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Advocacy defined 
 
The common thread amongst all of the dictionary definitions of the word 
advocacy is that advocacy involves action. Whether attempting to change policy, 
draw attention to an issue or direct decision-makers toward a solution, advocacy 
requires more than simply putting forth information. 

 
Advocacy is not limited to any single approach. It can include many of the 
following activities: lobbying, campaigning, influencing, educating and community 
organising to name a few. Regardless of the approach, all advocacy efforts 
involve identifying a problem and proposing a solution. 
 
For IRCT member centres and programmes, advocacy can have a number of 
aims: 
 

• Raising awareness about torture as well as the needs of survivors; 
• Influencing government policy, legislation and programmatic decision-

making that directly impacts the lives of torture survivors; 
• Helping to solicit more funding for rehabilitation services, whether through 

grants or donations to centres or through increased contributions to the 
United Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture (UNVFVT); and 

• Building political will to ensure that the absolute prohibition against torture 
is universally respected. 

 
 

Elements of advocacy 
 
Conceptualising an advocacy strategy is essential to getting the results that you 
want. While a strategy should always be context-specific, any advocacy strategy 
should build upon the following questions: 
 
What do I want to achieve? (selecting objectives) 
 
What is the ultimate objective you want to achieve? Raising funds to sustain the 
work of your centre/programme? Getting your government to earmark funding 
for the UNVFVT? Making the public aware that many torture survivors live in their 
neighbourhoods?  
 
Whether you have one or multiple objectives, each objective should: 
 

• Be clearly articulated and easy to understand 
• Present goals that can be achieved through advocacy 
• Fit within a clear, realistic time frame. 

 
One point to remember is that advocacy requires human and financial resources. 
Many IRCT member centres and programmes do not have a staff member 
dedicated solely to advocacy, communications or fundraising, so possible strain 

Advocacy vs. Fundraising 
 
Though fundraising can be an objective of advocacy, the two tasks should be 
considered separately. In order to generate funds, it is important to increase visibility 
for your centre or programme, and advocacy can help do that. For more information on 
specific strategies for fundraising, please see the companion document to this manual, 
the Sustainable Funding Project Guide to Fundraising. 
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on time and finances is important to consider. Part of the solution in such 
instances could be to devise a time plan with prioritised activities, with the most 
important activities to occur first. 
 
Whom do I want to target? (identifying the audience) 
 
Once the objective is defined, you must determine to whom to direct messages. 
Often messages are designed for both primary and secondary audiences. Primary 
audiences are those that have direct power to affect the issues you are 
addressing. Secondary audiences are those that may have influence over the 
primary audience. If attempting to influence legislation, for example, your 
primary target audience would be the politicians responsible for enacting the 
laws, with secondary audiences being political advisers, media and non-
governmental organisations as well as voters. 
 
What should I say? (developing messages) 
 
There are three basic components to any message: objective, analysis and 
proposed action. In other words, a message identifies the problem, states why it 
is important and explains what you expect the audience to do about it. 
 

 
The first rule in message development is to use appropriate language. For 
instance, avoid using highly technical terms unless appropriate for the audience. 
Conversely, do not over-explain or simplify too much as this may appear 
condescending. Think about the types of terms your audience uses and what 
might appeal to them. This is especially true for advocacy targeted at 
policymakers. As governments change, so too do their priorities and language. 
Read up on the current administration to determine what these are and tailor 
your messages to fit them. For example, if the ministry or office you’re 
approaching has a special emphasis on women’s health, explain how better 
funding for torture rehabilitation services will improve women’s well-being. 
 
Another tip in developing messages is always to couch criticism with a positive 
outlook. Show the audience that though a problem exists, something can be done 
about it. To win the attention of governments it is important to stress that your 
aim is to work with officials to shape and refine policy rather than merely criticise 
existing policy. 
 
