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The production and construction of
celebrity advocacy in international
development
Dan Brockington*
Institute for Development Policy and Management, University of Manchester

There has been a proliferation of celebrity within development
publicity, media events and representations, which has received little
attention from development scholars. This paper charts the rise of
celebrity within development, drawing from over 120 interviews
conducted with development, media and celebrity professionals. I
examine how the presence of celebrity within development is mediated
and the political economy of the celebrity–charity–corporate complex
which results. I use these findings to interrogate recent writings on the
work of celebrity advocacy in development and demonstrate that under-
standing the production and construction of celebrity development
interventions helps substantially in understanding their effects.

Keywords: celebrity; international development; aid; NGOs

Introduction
I must first dispel a common misconception. The study of celebrity is not a
shallow or trivial exercise. Critics may bemoan the intellectual content of much
celebrity news, but that does not make it off-limits to the academe – quite the
opposite. If it is vacuous, then we need to explain its popularity and success.
Rubbish may be rubbish, but the study of rubbish is scholarship.1

The study of celebrity in fact has an august history. Some of the earliest anal-
yses of celebrity remain landmarks. Daniel Boorstin’s The Image, defining celeb-
rities as people who are ‘famous for being famous’, is one such.2 Horkheimer
and Adorno’s essay ‘The Culture Industry’ also provides a standard critique of
the intellectual value and contribution of much celebrity culture.3 Studying celeb-
rity is a challenge to which the academic community is rising.4 It is now a sub-
genre of media studies, with its own journal (Celebrity Studies) launched in
2010. Articles in all journals in the Web of Science which mention the word
celebrity rise steeply in the 1990s with no sign of stalling (Figure 1).

Development studies, however, lags behind: articles mentioning celebrity in
the main development journals are few (see Figure 1). Development scholars
need to take celebrity more seriously than they do at present. Celebrity is an
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active force within development affairs. Exploring its presence and influence
helps us to understand some of the forces shaping the presentation of
development issues in the global North, as well as how different publics are
responding to them and how development stories can become, or fail to become,
compelling.5

Furthermore the importance of celebrity in communicating poverty and
development issues is likely to increase. The celebrity industries are expanding
into the global South as internet connections, media industries and mobile
phones increase their reach. Poverty is expanding in the global North as the
global poor come increasingly to be found in the unequal societies of middle-
income countries where celebrity industries have been present for longer.6 In
North and South celebrity is likely to become more involved in the communica-
tion and mediation of development issues.

In this paper I examine the organisation of relations between the celebrity
industries and development NGOs, focusing on those in the UK, and setting the
latter within the broader charitable sector of which they are part. This involves
examining both how these relationships have developed over time and how they
are constructed and mediated on a day-to-day basis. I then examine elements of
the political economy of these relationships – how they create and distribute bene-
fit. Here I am interested in benefits beyond those enjoyed by development NGOs.

Figure 1. The number of scholarly articles mentioning ‘celebrity’ in the Web of
Science (WOS) across all journals and development studies journals.
Note: Development Studies journals used for the search term were: Journal of
Development Studies, World Development, Development and Change, Third World
Quarterly, Sustainable Development, Development Policy Review, Studies in
Comparative International Development, Economic Development and Cultural Change,
International Development Planning Review and IDS Bulletin. Results are only shown
after 2000 for Development Studies for clarity in the figure above. No articles in these
journals mentioning celebrity are reported before this year in WOS.
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I will argue that the work of celebrity in development deserves attention
among the new development actors of this special issue.7 I explore the limita-
tions of this topic and the further research required better to understand it. I also
argue that the insights I provide here into the forces, conflicts and structures
producing celebrity advocacy improve our understanding of its effects.

The article proceeds thus: first, I review some of the writings on the work,
history and functioning of celebrity in (largely Northern) societies and highlight
some gaps in writings about celebrity advocacy. Second, I describe the methods
used in this study. Third, I highlight recent developments in the history of
celebrity and development. Fourth, I explain how the relationships between the
celebrity industry and the development sector are forged, examining the key
tensions which shape their outcomes. Then I outline the political economy of a
‘charity–celebrity–corporate’ complex which has been produced by these inter-
actions. Finally, I conclude by considering the implications of these findings for
our understanding of the implications of celebrity and development.

