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Study Session 17  Advocacy

Introduction

Advocacy is an important part of your work as a health worker. As a Health Extension Practitioner, you will be able to use some of the skills of advocacy during your routine work with people in your locality. This session will provide you with an overview of advocacy, its goals, objectives and practices, all of which will help you improve the health of people in your community.
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Learning Outcomes for Study Session 17

When you have studied this session, you should be able to:

17.1  Define and use correctly all of the key words printed in bold.
(SAQ 17.1)
17.2  Identify the goals and objectives of advocacy. (SAQ 17.2)
17.3  Describe the advantages of advocacy. (SAQs 17.3 and 17.4)
17.1  Advocacy

Advocacy sounds like a really complicated thing to be undertaking, but actually it is just the act of delivering an argument so that you can gain commitment from your political and community leaders, and help your community organise itself to face a particular health issue.

Advocacy involves the selection and organisation of information to make sure that your argument is convincing. Advocacy is not just one thing or one way of doing things; it can be delivered through a variety of interpersonal and media channels. Advocacy also includes organising and building alliances across a wide variety of stakeholders. 

Advocacy is strategic and it should be geared to using well-designed and organised activities in order to influence policy or decision makers about all the important issues that you think will affect the health of your community. This might include a wide range of possible issues, including health policy, laws, regulations, and programmes or funding from the public and private health sectors.

Advocacy can address single or multiple health issues, during which time-limited campaigns as well as ongoing work may be undertaken on a range of health issues. Advocacy can be conducted at national, regional or community woreda level, (Figure 17.1) — or at all levels at the same time.
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Figure 17.1  In every community there are issues that are larger than the individual, such as the provision of clean water, and that will require detailed advocacy work. (Photo: Ali Wyllie)
You might already be involved in advocacy to improve the lives of your own community. For example, some cultures impose on their communities the practice of female circumcision or female genital mutilation (FGM). However, governments can act as advocates themselves in this area by passing laws that prohibit this practice, and also laws to protect those members of the community who refuse to have their female children circumcised. 

17.1.1  Purpose of advocacy

The main purpose of advocacy is to bring about positive changes to the health of your population. Sometimes advocacy will address health issues through the implementation of a national health policy, or through the implementation of public health policy — and it can also address health issues related to harmful traditional practices. Moreover, advocacy could help to meet the goals of health extension programme policies, where specific resource allocation and service delivery models are formulated for advocacy campaigns.

Advocacy is about helping you to speak up for your community; to make sure that the views, needs and opinions of your community are heard and understood. It should always be an enabling process through which you, as a Health Extension Practitioner, together with individuals, model families and others in your community — take some action in order to assist the community to address their health needs. Advocacy is person-centred and people-driven. It is always community-rights based. That is to say that advocacy is dealing with what your community needs to improve its health. You could also say that advocacy is the process of supporting people to solve health issues. It includes single issues and time-limited campaigns, as well as ongoing, long-term work undertaken to tackle a range of health issues or health problems.

Remember, advocacy is your opportunity to influence polices or programmes of health. It also means putting important health problems on the agenda. Advocacy may be able to provide a solution to specific health problems, and build support and networks that can tackle health issues that are affecting the health of your community (Figure 17.2).
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Figure 17.2  This picture shows a community ceremony to bless the work of voluntary community health workers. (Photo: Last Ten Kilometres Project)
Question

Look at the words and phrases below, and underline the ones which you think have a connection with the idea of advocacy. Read the first section of this study session again to help remind you what advocacy is.

· speaking up for others

· supporting people 

· solving issues

· an enabling process

· using well-organised activities to influence decision makers

· building alliances.

Answer

We hope you underlined everything — because advocacy is all the things above. 

End of answer

‘Speaking up’ operates both at an individual level, with organisations and at governmental level. It has the potential to be extremely influential in your health education work.

17.2  The goals and objectives of advocacy

The goals and objectives of advocacy are to facilitate change and the development of new areas of policy, in order to tackle unmet health needs or deal with emerging health needs in a given community.

A goal is the desired result of any advocacy activity. An advocacy goal will usually be a long-term result, and it may take three to five years of advocacy work to bring about the desired result. It is unlikely that your advocacy network can achieve a goal on its own; it will probably require other allies to bring about the required change. It is vital to know what you are trying to do before you start your advocacy work. This involves developing a goal that applies to the situation that needs to change.