How should I say it? (using data and research) 
 
Facts and statistics are powerful tools in supporting your message and proposed 
action. This is especially true if your intended audience is policymakers since 
quantitative data can be a compelling, objective argument for a specific course 
and signal that your recommendations are firmly rooted in the current reality. The 
IRCT has numerous resources available through its website (www.irct.org) that 
can bolster your message development. Some of these are: 
 

• Issues of Torture journal are available online; articles illustrating both the 
long-term effects of torture and the benefits of rehabilitation may be 
useful in promoting your cause. 

One word of caution: beware of making assumptions regarding your audience. A 
policymaker in health, for example, may be a surgeon by training but may know very 
little about mental health sequels. Always consider what your audience does and does 
not know about your subject when developing messages. 
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• The website also includes a link to the world’s largest library specifically 
devoted to the subject of torture, which is housed at the Denmark-based 
Rehabilitation and Research Centre for Torture Victims (RCT) and has a 
searchable online database. 

• For the Sustainable Funding Project, the IRCT Secretariat has compiled a 
document mapping the funding situation of European centres and 
programmes, including how much money individual governments give to 
centres and to the UN Voluntary Fund. 

 
Of course, you may already possess supplementary data to help convey your 
message. For instance, if you are a centre that, due to lack of funds, must turn 
away 50% of torture survivors who seek your assistance, this can be a powerful 
figure to include in your messages. National and local ministries, public health 
departments, offices for refugee assistance, etc. also may collect valuable data to 
support your cause. 
 
That said, don’t forget that an effective message is clear, short and persuasive 
and should not be weighed down with too much detail. Instead, try to have 
supplementary information on hand to give out and be prepared to answer 
questions.  
 
How do I get the message out? (delivering messages) 
 
The “advocacy tools” section of this manual provides specific advice on delivering 
messages through different approaches. 
 
Prior to adopting any of these approaches, it is good to ask yourself several 
questions: 
 

• Who is the best person to deliver the message? If targeting a group of 
health professionals, for example, a fellow doctor or medical expert might 
be perceived as more knowledgeable than someone with a different 
professional background. When identifying the audience, find out the 
particular interest or background of the person(s) being targeted and ways 
to adapt messages accordingly. 

• Is the message time sensitive? A message aimed at changing upcoming 
legislation or affecting funding priorities must be carefully planned to allow 
enough time for action to be taken, whereas a message aimed at 
increasing general public awareness may be spread out over a longer 
period. 

• Are there other groups that can help to get the message across? Non-
governmental organisations, unions, interest groups, think tanks, etc. all 
may have an interest and stake in the issue. 

 
Collaborating with like-minded organisations is an excellent way to pool resources 
and increase the likelihood of getting your message out. However, building 
relationships with other groups is time-consuming and should be done well ahead 
of planned advocacy activities. Simple steps over time can help build relationships 
with groups that may be useful to call upon in the future. Some of these steps 
include: 
 

• Sharing information with other organisations (sending out publications, 
press releases, etc.) 

• Inviting members of other groups to events or meetings hosted by your 
centre or programme;  

• Meeting periodically to discuss possible project collaboration; and 
• Linking to other organisations and agencies through your web site. 
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See p. 6 for more information on coalition-building. 
 
What should I do next? (evaluating efforts) 
 
In an ideal world you would develop an advocacy strategy, deliver the messages, 
get the desired results and that would be the end. However, reality is of course 
more complex than that. Chances are, even if you achieve some success, such as 
getting more funding for your centre, this may not be long-term.  
 
Evaluation of your advocacy strategy can be a way to identify what does or 
doesn’t work in carrying forth your messages. However, evaluation is a tricky 
business—primarily because it is difficult to determine cause and effect, and 
sometimes even to determine what the outcomes of your efforts are.  
 
Some advocacy objectives have tangible goals, such as changing legislation or 
increasing funding for the work of one’s organisation. Such is the case with the 
Sustainable Funding Project of the IRCT, which aims to increase governments’ 
contributions to the UNVFVT and toward sustaining torture rehabilitation services 
in their countries. But the project also includes intangible goals, such as raising 
awareness of the UNVFVT and the need for rehabilitation services in general. The 
outcome of such intangible objectives is less measurable. In such cases you will 
have to rely on more subtle indicators of success, such as a greater number of 
calls from journalists or others asking you to speak about the issue, or increased 
participation at events hosted by your organisation. Yet sometimes too there are 
no outward indicators of success; instead, small activities have a “multiplier 
effect” that contributes to an outcome. For example, a person becomes more 
aware of the issue, who in turn informs another person to think about it 
differently, who likewise affects the outcome of a policy decision.  
 