Celebrity and development studies
In the public mind there is often a distinction between fame and celebrity.8

Famous people are credible; celebrities are not, which leads to interesting
questions such as ‘how can celebrities become famous?’. Turner’s definition of
celebrity incorporates that distinction. He defines celebrities as those whose
private lives attract more attention than their professional lives.9 Rojek is more
inclusive and distinguishes between three forms of celebrity: ascribed greatness
(enjoyed by royalty), achieved renown (won by great athletes) and attributed
glory (afforded by the media to reality TV stars).10

My own definition is not based on how fame was won; it focuses on the
commerce and industry that depends on celebrity. Celebrity describes public
appearances which are materially beneficial, and where the benefits are enjoyed

Figure 2. Trends in reporting celebrity, charity and both together.
Source: Lexus Nexus.
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by the celebrity themselves and by other stakeholders whose job it is to manage
the appearance of that celebrity. According to this definition, members of the
public interviewed by roving reporters would not be celebrities. Academics pro-
moting their books in the media would only qualify if those media opportunities
were provided by an agent promoting their book. In the account below I use
celebrity and fame interchangeably and I refer to celebrities as ‘celebrities’,
‘famous people’ or ‘public figures’. The term ‘celebrity industries’ refers to the
commercial organisations managing the work of celebrities.

Celebrity can be analysed in three main ways.11 A political-economy
approach examines the political and commercial interests which shape the indus-
try.12 Celebrity can also be read semiotically, in terms of the signs it represents
and finally it can be approached from the point of view of the consumer, and
audience identity.13 There are also analyses which focus more on who has been
famous and what they have done, than on the means by which such notice has
been acquired.14 The flaw in this approach is that the result is largely a list of
famous names and their activities, with little insight into what drives the atten-
tion, or its consequences. If attention to celebrity is to be useful to Development
Studies it will need to eschew such an approach. Rather, as I will argue below,
if we are to understand the ways in which individuals matter, we need first to
explore the machinery around them to be able to gauge the nature of any per-
sonal influence.

With respect to the role of celebrity in advocacy John Street has argued that
the rise of celebrity-like behaviour among politicians, and of politics among
celebrities, reflects the increasing importance of style within politics.15 Meyer
and Gamson and Lester and Hutchins have noted that celebrity advocacy with
respect to environmental causes is inherently unstable and weak.16 For Meyer
and Gamson the advocacy is always at risk of being deemed inauthentic,
because the celebrity advocates themselves are questioned thus. There is there-
fore a tendency among celebrity advocates to steer issues towards those causes
which will provoke less contention and scrutiny. For Lester and Hutchins the

Figure 3. Trends in reporting celebrity and charity.
Source: Lexus Nexus.
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instability derives from the marginality of environmental causes to the drivers of
economic and media power. This makes it harder for environmentalists to
present their case, as a sceptical media will question their media events more
intensively. Other analysts observe the alignment of celebrity advocacy with
hegemonic capitalist power. I have argued elsewhere that the irruption of celeb-
rity within environmental causes is part of a more general mainstreaming of
environmental movements within capitalism.17

Many authors decry the rise of ‘causumerism’, with which celebrity can be
associated, and the promotion of consumption or ‘clicktivism’ as a means of
tackling global problems but in ways which simply reproduce or leave
unquestioned the forces producing poverty or degradation.18 Others observe that
contemporary celebrity interventions in development causes merely focus the
attention of Northern publics onto themselves, not towards distant strangers.19

Similarly Cameron and Haanstra argue that the trend to make development
‘sexy’ promotes Northern charity rather than an understanding of the structural
causes of poverty and inequality.20

Within British development NGOs there has been a questioning of the values
promoted by relying on celebrity.21 Within the academe there is a flourishing
body of criticism of the role of celebrity in recreating and reproducing hege-
monic capitalist inequality.22 Kapoor adopts the most radical position, arguing
that celebrity is part of the forces which create and produce inequality, and that
celebrities might in fact be ‘sadists’ delighting in their position at the top of the
pyramid.23 He further suggests that the only way out of this dilemma is through
a Marxist revolution and that following conventional means of tackling poverty
(such as supporting NGOs) is no solution – it is better to do nothing.

Finally, some observers embrace the opportunities that celebrity’s proximity
to power offers. Cooper is the most sycophantic.24 He celebrates celebrity diplo-
macy and the ways musicians Bob Geldof and Bono and the actress Angelina
Jolie have been able to advance development agendas a little too generously.

Figure 4. The proportion of articles about celebrity and charity which mention either
poverty, international issues or development.
Source: Lexus Nexus.
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Missing thus far from these accounts are three elements necessary to under-
stand the role and consequences of celebrity within development. First, we lack
an account of how the celebrity industry and the development sector have
become intertwined in recent years. Second, we do not know how relationships
between celebrity and development causes are constructed. Third, we need a
better understanding of the political economy of these relationships. These are
the contributions that this paper provides.