Important points to note about goals are as follows:

· A goal is the overall purpose of a project. It is a broad statement of what you are trying to do.
· A goal often refers to the benefit that will be felt by those affected by an issue. 
· A goal is long term and gives direction — it helps you know where you are going. It needs an accompanying route map or strategy to show you how to get there.
· Without a goal, it is possible to lose sight of what you are trying to do.
· A goal needs to be linked to the mission and vision of your organisation.
Question

Consider which of the following could be considered health advocacy goals:

1. Significant reduction of malaria in this district 

2. Reduction of infant mortality in this community

3. Washing hands after using the latrine is helpful in combating stomach upsets and other infections

4. Improvement in literacy in this district

5. Mosquito nets are useful in helping combat malaria.

Answer

3 and 5 are health education messages, but not goals. However, they could be turned into goals. All the other statements are goals, and you can probably recognise them as the overall purpose of the sort of health education work that community health workers are frequently involved in.

End of answer

Moving on from goals, an advocacy objective is measurable, realistic, and time-bound. While setting your objectives, remember that your objectives should be ‘SMART’ (Box 17.1). 

Box 17.1  SMART objectives

‘SMART’ is a way of reminding you that your objectives should be:

S  Specific — by this we mean that you need to set a specific objective for each of your health programmes. 

M  Measurable — your objective should be measurable. 

A  Achievable — the objective should be attainable or practicable. 

R  Realistic — which also means credible. 

T  Time-bound — and should be accomplished and achieved within a certain amount of time. 

An objective is the intended impact or effect of the work you are doing, or the specific change that you want to see. The word ‘objective’ often refers to the desired changes in policy and practice that will be necessary to help you and your community meet that goal. It is the most important part of your strategy, and is the next step after developing the goal itself. It is worth spending time writing clear objectives, because you will find you are able to write the rest of the advocacy strategy much more clearly — and you are likely to be more effective in achieving change.

When you set an advocacy objective, always consider or keep in mind the resources available in your locality. It is important that an advocacy objective identifies the specific policy body in the authority that should be approached to fulfil the objective, as well as detailing the policy decision or action that is desired. For example, if you want to overturn the ban on community-based distribution of contraceptives, then the right target to direct your advocacy towards would be the Ministry of Health. 

In contrast to a goal, an advocacy objective should be achievable by the network on its own. It is a short-term target, which means it should be achievable within the next one or two years. The success of your advocacy objectives should always be measured. For example, if the objective of an advocacy programme is to ask the woreda Health Office to fund a specific health programme, then the success of the objective can be measured quite easily by finding out whether or not the woreda Health Office has allocated money for that programme. 

Question

Below is a SMART objective. Read it through carefully and see if you can spot all the SMART elements in it. How is it specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and timely? Don’t worry at the moment if you can’t find all the features. As you become familiar with SMART objectives, you will find that you can develop and read them very easily.

SMART objective: To increase the number of women taking contraceptives in a specific health post by 20% in two years.

Answer

The objective is SMART for the following reasons: 

· It is specific because the proposed increase is 20%.
· It is measurable because the number of women who are taking contraceptives can easily be measured.
· It is achievable because a 20% increase means a change from the existing 20 women to about 24 or 25 women. This should be possible.

· It is relevant because the current uptake of contraceptive services is low.

· It is time-bound because the objective should be accomplished within the next two years.

End of answer

All your advocacy objectives should be specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time-bound. The objectives should always be linked to the available resources. In a sense, this is part of the feature of achievability. Unless you have available resources, you will not be able to achieve your objectives.

To understand the differences between goals and objectives, remember that an advocacy issue is where there is a problem. Perhaps in your community there has been low immunization coverage due to inaccessible services for mothers with young children. This is an issue that advocacy might be able to tackle.

In this example, an advocacy goal would be gaining the commitment of kebele leaders for better access to immunization for the people in their community. In contrast, an advocacy objective would be to identify that you should conduct meetings with kebele leaders in order to discuss this problem.

17.3  The advantages of advocacy

The success of advocacy as a method of problem solving or resolution is tied in part to the advocates’ philosophy of searching for solutions rather than problems. As a health worker acting as an advocate, you may be able to find ways to resolve the community’s health-related problems. In some situations you may have to act as a health advocate and provide ongoing representational advocacy for your community. Advocates should be particularly good at identifying the strengths of their own community, and should help them find ways of solving health-related problems. 

