. Another slogan that drew on Kyrgyz history—“Be like 
Urkuya Salieva, protect your own rights”—referred to a prom-
inent activist from the south of Kyrgyzstan in the early days of 
the Soviet period. Salieva dared to challenge her male-dom-
inated conservative society and actively participated in the 
collectivization of farmers, but was murdered as a result of her 
activism. A third slogan, “Let the red whip be broken,” called for 
an end to domestic violence by referring to a cultural symbol of 
marital oppression of “disobedient” and independent women. 

Photo by Islam Donne / Asia News
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The slogans at the March 2021 rally could be characterized 
as presenting a gender-inclusive narrative: portraying gender 
issues and women’s rights in more universal terms that would 
not demand a radical change in perception within the society. 
That strategy left less space for argument from people who 
opposed the expansion of women’s rights. It is also worth 
noting that the dramatic rise in domestic violence reported 
during the March-May 2020 COVID-19 lockdown period 
shocked the public, and potentially helped to create space for 
different conversations around women’s rights. 

Another notable development was that civil and women’s 
rights activists did not confine themselves to Bishkek, also 
organizing a rally for the first time in the southern capital city of 
Osh. Osh is a more conservative city, but the mostly tolerant 
reactions to the rally there seemed to herald a breakthrough in 
women’s rights. Demonstrators at the Osh rally used a similar 
approach to the demonstrators in Bishkek—appealing to more 
publicly shared values such as peace, happiness, and home.3 

The agency’s slogans included “We are against violence,” 
“Peace within the home is the source of happiness,” “Our goal 
is life without violence,” “The Osh local self-governing body is 
against violence,” “We are against crime and violence,” and 
“We love peace.” 

Complementing the changes evident in the fight for women’s 
rights, several Kyrgyz artists found innovative ways to use 
art, film, and popular music to promote gender equality 
and women’s rights during the pandemic. A documentary 
by independent filmmaker Janyl Jusupjan4 about Darikan 
Asilbekova, a brave protector of abused women in Osh5 makes 
innovative use of a satirical version of the popular Kyrgyz pop 
song “Kyrgyzymdyn jigitteri” (Kyrgyz men).

Kyrgyz singer Cholpon Talipbek wrote a song about 
violence against women titled “Barba”6 (“Don’t Come Back”), 
and released a music video for the song after she learned 
about a domestic violence incident that took place during the 

pandemic in Kyrgyzstan’s Jalal-Abad province. Bishkek-based 
visual artist Tatyana Zelenskaya has done impressive work 
during the COVID-19 pandemic to deliver visual narratives 
about human rights issues in Kyrgyzstan, including violence 
against women and LGBTQ rights.7 Her artistic approach 
makes her work more engaging and opens doors for dialogue 
in ways purely statistical discussion of rights issues might not. 
Finally, in April 2021, fashion designer Zamira Moldosheva held 
a fashion show with the motto, “I am a woman; I am against 
violence.” Her models for the show were female business 
leaders from around the country who had lived through a wide 
range of challenging experiences.8

The main values from women’s rights activists focused on 
universal values such as happiness, dignity, justice, equal and 
fair treatment, and equality within family and society members. 
Reinterpreting familiar folk stories and connecting them to 
today’s women’s rights issues, and seizing on increased 
reporting about domestic violence during the pandemic, 
allowed for more peaceful, deeper audience engagement. It 
was the most dynamic narrative evolution that we saw across 
the countries where we conducted this research.

THE NATIONALIST GROUPS
Nationalist and patriarchal groups portray themselves as 
guardians of “Kyrgyz values” and “defenders of historical 
heritage,” and often position women rights’ groups in opposition 
to traditional Kyrgyz values. State-backed Kyrgyz media outlets 
have portrayed pro-democratic, women rights, and feminist 
groups’ rallies as irrelevant or a challenge to traditional culture. 
Activists have been criticized and condemned, and this reached 
a peak on the March 8 demonstrations.

  Some state-backed media outlets portrayed the rally as 
irrelevant or as a threat to ethno-cultural values. By stigmatizing 
and othering the rally’s participants, opponents portrayed 
themselves as guardians of “Kyrgyz values” and appealed to 
ethno-nationalist historical heritage.  The position of ethno-
religious nationalists is based on patriotism, clans, and tribes, 
and relies on a dogmatic and purely patriarchal interpretation 
of Kyrgyz folklore. They used a pro-patriarchal interpretation of 
women’s roles within Kyrgyz history to discredit the rallies and 
the violence in 2020, focusing on values of nationhood and 
sense of belonging.