Methods
I present here findings from over 120 interviews conducted between September
2010 and December 2012 with employees of different NGOs, with journalists
and with agents, managers and public relations staff, mostly employed in the
USA and UK. Interviewees were selected through a mixture of targeted and
snowball sampling. I approached the major international development NGOs in
the UK using analyses of their income, as well as major talent agencies in the
UK and USA.25 I interviewed staff from NGOs outside the development sector to
understand better how changes in that sector fitted into the broader charitable
sector. Interviews covered experience in interviewees’ current employment and
work for previous organisations. I supplemented these interviews with an analy-
sis of articles which mention the words ‘celebrity’ and ‘charity’ (and derivatives
of both) in the major UK newspapers, using Lexus Nexus.26

I will not say who agreed to speak with me, or which organisations they
work for, because I insisted on complete anonymity for all my interviewees.
Each is represented as a source number below. However, I can report the break-
down of interviews according to the number of organisations in different sectors
in which interviewees have worked (Table 1). It was easiest to talk to people in
the non-profit and NGO sector but significant minorities were entertainment
professionals and journalists.

I believe these data are representative because I have talked to a significant
proportion of the important players, including most of the major development
NGOs who work with celebrity. It quickly became clear that there was as
common story to be told across these interviews, which I presented to my

Table 1. Country and organisation experience of the 123 interviewees consulted in this
research.

Region NGOs
Celebrity

Media Other
2

Totalindustries
1

Australasia 2 2
Asia 2 2
South America 2 2
North America 14 6 2 22
Africa 13 1 14
Europe excl UK 5 5
UK 109 24 25 14 172
Total 147 31 25 16 219

Notes: 1Includes intermediary industries negotiating links between celebrities and NGOs.
2Includes government officials, researchers and corporate leaders.
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interviewees. Their reactions were positive and, crucially, several mistook the
anonymised voices of other informants for their own when reading drafts of my
work. For these reasons the material below can be taken to represent the experi-
ence of diverse actors.

The development of celebrity in development
Let us first survey the variety of celebrity work for development issues. Almost
all UN agencies have celebrity ambassadors, although none more than UNICEF,
and most development NGOs in the UK have similar programmes.27

Ambassadors go on publicised field trips (such as singer Beverley Knight’s to
Malawi for Christian Aid28); they design handbags for Haiti (such as actress
Scarlett Johansson’s for Oxfam29); and they facilitate access to powerful people
for development activists in the North (for example, when the model Claudia
Schiffer lead a lobby of a MPs in Westminster for Make Poverty History) and
South (such as former Irish president Mary Robinson’s visit to the Presidents of
DRC and Rwanda as Honorary President of Oxfam).30 Some of these engage-
ments promote general awareness, others specific campaigns, others fundraising
drives, while others are more about engaging and rewarding existing supporters
at particular events (such as musician Tom Yorke’s impromptu recital at a Trade
Justice Movement event in 2005).31 In Tanzania actors such as the late Stephen
Kanumba conduct public-facing campaigns on the streets to promote awareness
of HIV issues and women’s rights.32

Other celebrities are setting up their own foundations and organisations to
pursue their own interests, with variable success. The musician Madonna’s
foundation in Malawi had radically to reorganise its activities after accusations
of inappropriate use of resources, and Wyclef Jean (a musician) was accused of
mismanaging funds in Haiti.33 Conversely actors George Clooney’s, Don
Cheadle’s, Mia Farrow’s and John Prenderghast’s (an activist) actions around
Darfur are alleged to have been too effective, directing attention and activism to
inappropriate solutions which may have prolonged the conflict.34 Groups like
the Elders combine the power of celebrity across several different spheres. They
are a select group of statesmen and women (including Desmond Tutu, Jimmy
Carter and Mary Robinson) who have been brought together by Richard
Branson (a businessman) and Peter Gabriel (a musician) under the nominal
leadership of former South African president Nelson Mandela to lobby for par-
ticularly important development and human rights issues (such as reconciliation
in Cyprus).35 Similarly the Clinton Global Initiative (led by former US president
Bill Clinton) seeks to leverage celebrity influence in the political and entertain-
ment fields to encourage philanthropy in the USA.

There is a popular history of the work of celebrity in development issues.
We know that the Ethiopian famine in 1984 prompted the Bob Geldof to set up
Band Aid and his colleagues in America to set up ‘USA for Africa’. The
phenomenally successful singles these groups released begat the Live Aid
concerts in 1985. Those ‘mega-events’, combined with Nelson Mandela con-
certs, the Amnesty International tour, Sun City album and the start of Comic
Relief make the late 1980s the moment when humanitarian activism awoke to
the power of the celebrity industry.36 Kofi Anan, the former Secretary General
of the United Nations, made substantial use of celebrity within the UN in the
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1990s.37 Since then notable moments combining celebrity with development
issues have occurred with the International Campaign to Ban Landmines cam-
paign, during the Jubilee 2000 campaign, the Make Poverty History campaign
in 2005, the Save Darfur Coalition (since 2004) and in the Live Earth concerts
of 2007.

