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1
Introduction

In Peru, the citizens of Tambogrande form a “defense front” to block a 
multinational corporation from digging an open pit mine in the middle 
of their town.
	 In Bangladesh, one of the world’s largest development nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) builds capacity to influence policy mak-
ers and government officials regarding the needs and rights of the rural 
poor, migrant workers, and other vulnerable groups.
	 In Ghana, a policy think tank researches the impact of HIV/AIDS on 
the country’s economy, and working with allies within NGOs and civil 
society, the media, various international donors, and government agen-
cies persuades policy makers to create a national commission to combat 
the spread of the disease.
	 In the United States, citizen associations, public interest groups, and 
environmental organizations in Vermont organize to replace a forty-year-
old nuclear power plant with safe and green alternatives, while other Ver-
mont organizations convince the state legislature to increase funding for 
early childhood education.
	 The US affiliate of a global NGO helps convince members of the 
US House of Representatives to expand funding for poor countries that 
are most affected by rising sea levels, droughts, floods, and other conse-
quences of climate change.
	 These citizens, associations, organizations, networks, and coalitions 
are practicing policy advocacy, one method for social change committed 
to the needs and rights of people and the planet. It focuses on different 
problems and issues in different parts of the world, applied at multiple 
levels from local to global.
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	 I have been involved in policy advocacy campaigns and initiatives for 
nearly four decades (including the campaign to replace Vermont’s nuclear 
power reactor [see Case B in chapter 3, pages 51–57]). During many of 
those years I have also been involved in the systematization and sharing 
of knowledge about policy advocacy. My first experience was from 1974 
to 1980 as the primary facilitator for sessions on policy advocacy during 
a year-long leadership education program for staff of community-based 
human service and social action organizations in San Diego, California. 
Most recently, as a professor of sustainable development at the SIT Grad-
uate Institute in Vermont, I have regularly taught a course on policy ad-
vocacy for experienced and aspiring social justice professionals from the 
United States and around the world.
	 This book is an effort to share what I have been learning with a 
broader audience. It provides resources—general concepts and specific 
case examples—which are useful for two targeted audiences:

•  �advocates who are engaged in planning, conducting, evaluating, 
and learning from their own campaigns and initiatives; and

•  �students who wish to understand and become (more) deeply in-
volved in policy advocacy work.

Defining Policy Advocacy

While there are many appropriate definitions, I use the following 
definition:

This is a value-laden and somewhat dense definition. In this chapter I 
briefly discuss the definition’s components as an initial introduction to 
policy advocacy.
	 But first it is helpful to point out that other terms are often used for 
policy advocacy. For example, many Europeans refer to it as “campaign-
ing” or “policy influencing,” and the term public interest lobbying is used 

Policy advocacy is the process by which people, NGOs, other civil so-
ciety organizations, networks, and coalitions seek to enhance social 
and economic justice, environmental sustainability, and peace by in-
fluencing policies, policy implementation, and policy-making pro-
cesses of governments, corporations, and other powerful institutions.
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by many in the United States for what I am calling policy advocacy. No 
term is more correct than another. Effective advocates need to be able  
to differentiate an activity from the words used to describe it, as well as 
to clarify the language they are using. To that end, in this book, campaign 
is used in a more limited sense to describe a focused advocacy initiative 
rather than the entire field of practice. Lobbying is used to describe only 
the element of an advocacy initiative that involves direct communica-
tion with policy makers. Moreover, while advocacy is very often used to 
describe actions that are outside my definition, in this book it is simply 
used as a shortened version of policy advocacy.1

	 With that understanding, we return to the definition and the mean-
ing of its terminology. The following highlights one element of the defi-
nition: the advocates.

Who the advocates are will vary depending on who is affected by a policy, 
if and how those people are organized, and if yet others are committed 
to working with or for them. In some situations, where advocacy focuses 
on the policies of institutions that are relatively small and accessible (for 
example, a local government body), one individual or a small loosely or-
ganized group can successfully influence policy. However, in most situ-
ations, successful advocacy requires one or more formal organizations, 
often working together through networks and coalitions.
	 There is great variety in the types of organizations involved in advo-
cacy, ranging from those formed and controlled by people affected by a 
policy to outside organizations with useful technical knowledge and skills. 
Some of those organizations are solely committed to policy advocacy; 
others also provide services or carry out other functions. Indeed, many 
problems can only be solved through a combination of policy advocacy 
and other activities, such as health services or consumer education.
	 Some organizations have many staff dedicated to this work, often 
with specializations in different aspects of advocacy (research, organiz-
ing, media, lobbying, etc.). Other organizations have no designated staff  
for advocacy and rely totally on board members, executives, program 