This approach is not limited to antagonizing supporters of 
women’s rights. In a recent display of hostility to rights in the 
name of religious dogmatism, a flash mob campaign of reli-
gious nationalists demonstrating in Osh against LGBTQ groups 
recorded video of themselves holding a banner calling on pass-
ing drivers to honk if they were against LGBT people.

Art by Tatyana Zelenskaya / The Calvert Journal

3  www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=2470598323086476&set=pcb.2470598849753090
4  www.janyljusupjan.com
5  www.facebook.com/thewhiteheartfilm
6  www.youtube.com/watch?v=gMNkZnXVec0
7  www.calvertjournal.com/articles/show/12614/tatyana-zelenskaya-political-art-cartoon-kyrgyzstan
8  www.24.kg/english/188640_Bishkek_hosts_I_am_a_woman_I_am_against_violence_fashion_show/
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The demonstrators took close video footage of each car, showing 
the faces of the drivers and potentially encouraging some to honk 
out of fear of reprisal from the nationalists rather than genuine 
anti-LGBTQ sentiment. 

Kyrgyz nationalists divide people and societies into two parts: us and 
them, with themselves in the role of “true guardians of Kyrgyz values.” 
They frame civil society activists, NGOs and even ordinary people who 
respect and support gender equality and LGBTQ rights as opponents 
and enemies of the state and the country’s heritage. On many 
occasions, women’s rights movements and marches were presented 
by ethnic-nationalist groups as LGBTQ support movements, and due 
to anti-Western and homophobic sentiments, women’s groups were 
further accused to be completely foreign and a threat to Kyrgyz 
traditional family values.

This messaging works well since vast segments of the population, 
according to a 2021 International Republican Institute (IRI) public 
opinion poll, consider the most serious issues in Kyrgyzstan as 
unemployment, followed by corruption, education, COVID-19, 
migration, and health care. Human rights, NGOs, and LGBTQI, 
or women’s issues were not listed at all.

Lack of reporting and awareness about domestic violence likely 
contribute to women’s issues not being listed higher in the survey. 
The issue had not seen much coverage in mainstream media until 
the government declared a state of emergency and lockdown and 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs reported that, in the early stages of the 
emergency, the number of cases of domestic violence reported to crisis 
centers increased by 65 percent compared to the same period in 2019, 
with the vast majority of victims being women. 

However, even once coverage in the news was devoted to the rise in 
domestic violence, stories often featured the perspective of nationalist 
agendas, focusing heavily on government efforts to address the 
situation, such as setting up temporary crisis centers for victims, and 
opinion pieces blamed being stuck inside 24/7 (and not gender) for the 
spike in crime, often saying that “there is no infringement of the rights 
and humiliation of women in Kyrgyzstan.”

TAKEAWAYS
NMAP’s research looked at coverage of 
women’s rights demonstrations, and women’s 
rights broadly, as well as the more focused 
discussion around gender based and domestic 
violence that was a large part of the media 
landscape during the pandemic. This was 
all with the aim to help us understand the 
language and values that are being used 
to create a new narrative and study how 
widespread this narrative is.

The lessons learned here could also provide 
insights for how other countries in the region 
might be able to counter nationalist narratives 
by drawing on and updating traditional and/or 
historical values and stories.

Some things to consider:

Look to local and cultural 
traditions to inform language 
and values: 
Taking advantage of existing, familiar stories– 
and reframing these to create new narratives 
that incorporate social justice issues–can 
lead to dynamic, interesting campaigns. This 
process of reframing can be seen as a natural 
evolution and extension of existing traditional 
values, and messaging can be positioned to 
operate within existing structures, as opposed 
to against them.

Use real-life stories to connect 
historical or cultural traditions 
to the issue: 
This helps allow audiences to better 
connect to the issues at hand, as they relate 
it to something already ‘known’ in their 
communities.

Don’t be afraid to get 
creative, experiment, and get 
personal: 
There are plenty of areas in society to draw 
inspiration from, whether through music, art, 
or other cultural traditions. 