Many of these episodes have been controversial. The imagery promoted
during the early work in Ethiopia prompted a detailed enquiry into African
imagery in development.38 Celebrity in the Make Poverty History campaign was
perceived to be associated with over-simplistic messages, and the problematic
timing of the Live 8 concerts (clashing with major planned protest marches)
produced tension between some NGOs and celebrity advocates.39 A further
tension concerns the Save Darfur Coalition. A number of observers objected to
the characterisation of the violence in Darfur by the Coalition and questioned
the effectiveness of the measures which the coalition advocated to bring an end
to that violence.40 Partly as a result of these tensions, there is often a reaction
against celebrity within the development movement. This is visible in the com-
ments pages of the Guardian newspaper whenever Bono’s name is mentioned in
conjunction with development causes.41

However, both the common history of celebrity and development and the reac-
tion against it conceal much. They conceal the fact that what we now call develop-
ment issues enjoyed the heights of fame many decades ago. Campaigns against
slavery and the pursuit of progress in supposedly uncivilised lands produced some
of the greatest public figures of the era (David Livingstone, Edward Morrell and
William Wilberforce). In the 20th century concern for these issues continued to
produce public figures but not noticeably so after Albert Schweitzer won his
Nobel Prize in 1952. Between then and the mid-1980s Mother Teresa was the only
public figure of any note who emerged to champion development issues.42

The common history also conceals the fact that the relationships between the
celebrity industry and the development sector have changed substantially quite
recently. Since about 2000 they have become formalised, more intensive,
competitive (in that charities are competing to get access to celebrities) and sys-
tematically organised. Perhaps the most important change is the establishment of
a cadre of full-time, dedicated liaison officers working for NGOs. Seventy-five
per cent of the 30 largest charities in the UK have such a position.43 The major-
ity of organisations whose employees I have spoken to had created full-time
celebrity liaison posts since 2000. Since 2004 a celebrity liaison officers’ forum
has been meeting in London monthly to share experience and expertise. A blog
(http://charitycelebrity.blogspot.com) set up by one of the more experienced liai-
son officers in 2010 had over 1000 readers less than a year later; it now has
over 500 Twitter followers and forms an occasional column in the Guardian’s
Voluntary Sector Network. The Media Trust, which exists to promote effective
media engagement by charities in the UK, has been organising workshops since
2003 to advise NGOs on how to work with celebrity. The Red Pages, a company
selling access contact details of over 25,000 public figures in the UK, began
listing celebrity ailments systematically (to facilitate health charities’ approaches)
in around 2004.

There has been an equivalent shift within the celebrity industry, with three of
the four major talent agencies in Hollywood setting up foundations to promote
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charitable activities to their clients since 2000 (William Morris, 2000; Creative
Artists Agency, 2001; United Talent Agency, 2004). These foundations now
broker relationships between major international NGOs searching for talent.44

There are also several specialist liaison companies. The Global Philanthropy
Group (begun in 2007) specialises in advising the philanthropy of high net
worth and high-profile individuals in the USA. The Cause Effect Agency (also
US-based) first began trading in 2005. In the UK Cause Celeb has met less
success since starting up in 2004, but Independent Celebrity Liaison (established
in 2011) has done relatively well.45

There have also been increasing efforts to catalogue all these activities. The
Look to the Stars website, which documents the work of celebrities for good
causes was set up in 2006.46 The Ecorazzi website, concentrating on environ-
mental issues, was set up in the same year. MTV established a website aimed at
its activist viewers in 2008. Third Sector’s column dedicated to the work of
celebrity in NGOs first appeared in 2002; it became weekly in 2005.47 The Red
Page’s weekly newsletter detailing deals between celebrities and brands, and
celebrities and charities (or all three) first came out in 2007 and went bi-weekly
two years later.

Finally, the effects of all this activity are clearly visible in the long-term
trends in the reporting of charitable and celebrity activity in British newspapers.
There has been an increase in the proportion of articles mentioning celebrity, the
proportion mentioning charity, and the proportion mentioning both (Figure 2).
The contrasting trends between the proportion of charity articles that mention
celebrity, and the proportion of celebrity articles that mention charity, are more
interesting (Figure 3). This demonstrates that only a small proportion of celeb-
rity articles include any mention of anything charitable, and mention does not
change much over time. There is, however, a marked increase in mention of
celebrity in articles about charities. In other words, while the world of celebrity
remains little altered by charitable activities, reporting on charities has been
markedly reoriented to include the celebrity industry. International development
issues have maintained a constant presence within these trends (Figure 4).

In summary, relations between the charitable sector and celebrity industries
have become more organised and systematic in the past 10 years. They have
become more professional. To understand the consequences of this shift within
the development sector, however, we have to appreciate better how these
relationships are constructed and nurtured.