There are several benefits of advocacy:

· Advocacy helps your community’s voice to be heard
· It provides you with information, support, and services to help you make choices.
Advocacy also:

· Helps you to get people to understand your point of view
· Makes it easier for you to get information in a way that you can understand
· Helps you to see what other services are available
· Helps you choose what you want to do
· Helps with expressing your views effectively
· Represents your community’s views faithfully and effectively
· Helps influential people understand the issues.
Question

Look at the list of the benefits and features of advocacy carefully, and read quickly through the session again. Now look at the list below and choose what you think are attractive features of advocacy:

Advocacy:

· Helps workers focus, target and choose what they want to do 

· Helps workers represent their community’s views truthfully, because the community is involved in the process 

· Includes influential people in health education action

· Enables the community to work towards solving problems

· Overall advocacy enables the community’s voice to be heard.

Answer
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Figure 17.3  Advocacy helps you influence others so that you can gain support for your health measures, or influence or change legislation that affects health issues.
(Photo: Henk van Stokkom)
We cannot know what you currently find attractive about advocacy. It may have a lot to do with the health issues your community faces at the moment. For example, you and others may feel that it is important for the community to feel that its voice is heard more than it is. Or perhaps you think that influential people might be able to make more of a contribution to solving health problems. Whatever your answer, advocacy can act as an important tool for you as a Health Extension Practitioner (Figure 17.3). For example if you need to address specific causes of a health problem in your community, advocacy can help you build support for tackling those issues.

End of answer

It is important to remember that advocacy is not about being a friend or counsellor, or about persuading other people to agree with your views. Nor is it about the advocate deciding what is in another person’ best interests.

Advocacy is not an alternative complaints procedure, but may involve the advocate in supporting the person in making a complaint effectively. In addition, it is not campaigning, although it may highlight problems and gaps in particular services. Above all, advocacy is not providing social support, for example, managing someone’s financial affairs or organising transport for them, nor is it a long-term service. 

Summary of Study Session 17

In Study Session 17, you have learned that: 

1. Advocacy is speaking up, and drawing policy makers and the community’s attention to an important health issue.
2. Advocacy is working with other people and organisations to improve the health of the community. 
3. The first two steps in any advocacy campaign are selecting the health issue that needs advocacy work, and then developing the goals and objectives. 
4. Without a clear, articulated issue and well-defined goals and objectives, the remaining steps of the advocacy campaign will lose focus. 
5. You also need to remember that the goals and objectives of your advocacy work are to facilitate changes and new policy developments, in order to tackle unmet health needs or any emerging health needs of your community. 
Self-Assessment Questions (SAQs) for Study Session 17

Now that you have completed this study session, you can assess how well you have achieved its Learning Outcomes by answering these questions. Write your answers in your Study Diary and discuss them with your Tutor at the next Study Support Meeting. You can check your answers with the Notes on the Self-Assessment Questions at the end of this Module.

SAQ 17.1 (tests Learning Outcome 17.1)

If you needed to explain to a colleague who is not a health worker what advocacy means, how would you define it?

Answer

Advocacy is speaking up, drawing policy makers’ and the community’s attention to an important health issue, and if possible directing decision makers towards a solution to the health problem.
End of answer

SAQ 17.2 (tests Learning Outcome 17.2)

What is the difference between a health goal and a health objective? 

Answer

A goal is an overall ambition, often set in the context of at least five years, and is usually likely to involve a broad spectrum of people. For example, a goal might be to reduce the incidence of malaria in your community.

An objective in health work terms needs to be SMART — specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound. In other words, it turns an overall ambition into a shopping list of just what is going to be done by when.

End of answer

SAQ 17.3 (tests Learning Outcome 17.3)

What do you think are some of the advantages of using the advocacy approach while tackling health issues in your community?

Answer

The advantages of advocacy include: 
· Helping your community’s voice to be heard. 
· Giving you information, support and services to help you make choices.
End of answer

SAQ 17.4 (tests Learning Outcome 17.3)

In the list below, only one statement describes part of what advocacy is. Mark that statement and explain why you have chosen it.

1. Advocacy is being a friend or counsellor.

2. Advocacy is persuading other people to agree with your views.

3. Advocacy is deciding what is in another person’s best interests.

4. Advocacy is about influencing others to gain support for health measures, or to influence or change legislation that affects those health issues.

5. Advocacy is an alternative complaints procedure.

6. Advocacy is about providing social and financial support. 

Answer

Only statement 4 is part of what advocacy is. Although the rest may be relevant to the work of a Health Extension Practitioner, they are not advocacy. It is worth taking time to look at this list and be really sure that you know the difference between advocacy and other elements of health extension work.

End of answer
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