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Child Abuse: Bringing Awareness to the Unseen 

 In a day and age in which social media has been propelled to the forefront of an 

increasingly technological society, many place large significance in portraying their lives in a 

certain way online. Many want friends and family to see all of the happy and successful events in 

their lives – vacations, graduations, accomplishments. And because the positives are often the 

only things shared online, viewers are presented with a false reality in which flaws or 

dissatisfaction are not easily detected. This situation is similar in a sense to the prevalence of 

child abuse and neglect in our world today. Each day in America, 1,837 children fall victim to 

abuse and neglect, and as a result of this, four children are killed daily (The State of America’s 

Children). It may come as a shock that this statistic is so high. However, the reason for this 

shock might be because child abuse often occurs within the family, with the parents hurting their 

children, and therefore it often goes undetected and unreported. Like a cleanly manicured 

Facebook profile, evidence of child abuse can be hidden by the perpetrators. Researchers say that 

among the estimated number of child abuse cases in high-income countries like the United 

States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada, as few as one in ten are actually reported and 

confirmed by social-service agencies (Sharples). Both of these artifacts are attempting to 

minimize the number of cases that go unnoticed. Though the two artifacts use some different 

techniques in conveying this message, they embrace a common approach to show that parental 

abuse of children is unfortunately a widespread occurrence, but detecting and reporting warning 



signs can make all the difference. This common approach includes an appeal to ethos, 

applications of pathos through the shift of commonplaces, and the effective design of text and 

visuals.  

 Both artifacts were put forth by human rights advocacy groups in campaigns attempting 

to draw in viewers and bring attention to their specific cause. They each contain a reference to 

the group in the bottom of the image, along with a form of contact. The first artifact was created 

by Amnesty International, whose website explains that the organization’s goal is to “propel key 

human rights concerns and stories of individuals at risk into the glare of the international media 

and demand the attention of government officials, corporations, international institutions, and 

policy makers” (“Our Mission”). Viewers of the poster are given the option to visit the Amnesty 

International website, where they would have the ability to report warning signs, donate to the 

cause overall, or simply get more information about the organization and its focuses. Amnesty 

International is evidently a trustworthy source upon looking at its website, given that it has an 

extensive history and mission statement, thoroughly outlined research, goals, projects, and legal 

documents, and articles displaying the work done by the organization. Furthermore, the website 

shows that Amnesty International doesn’t focus solely on child abuse, but various other issues 

relating to human rights. All of this information allows the viewer to establish that the creator of 

the artifact is a credible source.  

 The organization that put out the second artifact is called Prevent Child Abuse America, 

and, unlike Amnesty International’s representation of a variety of global concerns, it focuses 

solely on children and their well-being. But similarly to Amnesty International, this group’s 

credibility can easily be established by looking at its website. The website explains that “at 

Prevent Child Abuse America, we lay the groundwork to deliver the great childhoods that all 



children deserve. We promote services that improve child well-being in all 50 states and develop 

programs that help to prevent all types of abuse and neglect” (“About Us”). It gains the trust of 

viewers through similar methods to Amnesty International, including an outline of its history, a 

link to resources and research, and a blog providing the framework for the organization’s most 

recent activities. Interestingly, however, in the actual artifact, a link for the website is not 

provided. Instead, onlookers are encouraged to call a phone number with any concerns about the 

issue of child abuse. Amnesty International and Prevent Child Abuse America took slightly 

different approaches when appealing to the ethos of the audience in the actual artifact, but what 

is more significant is that their overall missions converge. Both organizations display their 

motivation and dedication to advocating for children’s rights through their respective websites, 

and both sources can easily be determined as credible with simply a Google search or the click of 

a link. 

 The similarity in persuasive tactics between both artifacts is seen most significantly in 

their appeal to pathos through the unsettling alteration of commonplaces. The first artifact reads 

“He has his mother’s eyes,” and the second states in bold lettering “Like father. Like son.” As 

anyone can plainly detect, both ad campaigns are directly referencing the parents of the children 

in the given situation. Both of the phrases used are commonly known among humans in general, 

but their usual context is turned upside down for the purpose of these artifacts. Most people say 

these phrases genially to their friends, in reference to their child taking after them in looks or 

action. However, when these phrases are used in a context insinuating that a child has his 

mother’s eyes because she abused him, or that a child is taking after his father by abusing his 

own children, any viewer would be unsettled. This is because the artifacts are using the rhetorical 

strategy of altering commonplaces so that their new meaning sticks with the viewer. Pathos is a 



distinct companion of this strategy, because it is impossible not to have emotions come into play 

when something such as a familiar phrase is given an entirely new meaning. Viewers might find 

themselves shocked, uncomfortable, angry, frightened, or having any number of feelings. 