Constructing effective relationships
There are doubtless cases where the enthusiasm of the celebrity explains their
relationship with development NGOs. But this does not explain all celebrity
activism, nor could it explain how any of these desires are brought into the pub-
lic domain in effective and convincing ways. The interactions between celebrity
and development cannot be conceived as merely interactions between individu-
als. They are encounters between development organisations and celebrity
industries.

We will view these interactions from the perspective of the celebrity liaison
officers of NGOs who mediate them. There are several elements to their work.
First, making the approach; second developing the relationship; third coping
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with the expectations and demands of colleagues in NGOs; and, fourth, working
with agents and managers of celebrities.

When NGOs approach public figures for support (and it is almost always that
way round), they have to have worked out how ‘their artists [are] going to have
credibility and relevance’. Relevance is not given. It has to be recognised, and
then realised (ie brought into effect) by the NGOs, the public figures and those
surrounding them. In the first instance this may require that liaison officers
know the field, who is out there in the public eye, and what they are interested
in. This requires exploring people’s backgrounds and interests as well as
contemporary gossip. As one put it: ‘my job is to read everything’. The Red
Pages began listing celebrity ailments and charitable interests in the early 2000s
precisely in order to improve the value of their list to NGO clients. Tracking
people before making an ‘ask’ (a request for action or assistance) can take
longer than a year.48

It is one of the continual struggles of the job for all but the most prestigious
NGOs that all the work can fall at the first hurdle. Public figures, their agents
and contacts, receive hundreds of requests weekly to work for free for good
causes. They refuse or ignore the vast majority; a thick skin is required to cope
with all the refusals. There are coping strategies. The UN agencies, for example,
meet quarterly to ensure that they are not approaching the same people with dif-
ferent requests. The celebrity liaison officer’s forum in the UK serves a similar
purpose. Avoiding an instant rejection requires ‘pitching something that they
might be interested in and…that means doing lots of research’. Agents insist
that well designed letters, tailored to their client alone, are vital if they are to
consider the ‘ask’. However they also typically advise their clients to choose up
to three organisations with which they would work for up to 12 days a year (or
two to three ‘asks’ per organisation). This makes it easier for the agents to
handle, and refuse, ‘asks’ from other organisations.49

The distinguishing feature of professional relations between celebrities and
NGOs is the way NGO staff seek to build lasting relationships with celebrity patrons.
Some of the liaison officers with whom I spoke were the first to hold their posi-
tions; they observed that the first thing they had to do was to turn what had been
incidental fragmented encounters between their organisation and public figures
into more lasting relationships. As one put it, the liaison officer’s role is to ‘stay in
their lives’.50 This could involve thank you cards, flowers or gifts donated by
corporate partners following appearances, as well birthday cards and bespoke,
personalised newsletters. They keep patrons up to date with the outcomes of their
actions, reporting the outcome of fundraising ventures, of how funds were used
and providing updates on people encountered in field trips.51

The ‘asks’ themselves can be a means of developing relationships. Some
organisations deliberately designed publicity events as opportunities to develop
relationships with celebrities. One liaison officer was ‘working to invent’ more
domestic events rather than relying on the more taxing commitment of an
international field trip. Other liaison officers designed gradations of events
specifically to initiate and then deepen relationships.52

One of the problems facing smaller organisations is precisely that they are
not able to generate the right sort of meetings to enable them to develop
relationships with public figures:
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It is difficult when you work for a small charity to provide the range of things
to…keep people’s interests up…It was easy at [a large charity]…there were
always events going on…you wanted someone to keep their involvement…and
therefore you could invite them to open something or come to something…at a
smaller agency that is much more difficult, you don’t have those kind of on-going
things…so you are working much harder…to find things which allow you to
maintain that relationship with people, which is really important as otherwise they
forget you and move on.53

For many development organisations a key component of relationship building
is the field trip overseas. The field trips serve three purposes. First, for the
public figures, the trips can have a dramatic personal impact:

If we can get someone to the field and work around their interests and availability,
without a doubt most people find it’s a really moving, engaging and inspiring
experience.54

The dry statistics of briefings about poverty are replaced by real people in
difficult circumstances:

everything [in the briefings] will be absolutely reinforced in the most simple black
and white way when you go on a trip.55

Second is the effect of this experience on the relationship between the public
figures and the organisation:

there are just so many examples that I could give you of the difference that a trip
like that makes to a celebrity and just in terms of really engaging them and really
cementing the relationship.56

Field trips allow for quality time spent with the liaison officers and public
figures at a time when these figures may also be rapidly changing their
world-view.