Though you may never get a definitive answer as to why a particular strategy 
succeeded or failed, the important aspect is to follow up to try and learn as much 
as possible. If a policy was changed, ask the policymaker what helped to 
contribute to that change. If a request for funding is unsuccessful, ask the donors 
what might improve chances next time. Surveys, informal discussions and focus 
groups are also tools that can help you to understand how your advocacy 
activities are being received by their intended audiences. 
 
 

Advocacy tools 
 
This section presents some of the most common tools used in delivering 
messages. Advocacy strategies typically rely on a combination of tools. The 
following list is not meant to be exhaustive. Use your imagination to consider 
additional ways to reach your intended audience. 
 
Meetings 
 
Meetings are a central component to any advocacy effort. These can range from 
formal meetings, with presentations and an agenda, to informal face-to-face 
briefings or conversations at social, networking or other gatherings. Regardless of 
the form they take, it is crucial to be prepared: 
 

• Limit the number of issues raised. You want to ensure that the “take 
away” message is memorable. Make sure you make the goals of the 
meeting clear. 

• Plan for who will say what (if presenting with a colleague) and how you 
will respond to different questions or responses. 
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• Remain confident and positive.  
• Follow up! State explicitly what you plan to do (whether it is sending an e-

mail, making a call, gathering more information) and then do it. For more 
formal meetings, it is a good idea to send a brief note to thank the person 
for taking the time to meet with you. 

 
Letters 
 
Though not a stand-alone approach to advocacy, letter-writing can help to open 
dialogue and make your cause known. Some tips for drafting letters include: 
 

• Personalise it: Address the letter to an actual person, and be sure that you 
sign your full name and identify clearly who you are. Sign letters by hand 
whenever possible. 

• Format is key: Use short sentences and clear language. Only include 
necessary details. Be explicit about what you want and why this is 
advantageous to the recipient. Unless you know so, don’t assume the 
reader is familiar with your organisation or the subject matter. The letter 
should have an attractive layout (bullet points help), and be proofread 
carefully to avoid typos, etc. Don’t forget to include full contact 
information for your organisation. 

• Include next steps: Give recommendations for action, and announce what 
you plan to do to follow up on the letter (e.g., phone call, visit). 

 
Hosted events 
 
Inviting persons to see your work firsthand can promote your activities and lend 
legitimacy to your cause. For instance, an anniversary, open house event, press 
conference, film screening or an activity around the 26 June campaign may 
comprise short presentations and/or slide shows that convey your messages. You 
may also want to illustrate the value of the work you do with clear and compelling 
real-life examples (see the text box below). Allow time for questions and be sure 
to have printed and/or electronic materials available for attendees to take home 
(and include contact info!!). 
 
Media 
 
Do not underestimate the ability of the media to influence decision-makers and 
the public at large. Cultivating relationships with media professionals can be a 
powerful resource for changing policy, raising funds and promoting ideas. 
 

 
 

Human interest stories 
 
Many media representatives seek stories about individuals as a way of putting a human 
face on an important social or political issue. However, using personal accounts of 
torture survivors as part of your advocacy strategy raises numerous ethical and legal 
considerations regarding patient confidentiality, security, possibility of re-
traumatisation, etc. The decision to utilise case stories in advocacy should not be taken 
lightly. To learn more about these issues and how other centres have used case stories 
in advocacy, the IRCT recommends reading “Ethical dimensions in using individual case 
history studies in campaigning, fundraising and publicity work,” by Karen Sherlock in 

Torture, Vol. 16, available at: http://www.irct.org/Default.aspx?ID=2736.   
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Some questions to ask before developing a strategy involving media include: 
 

• Who am I trying to reach, and what media are they most likely to respond 
to (radio, television, newspapers, trade organisation or union publications, 
etc.)? Advocacy aimed at educating the general public needs to cover 
more ground than a message targeted to a specific government 
department. 