Photo via Human Rights Watch. Interior Ministry officers guard the LGBT community rally 
“VIII St.Petersburg Pride” in St. Petersburg, Russia August 12, 2017. © 2017 Reuters

9  www.youtube.com/watch?v=6gIkfu4Zb-Y
10  www.iri.org/resource/ahead-elections-iri-poll-reveals-kyrgyz-public-expectations
11  https://24.kg/obschestvo/146769_kyirk_choro_ojenschinah_gey-paradah_politike_isponsorah/
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CIVIL AND POLITICAL RIGHTS WERE VIOLATED 
DURING THE PEAK OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Kazakhstan

THE KAZAKH GOVERNMENT EXPLOITED the state of 
emergency caused by the pandemic to impose more 
restrictions on civic space. Civil and political rights were 
significantly violated during the peak of the COVID-19 
pandemic, in spite of declared reforms by Kazakh leadership. 
In particular, it was prohibited for anyone, under the 
so-called “mass health safety concerns and health risk 
prevention” to assemble in groups in one place. 
As such, civic activists’ freedom to assembly was violated. 
This inability to gather locally is seemingly what pushed 
activists to intensify activity on social media platforms and 
to appeal more to international communities as a way to put 
pressure on the government to improve the human rights 
situation in Kazakhstan.

NARRATIVES ON CIVIC SPACE
The subsequent media landscape we conducted focused 
in greater detail on understanding both the government 
narratives around the increased crackdown on civic and 
political rights across mainstream media and social media, 
and how Kazakh civil society was using social media platforms 
and media to present different narratives to engage both the 
Kazakh public and the international community. The region 
as a whole experienced increased challenges to freedom of 
speech and assembly during the pandemic, but throughout the 
research and interviews, Kazakh civil society was described 
as experimenting with new methods of communication and 
engagement. This was difficult to understand strictly through 
a media landscape, and a more in-depth explanation would 
require additional on-the-ground research and interviews. 
NMAP recommends further research in order to see how 
successful these new tactics were at effecting change,  

and how new methods of communication outside mainstream 
media might be useful for CSO networks in the more closed 
societies in the region.

It should be noted that for Kazakhstan (and Uzbekistan 
below), we did not have a clear cut moment in time, like the 
March 2020 and 2021 rallies in Kyrgyzstan, to base 
the analysis on. However, we did see the same contours 
around issues and throughout the region, especially with 
skepticism around activist groups and their association with 
western players.

NEWS & GOVERNMENT 
NARRATIVES
The main narratives in the media during the pandemic were 
about the government attempting to stabilize the social and 
economic situation during the pandemic. The government 
represented itself as the leader in regulating businesses and 
resources across the country and most stories shared a lot of 
the same values around social responsibility, health, financial 
aid, law and order, and security.

The Kazakh government enacted and extended a state 
of emergency in the country, and the majority of the news 
coverage focused on containing the spread of COVID-19 as 
the main reason for this increase in restrictions across all 
sectors of society. According to some interviewees, the media 
coverage had a great deal of influence in making people 
more patient and understanding, because they felt they were 
being given true and constant information. The stories made 
people feel sympathy, gratitude, and appreciation towards the 
government in many instances.

Photo by Nexta Live / Social Media
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There was frequent coverage of violations of quarantine 
measures by businesses and individuals, showing 
that breaking the rules was leading to real and quick 
consequences. Despite these warning stories, most coverage 
used positive or neutral language and imagery to talk 
about these  and in turn called for collective responsibility. 
People were encouraged to follow quarantine measures 
and vaccinate.

Despite the introduction of hard lockdown and restrictive 
measures, stories focused less on what was being taken away 
and more on what was being provided for Kazakh citizens, 
such as financial aid for businesses and individuals who lost 
their earnings. 

Not surprisingly, Kazakh authorities criminalizing the 
expression of nonviolent political views was not discussed and 
any crackdown on civil society was only mentioned as a limit 
on large public gatherings for public health concerns. #уменяестьвыбор

“I have a choice”

ADVOCACY NARRATIVES
As opposed to the government narratives, advocates often 
focused on vulnerable groups rather than the whole population. 
Due to government control of mainstream media, advocacy 
narratives were not often found in news coverage, but when 
present, CSOs and charity groups talked about their work in 
terms of material and psychological assistance and tended to 
bring forward values like care, safety, health, financial support, 
that can be seen as more universal and media-friendly. 