Third, field trips help celebrities to pass the authenticity test demanded by
sceptical publics. Coping with the difficult circumstances of a field trip ‘provides
huge credibility to the role’. When public figures handle interviews they can
speak with more conviction and ease, they are able to tell stories of people they
met, adding much more colour.57

Field trips can go wrong. The public figure can fail to connect with the
people they meet, or cope with the shock of their new circumstances; they can
place unreasonable demands on the time of country offices, and they can be
poorly portrayed in the press coverage which results. Memories of these trips
still echo around the celebrity liaison and press communities, if not in the public
mind. Sometimes field trips are conducted in private, to nurture the relationship,
but this is rare, for some form of publicity is usually required to justify any
trip. Besides, part of the skill is to avoid problematic publicity by getting
the trip right – negotiating it with the field staff who will host the visit, inviting
the right journalists and communicating effectively with the celebrities
themselves.58

98 D. Brockington

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
M

an
ch

es
te

r 
L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 0

3:
50

 1
4 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

4 



Ultimately successful relationship building hinges on treating public figures
as human beings. The fact that they donate their time, and often cover their own
costs, makes them effectively major donors-in-kind and they need to be treated
as such by the causes they support. Celebrities want relationships with NGOs
which matter and which can be nurtured over time, and which feel authentic to
them. 59

Developing strong relationships requires negotiating three significant
constraints. It requires understanding the uncertainty that defines the professions
of many celebrities – one can never tell where or when the next job will come
up. One interviewee called the effect ‘Steven Spielberg’: any moment someone
more important may call your celebrity in to do a lucrative job.60

Second, it requires coping with colleagues with much expectation, but little
understanding, of celebrity. These people they are keen to use public figures, do
not know how to, but do not realise that. One person found it ‘maddening…half
of my job, half of my week, is about managing the expectations of my
colleagues’. This was a common theme in the interviews.61

They say ‘we need a celebrity for this, I’m like no you don’t, you don’t need a
celebrity’. 62

Part of the skill of celebrity liaison is to promote events when celebrity is not
used. Publicity events need to stand up creatively without any celebrity
presence. Simply adding celebrity to create attention will not work; ‘it still has
to come back down to being a good story either to get the celebrity or to get
the coverage’.63

Third, there are the unequal power relations that define interactions between
celebrities and charities. Even the most prestigious organisations can find that
the top people have ‘lots of layers’ and are hard to get to. Agents were particu-
larly important because they could control schedules and shut down potential
events. Some liaison officers therefore ‘treat the agent as well as I treat the
celebrity’. It helps that there is a mutual interest in these relationships working
successfully for all sides: ‘we all know we need something out of this, both
parties need something out of this relationship’. Ultimately this should lead to a
close, trusted relationship whereby the NGO can become another reliable means
of managing the public persona of the celebrity.64

my goal is not to have anything to be approved by a publicist…because quite
honestly I don’t want you to look bad either…The ideal is for when they have
their [organisation M] hat on for me to be their [organisation M] publicist and for
that to be enough.65

After all, in the long term the celebrities come and go, but the agents remain.66

In sum, particular staff within some development NGOs are deeply engaged
in working closely with agents, publicists, managers and celebrities. These inter-
actions are, from the point of view of the NGOs, designed to produce deeper and
more meaningful relationships between NGOs and celebrities, and the appearance
of deeper and more meaningful relationships. We need now to consider how
these relationships create and distribute benefit, that is, the political economy of
celebrity and development interactions.
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The political economy of celebrity advocacy
I want to examine two elements of this political economy: first, the creation of a
specific niche element of the celebrity industry now concerned with charitable
activities; second, the role of corporate interest in fuelling the celebrity–charity–
corporate complex.

The fact that celebrity–charity interactions now constitute a specific niche
within the celebrity industry is visible in ways in which the media deliberately
seek contacts with charities in order to conduct their business:

If we have a target list for celebrities…if we are looking for an interview…we
definitely might go through a charity if we know that there is something coming
up in a campaign…We are often approached by charities about certain [tasks] and
we might use that as an excuse to try and get a particular celebrity. So we will
look for them to chase a certain celebrity for us.67

Television programmes like ‘Celebrity who Wants to be a Millionaire’ depend
upon good links with charities in order to function. The contestants win money
for their chosen charity, and celebrity liaison officers’ links are required in order
to source appropriate talent for the shows.68

The niche is also visible in the brand images of certain celebrities. Geldof’s
role as a chairman of the recently launched 8 Miles private equity fund has
credibility and appeal because the fund seeks to invest in African business
opportunities.69 Another example is a recent advertising campaign featuring
Bono, his wife Ali Hewson and Angelina Jolie, who all appeared in a series of
advertisements for Louis Vuitton bags. Bono and Hewson were pictured leaving
a small plane somewhere in Africa, with the caption ‘Every Journey Begins in
Africa’.70 Angelina Jolie was pictured in Cambodia with the same campaign.71

The power of the images depends on the brand values that Bono and Jolie have
so strongly cultivated with respect to development philanthropy.72

Note, however, that Bono and Hewson earned no fee from their appearance
in these advertisements. That was donated to charities, as was a portion of
Jolie’s. There were fringe benefits (extending Bono’s and Jolie’s brand, and
mention of Hewson’s clothing range – Edun – in which Vuitton had a 49%
stake) but there is no indication that this was particularly profitable to these
celebrities personally. It may well have been most beneficial for Louis Vuitton,
which leveraged the brand value of these figures.

