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Amnesty International has a record of concrete achievement. The organization believes this is 
true because the people it has tried to help say that its pressure has had an impact on their cases. 
However, Amnesty does not claim that its letters and publicity are the only reasons for the many 
case closures. Often, other factors, such as political change or economic pressure, or the 
campaigning of other activists working independently, were the reasons for more humane 
behaviour on the part of governments.  

Former victims of human rights abuses and people in authority have commented on the 
effectiveness of Amnesty's actions:  

"When the first two hundred letters came the guards gave me back my clothes. Then the 
next two hundred letters came and the prison director came to see me. When the next pile 
of letters arrived, the director got in touch with his superior. The letters kept coming and 
coming: three thousand of them. The President was informed. The letters still kept 
arriving and the President called the prison and told them to let me go." Letter from a 
former prisoner of conscience from the Dominican Republic.  

Amnesty's successes can be judged not only in terms of the number of closed cases but in other 
ways too: helping to put the concept of human rights firmly on the parliamentary and media 
agenda; helping to create a worldwide "culture" of human rights, through human rights 
education; and helping individuals to realize that their actions can, and do, make a difference.  

Criticism of Amnesty International has often come in the form of accusations of selection bias. 
In addition, many governments, including the Democratic Republic of the Congo, China, 
Vietnam, Russia, and the United States have attacked it for alleged bias, one-sided reporting, or 
failure to take security threats as a mitigating factor.  The majority of these criticisms are from 
governments (or supporters of a government) pleading mitigation for admitted infringements of 
human rights, either because of special circumstances (such as security threats) or because other 
countries' records are worse. 

It is widely accepted that there are a disproportionate number of AI reports on relatively more 
democratic and open countries. This is the major source of the charge of "selection bias", with 
critics pointing to a disproportionate focus on allegations of human rights violations in for 
example Israel, when compared with North Korea or Cambodia. The term "selection bias" is 
however potentially misleading, since it derives from statistics, and AI's intention is not to 
produce a range of reports which statistically represents the world's human rights abuses. Instead, 
its aim is (a) to document what it can, in order to (b) produce pressure for improvement. These 
two factors skew the number of reports towards more open and democratic countries, because 
information is more easily obtainable, and because their governments are more susceptible to 
public pressure. 