On social media, Kazakh civil society activists increasingly 
appealed more to the international community. In contrast 
to the period before the COVID-19 pandemic when human 

rights activists frequently appealed to locals, Kazakh society, 
and national mechanisms, the same groups now were 
more regularly appealing to the international community in 
a much more visible way. For instance, when advocates 
made statements on social media platforms about the brutal 
suppression of civic rallies by the police, activists tagged the 
official Facebook pages of the U.S. and U.K. embassies to 
Kazakhstan in an effort to attract international attention and 
put pressure on the Kazakh government. Popular Kazakh civil 
society activist groups on Instagram featured hashtags like 
#уменяестьвыбор or “U menia est vybor”/“I have a choice.”

Strong and bold language appeared frequently on social 
media and appealed more visibly and strongly to international 
allies—a fact that was noticed by many in Kazakh society, both 
regular social media users and media experts alike. 

One thing to note, however, the media produced by and 
about advocacy groups on the whole tends to be very 
informative and fact-driven. Social media feeds and websites 
tended to have more written content and not as much video 
content. There were often specific calls to action, but follow up 
to the results of these actions are not normally given, or if they 
are, not a lot of background is given. Further, several stories in 
more mainstream news that highlighted government failings or 
called out the new restrictions often presented a picture of civil 
society under attack, with a tone of despair, using words such 
as “fearful,” “brutal,” and “frightening.” 

Photo by Tamina Ospanova / ADAMDAR CA
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TAKEAWAYS
While it was clear that advocacy groups were against the 
increased government restrictions that cut back on civic space, 
they did acknowledge the concerns about unemployment 
and economic stagnation—including via using different 
language through new channels. The use of new engagement 
tactics and communications channels and these lessons 
could be further studied and shared in order to create more 
centralized, coordinated, and consistent messaging among the 
groups surveyed.

Throughout this coverage, what was notable was the lack of 
in-depth first-person stories. Local people are often quoted, but 
usually with soundbites that vaguely mention their concerns 
and are usually dismissive because things are out of their 
control anyway. The primary people being represented in 
these stories are politicians. To some extent, some citizens are 
featured, yet they are not being covered in a personal, close 
way. Supplementary audience research might shed more light 
on whether personal stories of success or harm might be a 
worthwhile form in which to deliver new narratives.

Other things to consider include:

Using different channels: 
When the government limited gatherings, activists used online 
channels to communicate and organize. 
Activists used not only social media, but messenger groups on 
encrypted apps like Telegram, to ask for donations, volunteers, 
and share information.

Connecting with new allies and younger 
people: 
New channels also have the benefit of reaching new groups. 
Across the region, younger people were heavily involved in 
volunteerism efforts, and Kazakh advocacy groups were able to 
draw in people not normally involved in human rights or social 
justice issues.

Testing the efficacy of new messaging: 
A big difference in the messaging between news/government 
narratives and advocacy narratives is the language and tone 
of the stories. Even while explaining harsh consequences, the 
news and other dominant narratives tended to use positive or 
neutral language to shame those who break regulations, while 
the activists seem to not shy away from direct and negative 
language. Conducting focus groups and other direct audience 
testing could lead to more information on what is appealing to 
audiences and allow advocates more confidence when drafting 
new styles of messaging.

The primary people being rep-
resented in these stories are 
politicians. To some extent, 
some citizens are featured, yet 
they are not being covered in a 
personal, close way. 
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THERE IS ONLY A NARROW SPACE IN 
UZBEKISTAN FOR CIVIL ACTIVISM AND AN 
INDEPENDENT MEDIA LANDSCAPE. 

Uzbekistan

PEOPLE IN UZBEKISTAN FACED substantial economic and 
social hardships during the first wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020. In response, Uzbek people to some extent 
mobilized themselves into informal self-help groups and 
also used social media platforms to exchange COVID-19- 
related and other relevant information. However, there is still 
only a narrow space in Uzbekistan for civil activism and an 
independent media landscape. 