Crucial to understanding the political economy of celebrity advocacy is the
role of corporate interests. The rise and systematisation of the celebrity–charity–
corporate complex is not just an important part of the media industries, it is part
of a more general orienting of the corporate sector towards the celebrity sector,
for economic as well as more personal reasons. Properly to understand the shift
that has taken place through the intertwining of the celebrity industries and
charitable sector we have to appreciate the role of corporate interest in both.

One of the strongest and most persistent themes that emerged across all the
interviews was the importance of corporate interest in celebrity. Corporate spon-
sors of NGOs simply have a reputation in the third sector of loving celebrity
associations. The corporate teams within NGOs can be those who make the most
requests for celebrity involvement. This interest is both a vehicle for driving the
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presence of celebrity within NGOs and a powerful force shaping the conduct of
negotiations between the latter and the celebrity industry.73

It’s very expensive for a corporation to get a celebrity spokesperson, so they love
it when by doing good works they also get to grab a few photos...or do a joint
press conference with a celebrity. It’s a big added benefit…They love getting that
opportunity to be associated with a celebrity for free.74

NGOs cultivate that enthusiasm. Numerous NGOs now seek to cultivate support
from businesses, and to be chosen as that business’s charity of the year by
offering associations with their celebrity supporters on their websites.

Corporate interest in charitable causes can reflect cause-related marketing
opportunities. It is good business sense to build relationships with NGOs where
that provides access to fashionable events and people:

in the first instance the draw is going to be that to have [public figure E]
associated with their product is highly desirable and to sponsor an event that we
do at [location F] which is very elite, which an awful lot of very rich or famous
people come to is perfect to their brand.75

In one instance the very level of celebrity involvement in a fundraising
campaign was determined by the corporate preference for celebrity involvement:

[We asked] do we in fact even involve celebrities or is it that we have real
women…in the ads. We came to the conclusion that actually the corporates like to
be associated with the campaign because of the kudos it holds and because of the
level of celebrities it has supporting it. Because the majority of the income is
raised through corporate partners…we do actually need to have celebrity support
to keep them engaged.76

Corporate interest in access to talent can be so strong that I have come across
instances where NGOs became obliged to deliver public figures to corporate
events and resorted to buying in the talent for a day from appropriate
agencies.77

The interest of businesses in charities’ celebrities carries two major risks.
First, celebrities will endorse charities without charge, but they do charge
companies. When corporates become involved with charitable events there is a
risk of free endorsement. This would deprive public figures, and their agents, of
their income, and agents would ‘have a fit’ if that happened. Getting things right
here is so important that more than one organisation has produced written guide-
lines as to how to behave in such circumstances.78

The second complication is that public figures’ corporate endorsements and
general behaviour can threaten the brand of the NGOs with whom they then asso-
ciate. For the larger NGOs the risks of association with public figures were ‘all
about the brand’, which meant what these figures might do to the NGO brand.
For, ‘that is the other side of celebrity…if you screw up you screw up in the
headlights’. Some undertake careful due diligence on the public figures with
whom they build relationships, before they get serious, to prevent any embar-
rassment. Even then things can go wrong, if public figures subsequently develop
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relationships with companies who are doing things the NGOs oppose. Or if, for
example, they behave in ways which are detrimental to the campaign, such as
when Salman Khan shot a protected antelope in India shortly after appearing in
a calendar for the WWF, or when Ralph Fiennes was reported to have had casual
sex with an air hostess en route to India to promote HIV/AIDS awareness for
UNICEF.79

Finally, we must note that corporate interest in the celebrity–charity–
corporate complex (and the rise of corporate social responsibility more gener-
ally) cannot be reduced to profit motives. One of the reasons why corporates are
star struck is because corporate elites enjoy meeting publicly desirable figures in
person:

A lot of middle aged men melt at the idea…A lot of middle aged business men,
and young ones and older ones actually just kind of fawn at the idea of somebody
reasonably well known and reasonably attractive. I’m sure that there are equally a
number of business women [who are similar].80

Sometimes the value of meeting people is not just about the physical attractive-
ness of the person, but reflects their enduring influence through decades of
media presence.