• Are there journalists or newscasters covering these or similar issues who 
might be able to help to deliver these messages? It is good to try and 
build relationships over time with media professionals to make them more 
receptive to covering your story. 

• What is the appropriate timing? If you are trying to influence a policy 
decision, don’t wait until the last minute! Hearing the message once is 
unlikely to have an effect; advocacy requires repetition of messages. Be 
careful to consider other newsworthy events that might interfere with the 
timing of your message (e.g., elections or international conferences).   

 
Messages being delivered through the media can take on a variety of formats, 
such as: 
 

• TV, radio or newspaper interviews with relevant representatives of your 
centre/programme 

• Letters to the editor or opinion pieces 
• Press releases (especially in connection with an event or publication 

release) 
• Press conferences (or inviting media to an event) 
• Short animations or web broadcasts (see “Other resources” for links to 

guides on using new technologies in advocacy). 
 
Coalitions 
 
Advocacy can become far more powerful when a large number of persons are 
working together toward a common goal. For this reason, coalitions of diverse but 
like-minded organisations are another effective tool in delivering messages. 
Nevertheless, coalition-building requires more than maintenance of a loose 
network of associates—careful and active co-ordination of the organisations and 
persons involved in a coalition is required.  
 
Coalitions can be permanent or temporary with varying levels of formality, 
ranging from dues-paying membership to constantly evolving groups. When 
considering whether to establish coalitions as part of your advocacy work, 
remember the following: 
 

• Coalitions can both protect you and create risks. Working as part of a 
coalition can serve as a protection for smaller organisations that might not 
be able to act alone on a given issue. But being associated with another 
organisation can be risky, should a controversy surrounding that 
organisation become associated with your work. Never compromise on 
your stance on an issue simply to remain part of a coalition. 

• Coalitions can be both an asset and a strain on resources. The co-
ordination involved in building and maintaining coalitions can be time and 
resource intensive. However, coalitions that work well together can be 
beneficial by allowing participating organisations to pool resources around 
an advocacy campaign. 

• Beware the pitfalls of power. On the one hand, being associated with 
larger, more powerful organisations can be an excellent way to boost your 
organisation’s name and credibility. On the other hand, larger 
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organisations may attempt to wield more influence over the decision-
making done by a coalition. 

 
Thus, prior to deciding whether to create or participate in a coalition, it is 
important that you familiarise yourself with the organisations in question and to 
clearly articulate the expectations you have for how the coalition will be 
assembled, decisions made, etc. 
 
 

Sample advocacy strategies 
 
Using the elements of advocacy outlined earlier, here are several examples of 
how torture rehabilitation centres can develop and deliver messages to achieve 
their objectives. 
 
Example 1: increasing government contributions to the UNVFVT 
 
Centre ABC is operating in a country which meets approximately 90% of the 
funding needs of its centres; the rest is supported through private donations and 
the UN Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture (UNVFVT). However, the 
government contributes almost nothing to the UNVFVT, though centres in the 
country receive funding from this source. 
 
Centre ABC decides to encourage the government to increase its contribution to 
the UNVFVT. After doing some research, Centre ABC determines that the Ministry 
of Public Health wields the most influence on how government funds are 
appropriated to the UNVFVT. Centre ABC also recognises that this ministry has as 
a specific priority aimed at improving mental health. Using analysis of UNVFVT 
funding from the IRCT’s mapping document of funding sources for European 
centres, Centre ABC develops a series of messages about increasing funding to 
the UNVFVT, with a focus on how treating torture survivors improves public 
mental health. 
 
Recently, the centre had contact with Agency XYZ, which is helping to place 
refugees and asylum seekers into jobs, but has noticed mental health problems 
impeding the ability of these individuals to retain employment. Centre ABC 
approaches Agency XYZ about a joint advocacy strategy, and Agency XYZ agrees 
to assist. 
 