The majority of Uzbek media outlets are controlled by the 
state. Nevertheless, the country’s current leadership has been 
trying to appear more open, implementing some reforms in 
order to attract more foreign investment. Thus, social media 
platforms (mainly, Telegram, Facebook, and Instagram) enjoy 
relative freedom. Throughout 2020, in addition to social media 
platforms, private news websites played a significant role 
in providing an alternative channel for information flow and 
exchange of news regarding both COVID-19 and human rights- 
related narratives. Consequently, the COVID-19 pandemic in 
Uzbekistan coincided with – and may have further catalyzed 
the emergence of – an unofficial discourse among social media 
users and news consumers. 

Online civic activism intensified during the pandemic in 
Uzbekistan, and here various media platforms provided a 
space for people to raise and discuss topics of concern more 
or less openly. Some examples of vibrant online spaces 
include the Facebook group “Halk Nazorati” (“People’s 
Control”)12 ; Davletov’s Telegram13 news channel platform 
with over 60,400 subscribers; Daryo, a private news website 
with 127,863 followers on its Facebook page14; and Kun (Sun), 
a popular private news website with around 395,600 followers 
on its Facebook page.15

Across many of the countries researched in this project, 
interview subjects mentioned the shift of focus to medical staff, 
frontline workers, and volunteers. Stories about the selfless 
work and sacrifice of heroes abounded, and there was a 
noticeable shift in who people considered worthy of celebrity. 
This notion of the shifting idea of celebrity and heroism was 
brought up in conversations about Uzbekistan frequently and 
thus became the focus of the media landscape research in 
this country.

12  www.facebook.com/xalknazorati
13  www.t.me/davletovuz
14  www.daryo.uz/
15  www.kun.uz/
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NARRATIVES ON HEROES 
& SACRIFICE
In Uzbekistan, many journalists and media experts described 
an observable change: Before the pandemic, musicians, actors 
and others were portrayed as role models for Uzbek society by 
the mainstream and commercial media. During the pandemic, 
health and medicine became more popular areas of media 
coverage and the new role models of society became doctors 
and health care workers. Volunteers were applauded and 
rewarded, and activists and youth showing solidarity with their 
communities became popular and common stories. (A similar 
trend was observed in Kyrgyzstan with doctors and volunteers 
receiving significant attention and collections of stories 
created to draw attention to how people helped each other 
and organized informal groups across the country.) These 
observations could apply to many countries and societies over 
the world, and we chose Uzbekistan as a country to focus on 
in order to begin to understand how a Central Asian country 
might deal with the shifting narratives of celebrity and positive 
models for society.

Due to this initial research, our media landscape in 
Uzbekistan focused on the theme of heroes and sacrifice, 
since understanding why and how these stories appealed 
to the public could reveal lessons for how human rights 
organizations and activists can present their work. Since 
Uzbekistan’s media environment is highly controlled by the 
government and there is limited independent journalism, here 
we organize the findings by dominant narratives and values, 
since government narratives and news narratives were largely 
the same, and activist and advocacy narratives were hard 
to find.

DOMINANT NARRATIVES 
Dr. Beruniy Alimov,16 an adjunct professor of Media and 
Communication at the Webster University in Tashkent 
and media trainer at the Journalists Retraining Center 
of Uzbekistan described the situation at the inception of 
COVID-19 pandemic as an infodemic,17 which he detailed as 
a rapid and far-reaching spread of news and information both 
accurate and inaccurate. However, later, the Uzbek government 
criminalized creating, publishing, or spreading ‘fake’ news or 
information, which created a chilling effect:  news agencies, 
websites, bloggers, and social media groups deleted a 
significant portion of their previously published data to avoid 
any risks of being accused by official authorities in future. 
What remained are stories that focused on the positive work 
of healthcare workers and volunteers – with the government 
portrayed as a steady, caring force.

During the pandemic lockdown, TV channels and other 
media largely focused on showing the situation in hospitals and 
conducting live interviews with doctors and medical workers 
who were treating COVID patients. The emphasis here was 
to demonstrate the seriousness of the situation to viewers. 
Uzbek healthcare workers and volunteers were shown as being 
“on the frontlines” in the fight against the virus, and coverage 
often used militaristic language and metaphors, showing these 
workers and volunteers as national heroes.

The Ministry of Health gave regular reports about the number 
of patients who had recovered from the coronavirus on special 
TV programs and through online media on a daily basis. Uzbek 
people were offered an insight into the diligent and “around the 
clock” nature of medical workers’ work to combat COVID-19. 
Stories about the “the brave work of medical workers leading 
to many people recovering from the illness in a short period of 
time” were common.