 The common phrases are not the only commonplaces altered through these artifacts. It is 

fair to assume that people generally consider protection of children as a priority. Children are 

widely viewed as innocent and young and undeserving of cruel treatment. It is also fair to 

assume that most believe that parents should take responsibility for their children’s health and 

general welfare. These artifacts convey messages that work in direct contrast to these two 

existing commonplaces. The first artifact shows a battered child, and the second shows a 

different child grimacing, most likely anticipating an attack from his father. They both suggest 

that the children are not in positions of safety, and rather in positions of vulnerability without 

protection. Moreover, the ones assumedly putting them in the positions of vulnerability are their 

parents – the ones commonly expected to be the protectors. Giving these two commonplaces 

entirely different significance once again appeals to pathos and tugs at the heartstrings of the 

audience members. It is difficult to look at an image of a child suffering at the hand of his or her 

mother, and not feel empathetic as a viewer. This appeal to emotions is useful for both Amnesty 

International and Prevent Child Abuse America because invested emotions often cause people to 

take action, and that is what both organizations are advocating for: action to detect and report 

potential cases of child abuse. 

 In addition to the fact that both artifacts are inherently credible and emotional, they both 

display blatant imagery and text that function as successful persuasive devices. As stated 

previously, a child is prominent on both posters, each in a state of discomfort. The first is hurt 

and upset, the second is frightened and vulnerable. These are the primary images of the artifacts, 



and certainly work toward the appeal to pathos. However, the imagery of the artifacts does not 

stop there; both Amnesty International and Prevent Child Abuse America take advantage of the 

menacing atmosphere conveyed by dark coloring. In the first artifact, the young boy’s dark hair 

and shirt blend in with the black surrounding him, making his battered face the only picture 

visible. The second artifact is in the style of a vignette, with the main picture of the child not 

possessing a clear border. Rather, blackness is creeping in on the edges and the father figure 

shown is also darkly shaded. Evidently, both organizations realized the effect that this darkness 

would have on viewers. It creates a somber mood that is reflective of the somber context that 

both of these artifacts are attempting to portray. If the viewers can connect with even a fraction 

of the discomfort these children are facing by looking at the dark imagery, then perhaps they 

would feel more urgency to take action. 

 Both organizations also embrace a common approach to the placement of text in their 

artifacts. On top of the fact that the phrases displayed on the posters relate to one another by 

mentioning parental participation in child abuse, they are also located in similar places on the 

artifacts. The phrases “He has his mother’s eyes” and “Like father. Like son.” are put in the 

largest font and in locations that would attract the eye of the audience before any other words. 

The actual calls to action on both posters are placed in a bottom corner in smaller lettering. Upon 

hearing this, one may think that the calls to action are less significant than the shock value, but 

this is not the case for either artifact. Amnesty International and Prevent Child Abuse America 

both appear to have realized the effectiveness of enthralling the audience first and then 

consequentially guiding their attention to the next step in taking action. With an issue as sensitive 

and unsettling as child abuse, it is apparent with both artifacts that perhaps the best way to get 



viewers to act is by startling them first with a memorable phrase and image, and then urging 

them to do something about it when they are already invested in the campaign.  

 It can be easily understood by any onlooker that these two artifacts have similar intents 

and are using common methods to get their point across. Both Amnesty International and 

Prevent Child Abuse America conducted these campaigns in attempts to catch the attention of 

the audience and alert them to an issue with warning signs that may have gone previously 

unreported: that sometimes, parents are abusive to their children even though it may seem on the 

outside that it is just a loving family. The artifacts make use of ethos, appeals to pathos through 

the alteration of commonplaces, and eye-catching text and imagery to bring awareness to child 

abuse and encourage viewers to delve deeper when presented with red flags or the faintest hint 

that a situation may not be exactly as it presented on the outside. The organizations that 

conducted these campaigns use shared persuasive tactics, which suggests an effectiveness in the 

rhetorical devices of ethos, pathos, and imagery when it comes to issues as hard-hitting as child 

misconduct. But child abuse is not only a hard-hitting issue. It is urgent, and the urgency is also 

clearly conveyed in both of these artifacts, giving the audience the lasting impression that there 

will be more victims, more sadness, more fright, and even more perpetrators if no one speaks up. 

The artifacts imply that speaking up and reporting abuse is a form of civic engagement in itself. 

They imply that it is a duty to the well-being of children and consequentially to society to say 

something. Because if the parents of these children – the caretakers, the guardians – are not 

looking out for their kids’ safety, then who will? 
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