[Company G] absolutely loved [public figure H]…she’s very special to a group of
men of a certain age…She’s…lovely and charming and articulate…she delivers
both emotionally and rationally and…appeals to the softer side of them.81

Similarly, many observers commented on the power of celebrity to give them
access to high-level political circles:82

You might be able to meet with someone lower down in the office but suddenly
you are meeting with the chief of staff or with the principal instead of a staff
member two or three levels below because you are accompanied by a celebrity.
You also might be able to get a hearing on Capitol Hill because one of those
testifying would be a celebrity…That happens all the time.83

In summary, the construction of the celebrity–charity–corporate complex has
become a niche element of the celebrity industries. These associations are,
however, attractive to corporate sponsors of charities because of the valuable
publicity and associations they can create, and because of the personal pleasure
the company of the famous affords.

Discussion
Does any of this matter? Have we just emerged from this account with the
rubbish of celebrity more deeply engrained beneath our fingernails? I believe
that the depth and sophistication of the organisation of relationships between
celebrity and the charitable sector described above, the carefully constructed and
negotiated relationships and the importance of these relationships with charitable
and development causes for the celebrity industries and corporate associations
means that the presence of celebrity does need to be taken seriously by the
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development studies community. These people have become an important set of
development actors, of whose presence and influence we need to take better
notice.

At the same time we must recognise the limits of this field. Celebrity’s
increasingly sophisticated association with development issues is often marginal
to the way in which these issues are played out in individual countries. Celebri-
ties can be associated with significant fundraising efforts, but these funds them-
selves are only a minority of the development aid, and the effectiveness and
influence of the organisations which wield them are substantially questioned.84

The proliferation of celebrity associations with development causes in the media
is no indication that celebrity matters that much on the ground.

But, in a sense, that is the contribution of this paper. In outlining the history
of the celebrity and development intertwining, in explaining how these associa-
tions come about, and in plotting the distribution of these benefits, the paper has
described a realm which is decidedly marginal to many development activities
and issues in the South. The value of this account is that it delineates the limits
of interest in the topic for development scholars. The interests outlined above
are important, as I have approached them, for understanding the political econ-
omy and representation of development issues in the North.

However, we must also recognise that celebrity may well become more
important in the future. I have worked mainly in the UK and talked to largely
Northern practitioners and professionals. Celebrity cultures, however, vary from
country to country, as do their roles and interactions with development causes.
The work of celebrity and development in India, Brazil or Nigeria, where there
are strong entertainment industries, and development issues, may produce
different accounts. When Southern-based NGOs work with their own national
celebrities in public-facing campaigns, they do so with figures who will be
listened to by the intended beneficiaries of their development activities, not
potential funders or Northern-based activists.85

But the importance of celebrities’ work does not just lie in these mediating
roles for Northern audiences. Celebrity works in development because it
facilitates access to elites, because the powerful want to meet the famous. Here
a different set of interactions may be taking place, which I have not been able
to describe. Altogether different methods would be required to do so. The work
of celebrity elites with other political elites in shaping economic and social
policies important for development issues will require greater scrutiny.

Finally, this contribution creates the space to understand the role of individu-
als better in celebrified development. Celebrity studies can be vitiated by its
individualistic approach, which focuses too much on the celebrity and not
enough on the broader structures of which they are part.86 The same focus on a
few individuals, to the detriment of our understanding of the broader processes
of which they are part, affects some contributions on celebrity in development,
even as they focus on those broader structures.87 The result is that the academic
study of celebrity can be, as Turner observed, rather too similar to popular
celebrity culture.88 We become preoccupied with individual personae, characters
and escapades, rather than with the more powerful forces producing them.

However, once we do understand the structures, then the space for individu-
als opens up. For understanding the structures and industries at work makes it
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possible to identify domains and occasions where a particular individual’s influ-
ence and actions have been important. For example, in the 1960s musician Nina
Simone’s creation of Mississippi Goddam! owed little to any celebrity–charity
machinery; more recently the outspoken remarks of the Dixie Chicks against
President Bush were similarly spontaneous.89 Likewise, where individuals are
involved in promoting less desirable change, so too understanding the structures
at play makes it easier to understand the individual role.

My hope therefore is that celebrity will be taken a little bit more seriously
by the Development Studies discipline and the way to take it seriously is to
engage with the mechanisms producing and constructing celebrity and develop-
ment interactions. Doing so will make it possible to respond more effectively
and intelligently to the associations between famous people and good causes.
We may well conclude that these associations are best avoided. Or we may
identify certain types of interaction that can be promoted effectively and justly
in ways which make the world a better place to live in. Or we may need even
to consider the possibility that some celebrities may wish to free themselves
from the hegemonic regimes of which they are part. All such responses must be
grounded in a deeper understanding of the production of celebrity advocacy.
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