In the meantime, government representatives and celebrities 
urged people to stay home as much as possible during the 
quarantine lockdown and take precautions to be more like 
the selfless first-line workers. These narratives help foster or 
advance a desire for joining a common cause. The feelings 
called forth tend to be on the inspirational, positive side. Across 
all of these recurring narratives in the media we sampled, the 
values represented are: camaraderie, bravery, accomplishment, 
pride, resilience, and contribution.            

Another common narrative focused on how the Uzbek 
government was recognizing and rewarding national heroes. 
There were a lot of stories of the Uzbek government awarding 
“the brave compatriots” who showed dedication in the fight 
against COVID-19 with honorary titles and medals as well as 
with incentives.18 From November 1, 2020, employees of the 
central apparatus of the Ministry of Health and the territorial 
health authorities were paid monthly seniority bonuses 
according to their experience and the number of years worked. 
As a result, the reputation of medical workers has been 
improved among the population. 

16  A semi-structured online interview conducted with Dr. Beruniy Alimov on March 19, 2021.
17  According to Alimov, Infodemic means a rapid and far-reaching spread of news 
     and information both accurate and inaccurate about something, such as a disease.
18  https://m.kun.uz/uz/news/2020/08/27/koronavirusga-qarshi-kurashdagi-fidoiyligi-uchun-
     qariyb-yuz-nafar-tibbiyot-xodimi-taqdirlandi
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The government went to great lengths to show its support of medical 
workers and claimed to do everything it could to increase its social, 
civil, and charitable initiatives. The main narrative was that the Uzbek 
government enacted many measures to address the pandemic, 
particularly in monitoring the health of young children, pregnant 
women, the elderly, people with disabilities and chronic diseases. 
Underneath all this, was also the reporting that Uzbekistan handled the 
pandemic better than Europe, “due to early preventive measures” and 
other measures taken in the early stages.19 This further capitalized on 
national values and pride in Uzbek identity.

Despite the majority of the coverage involving the heroism that 
was made possible by the Uzbek government, there was one other 
dominant narrative, which did not include a focus on the Uzbek 
government: the charity and local organizing work where volunteers 
and community members supported each other.

A large number of ordinary people and families were in an 
economically difficult situation due to the COVID-19 crisis and the 
resulting lack of employment. Charity campaigns were started to 
help needful families during the challenging pandemic period and 
an increasing number of volunteers, mostly young students, joined 
these campaigns and were active in the promotion and recruitment. 
More than a hundred volunteers from the Youth Union of Uzbekistan 
volunteered at the Charity Coordination Center under the Ministry of 
Mahalla and Family Support of the Republic of Uzbekistan.20 Sympathy 
and a sense of community was strengthened on a local level,  and 
the number of people doing volunteer work increased. Some of these 
charity initiatives were claimed by the government, but mostly, it was 
“common people” banding together. All across the world, the rise of 
mutual aid networks was seen. In Uzbekistan, unofficial online donation 
groups encouraged affluent people to donate money or grocery 
products regardless of the amount. Given that a lot of this organizing 
was done via social media channels, there was a much more personal 
aspect to these stories. The resulting feelings were stronger ties to the 
community, and more close-knit relationships between neighbors.

TAKEAWAYS
Throughout the coverage of the heroism and 
sacrifice in Uzbekistan, the following values 
were present in almost all of the stories: 
acknowledgement; appreciation; respect; 
gratitude; charity.

In the government narratives in particular, 
there was a strong sense of duty to country, 
and values of sacrifice were highlighted. In the 
narratives and stories about local communities 
organizing, there were instead values like 
community, neighborliness – and less about 
sacrifice and more about communal efforts.

Following on to this, some things to consider 
include:

Expand the meaning of 
“human rights defender” or 
“activist” and connect it to 
audience values:
In Uzbekistan, it was fairly common knowledge 
that medical workers didn’t get high salaries, and 
because of low pay, medical staff were seen as 
likely not expanding their knowledge. This meant 
a general lack of trust in their expertise and their 
professionality. During the pandemic, doctors 
were shown as providing high-quality service to 
the patients, including saving lives and working 
during challenging times. Their reputation 
was changed by showing heroic stories that 
touched on cultural values and made people feel 
inspired and moved. Medical workers were given 
deserved rewards and incentives, consequently, 
medical workers gained a good reputation. 