A Centre ABC representative and Agency XYZ develop a 10-minute presentation, 
using graphics about UNVFVT funding and their own data, which is put forth at a 
meeting with officials from the Ministry of Public Health. They supplement this 
effort with letters, phone calls, opinion pieces and letters to the editor of several 
prominent publications in the country. 
 
During the next budget planning cycle, the ministry proposes to increase the 
country’s contribution to the UNVFVT for the upcoming fiscal year. Yet while 
Centre ABC recognises this as a success, it knows the advocacy effort is not over. 
With elections forthcoming in the next year and a possible change in 
administration, the centre makes plans for repeated advocacy activities to 
coincide with the decision-making process in coming years. 
 
Example 2: fundraising and promoting general awareness 
 
Programme MNO has been treating torture survivors for eight years, but there is 
a serious lack of political will around rehabilitation and fighting torture in its 
country. Torture is rarely mentioned in the national media and fundraising 
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remains a critical concern. The programme receives only 2% of its annual funding 
from the government; the remainder comes from a variety of sources, including 
the European Commission, UNVFVT, private foundations and individual donors. 
However, Programme MNO knows that in the coming years, these donors’ 
contributions will decrease significantly. It therefore decides to devise an 
advocacy campaign to increase government funding for its work. 
 
Programme MNO chooses a two-pronged advocacy approach: to raise funds for 
its work and to increase public awareness around torture and the needs of 
survivors. For the first objective, it decides to target several government budget 
lines that have not been tapped into previously but may be directed toward 
rehabilitation of torture survivors. For the second objective, it decides to 
implement a broad-reaching media campaign. 
 
Programme MNO develops a series of brochures and fact sheets tailored to the 
specific offices it plans to visit (e.g. one focused on refugee resettlement, another 
on children and trauma). Phone calls, briefings and other meetings are arranged 
with officials to discuss the need for increased funding. 
 
Concurrently, Programme MNO contacts a number of media outlets to “sell” the 
story of treating torture survivors to the public. Its medical expert appears on 
radio and television to talk about the programme’s work; a series of brochures 
are printed and handed out at health fairs, in schools and at medical facilities. 
 
After 10 months, Programme MNO decides to conduct a careful evaluation of its 
efforts. Thus far, Programme MNO has received a commitment of funding from 
one new source in the government, though the amount is small and vulnerable to 
future cuts. But although there is some public debate on the subject of torture 
and counter-terrorism, there is hardly any mention of torture victims. Thus, 
Programme MNO decides to determine why the new funding source was 
successful when others weren’t and to do more research into ways to reach the 
public. 
 
 

Other resources 
 
While this manual provides basic guidance on advocacy, it is not meant to be an 
exhaustive resource. The following may be of interest if you are looking for a 
more comprehensive discussion of the topics touched upon in this guide. 
 
An Introduction to Advocacy by Ritu Sharma provides detailed and practical 
examples of how to develop advocacy objectives and deliver messages, with 
helpful worksheets to guide the process. Available at: 
http://pdf.dec.org/pdf_docs/PNABZ919.pdf 
 
“A” Frame for Advocacy is an online tool for conducting public policy advocacy. 
Available at: http://www.infoforhealth.org/pr/advocacy/   
 
If your advocacy activities involve grassroots public participation, A New Weave of 
Power, People & Politics: The Action Guide for Advocacy and Citizen Participation 
is recommended. Available at: http://www.justassociates.org/ActionGuide.htm  
 
Amnesty International has developed an A-Z manual for running effective cam-
paigns. Available at: http://web.amnesty.org/pages/campaigning-manual-eng  
 
Campaignstrategy.org gives pointers on everything you ever wanted to know 
about running a campaign: http://www.campaignstrategy.org/ 
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CARE International also has an online guide to advocacy gearing to NGOs 
attempting to promote policy change. Available at: 
http://www.care.org/getinvolved/advocacy/tools.asp  
 
NetAction’s Virtual Activist 2.0 site offers a series of lessons on how to use online 
technologies to manage and deliver advocacy activities. See: 
http://netaction.org/training/  
 



 

 

 