Show long history of civil 
society:
Missing from the coverage were the grassroots 
communities, local organizing, and existing civil 
society efforts that made a lot of the emergency 
volunteerism possible. Stories from volunteers 
(or other trusted voices from communities 
outside the traditional civil society groups) 
could be tapped to show how a lot of the 
organizing capitalized on existing pre-pandemic 
infrastructure from NGOs and CSOs.

19  https://kun.uz/en/news/2020/12/01/health-minister-tells-how-uzbekistan-
     is-dealing-with-coronavirus-more-effectively-than-european-countries
20  https://xs.uz/uzkr/post/ozbekistonda-koronavirus-volontyor-yoshlar-
     covid-19ga-qarshi-qandaj-kurashmoqda-statistik-malumotlar
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COVID-19 HAS CREATED IMPORTANT 
OPENINGS FOR NEW HUMAN RIGHTS 
NARRATIVES THAT SHOULD BE SEIZED 
BY ACTIVISTS AND ORGANIZATIONS IN 
THE REGION.

State authorities, to varying degrees, have used the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting lockdown period as a pretext to increase 
their power by cracking down on freedoms and ignoring human rights violations. Measures to fight COVID-19 have jeopardized 
democratic values in our target countries in Eastern Europe, the South Caucasus, and Central Asia. However, hardships or crises 
have historically provided opportunities to change or grow and innovate. Big, disruptive events like wars, revolutions, crises, 
liberalizations, and modernization processes have played important roles as catalysts for the expansion of human rights. COVID-19 
has created huge disruptions in Eurasia; and along with small armed conflicts between Azerbaijan and Armenia in the autumn of 
2020 and between Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan in the late spring of 2021, it has created important openings for new human rights 
narratives that should be seized by activists and organizations in the region.

Conclusion &
Recommendations

Photo by Vladimir Voronin / Associated Press
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In order to understand audience values, some research 
is required. Audience research is a very important 
component for successful narrative change work 
that few social change groups engage in. Listening 
to audiences is crucial for knowing what they value 
and care about. Often, activist groups think they 
already know their audiences, but even the most 
basic audience research can help CSOs learn more. 
Examples of audience listening include: one-on-one 
interviews, questionnaires (online, over the phone, 

THERE ARE SEVERAL OPPORTUNITIES 
CIVIL SOCIETY COULD PURSUE IN THE 
REGION BASED ON THIS RESEARCH:

Civil society in the region should consider its audience 
when drafting communications strategies and 
producing content. By using the concept of audience-
centric communications, and taking a moment to step 
back and remember that people respond differently 
to the same issue—what motivates one person will 
discourage another. 

Considering an audience member’s point of view, and 
adjusting language and framing accordingly, can help 
create more effective, resonant media. This is not to 
be seen as a retreat from human rights, but rather a 
consideration to not play into existing human rights 
perceptions of the region. By translating human rights 
goals into stories that connect with cultural values, more 
genuine connections can be made with audiences.

1. Consider your audiences

3. Tap into local/community values

2. Listen and talk to your audiences
or via post), focus groups, etc. There are ways to conduct all 
these kinds of research online/remotely both due to pandemic 
requirements as well as activist safety concerns.
Further, audience listening helps to mitigate risk and test out 
ideas before spending time and resources on a media project. 
Even the simplest focus groups or surveys can be massively 
helpful in getting audience insights and feedback.
Building a deep understanding of audiences can also prompt 
new ideas for exciting tactics and open up activists to exploring 
new tactics for persuasion.

As seen with the work of women’s rights activists over 
the past year, strands of shared folkloric traditions can 
be sourced for universal stories and values.
Presenting new stories with more universal or locally 
shared values can help people see civil society 
activists as fellow citizens as opposed to opponents 
of traditional values or Western agents. The example 
of women’s rights activists in Kyrgyzstan provides an 
entrypoint in studying how different language can be 
used to make a topic more resonant with audiences. 

The initial presentation of women’s rights during the 
2020 rally was more in line with traditional human rights 
language, which has been subjected to authoritarian 
manipulation for decades in the region. That language 
framework led to lack of security and endangered 
activists, ultimately proving unsuccessful in its goal. 
Shifting to language associated with historic, folkloric 
traditions that do not have negative or complicated 
connotations, using locally-rooted values, was 
more successful. 
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4. Collaboration with young people, artists, 
and other new allies
The battle against authoritarianism and the far right cannot be fought alone. By encouraging 
new and unexpected allies to join in the fold, different perspectives can bring about dynamic new 
ideas for further growing movement reach and influence.

This was evidenced by the role of artists in the women’s rights movement in Kyrgyzstan, as 
well as the participation of non-traditional ‘activists’ in narrative change across other countries.

As the example of women’s rights activists using folkloric 
references in their slogans, bringing in new stories and 
language can be an effective way to frame an issue. 
Activists should be encouraged to think about what other 
kinds of art, music and cultural traditions exist in their 
countries and what it means to be a person living in 
that culture.

Likewise, the role of new channels of communication to 
engage with target audiences in Kazakhstan show that a 
shift to a non-traditional media platform can often lead to 
measurable impact. 

5. Increased experimentation with storytelling 
and engagement

Looking into other sources of inspiration and story-
telling and rooting human rights topics in those kinds of 
frameworks can feel like a big experiment. And it is! But 
with systematic experimentation, testing, and iteration, it 
can lead to more effective language and engagement.

Stories that allow people to feel positive hopeful emo-
tions can be very powerful. As seen with stories about 
“everyday” heroes during the pandemic, these kinds of 
emotions can be used for local, community-based advo-
cacy. Balance positive emotions with audiences’ desire 
for realism in order to avoid any cynicism and feelings 
of helpness. Messages grounded in positive, realistic, 
easy-to-imagine increments of change would be worth 
pursuing and testing.

Photo by Young Shannon / Flckr
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4. Boost opportunities for mentorship
International and sustained mentorship can serve 
the double benefit of incorporating new allies as well 
as creating new dynamic stories to strengthen new 
narratives. As NMAP’s work with the Rights Reframed 
mentorship program in Eurasia has shown, 

Rights Reframed is designed to work with young 
people to understand the narrative frames shaping the 
belief systems that they want to change and to develop 
creative visual storytelling projects aimed at developing 
new narratives that alter the framing optics in support 
of rights protections and democratic values. We have 
facilitated the program with a number of youth from 
Eastern Europe, the Caucasus, and Central Asia and 
the approach used in the program has demonstrated 
valuable impact:  

• Participants gain meaningful knowledge 
and skills in the areas of audience targeting, 
strategic messaging, and impact evaluation.  

• Participants gain meaningful knowledge 
and skills regarding narrative framing for 
audiovisual media, including focus groups 
and audience testing. 

• Participants gain skills in areas of media 
production and project management, 
including budgeting. 

• Participants build relationships and share 
knowledge and ideas with allies in neighboring 
countries.  

• Participants shape the discourse, attitudes 
and understanding of a key human rights issue 
in their own country.

By focusing on training participants in the knowledge
and skills that are essential for identifying and 
challenging dominant narratives, we ensure that they 
are equipped to continue to produce effective media 
and change the discourse around human rights 
beyond their Rights Reframed participation. Several 
of our participants have continued doing narrative and 
storytelling work in their countries, and have often 
taken on increased commitment for human rights work.

FURTHER RESEARCH
The pandemic highlighted the maturity of some countries’ civil society and fostered solidarity by showcasing 
effective volunteer groups and a shared sense of civic duty. The bravery of citizens who took serious risks to help 
others was celebrated. This was not the main topic studied with the media landscape analyses, but came through 
in the media sources. More research could be done to better understand all the underpinnings of the issue.

Shifting dominant narratives—and subsequently, shifting mindsets—is a big undertaking and a long-term 
endeavor, but can have huge rewards in boosting the work of advocates. Even small changes to messaging 
and storytelling can begin to have a difference. We recognize that advocates in the region have long been using 
sophisticated legal and social activism strategies, many of which have been impactful and essential. These 
recommendations are by no means exhaustive, but the goal of this report is to be a baseline from which to 
determine some compass points that build on past success and provide an entrypoint for NGOs and activists  
to consider incorporating some narrative shift principles into their work.

Photo by ADAMDAR / CA

New Media Advocacy Project Eurasia Media Landscape Analysis 202120

https://www.nmap.co/what-we-do/rights-reframed/