Policy advocacy is the process by which people, NGOs, other civil so-
ciety organizations, networks, and coalitions seek to attain political, 
economic, cultural, and environmental rights by influencing policies, 
policy implementation, and policy-making processes of governments, 
corporations, and other powerful institutions.
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managers, and professional staff to do advocacy alongside their other 
duties. Still other organizations have no staff and rely completely on 
citizen volunteers.
	 The following highlights the purpose of policy advocacy.

The purpose is what advocates seek to build, protect, and expand. One 
could choose other terms to describe that purpose, for example, “politi-
cal, economic, cultural, and environmental rights.” But whatever words 
are chosen, it is important to recognize that advocacy begins with the 
advocates’ vision of a better world. Efforts to realize that vision can fo-
cus on one or a combination of many different issues, such as halting 
construction of an open pit mine in the middle of a small town or pass-
ing legislation that will provide aid to regions most affected by global 
warming. What they have in common is a commitment to challenge the 
power of self-interested elites in order to protect and enhance the inter-
ests of the general public—especially those parts of the public that have 
been socially, politically, and economically marginalized—and of nature.2

	 The following highlights what are often referred to as the targets of 
policy advocacy—the powerful institutions that advocates must influence 
to achieve their purpose.

Frequently, decisions and actions by those institutions work against the 
public good. Yet the institutions also have the power to enable progress.
	 Advocacy often focuses on governments, including multigovernmen-
tal organizations such as the World Bank and corporations, since they are 
typically the world’s most powerful institutions. However, many other in-
stitutions can be the focus of advocacy. For example, a college or university  

Policy advocacy is the process by which individuals, NGOs, other civil 
society organizations, networks, and coalitions seek to build social 
and economic justice, environmental sustainability, and peace by 
influencing policies, policy implementation, and policy-making pro-
cesses of governments, corporations, and other powerful institutions.

Policy advocacy is the process by which individuals, NGOs, other civil 
society organizations, networks, and coalitions seek to attain po-
litical, economic, cultural, and environmental rights by influencing 
policies, policy implementation, and policy-making processes of gov-
ernments, corporations, and other powerful institutions.
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has significant power over the lives of its students and often influences  
the community where it is located. Even the executive board of a pro-
gressive citizens’ association or trade union might become the focus of 
advocacy if it were to misuse its power and become unresponsive to its 
membership.
	 The following highlights what advocates seek to influence.

A policy, for our purposes, is any decision that guides the behavior of an 
institution of power.3 Advocacy influences those institutions by influ-
encing the policies those institutions enact. It also does so by influencing 
policy implementation, since too often policies are enacted that guaran-
tee rights or are in the interest of the public and marginalized groups 
but then are not enforced or ever put into practice—at least not fully 
and effectively.
	 Moreover, advocacy efforts can sometimes influence powerful insti-
tutions through influencing their policies on policy making, that is, the 
decisions about what structures, systems, rules, and practices will guide 
the process by which institutions enact and implement policies. Policy 
advocates seek to ensure that those affected by an institution’s policies 
may have a meaningful role in the policy-making process. This type of 
advocacy often focuses on policies related to public access to informa-
tion, transparency, and active participation.
	 Since policies guide the behavior of various types of powerful insti-
tutions, they take many forms, which include constitutions, government 
laws and proclamations, and corporate guidelines. Budgets of govern-
ments (from national to local) and other powerful institutions are among 
the most powerful policies; they establish how and from whom resources 
will be secured, as well as how and in whose interests the funds will be 
spent. The judicial branch of government may make policies through 
precedent-setting decisions in court cases. Corporations make many pol-
icy decisions that have an impact on the public—what to sell, where to 
invest, whether and how to intervene in elections and policy making, and 
so forth. Financial aid eligibility requirements of colleges or universities  

Policy advocacy is the process by which individuals, NGOs, other civil 
society organizations, networks, and coalitions seek to attain po-
litical, economic, cultural, and environmental rights by influencing 
policies, policy implementation, and policy-making processes of gov-
ernments, corporations, and other powerful institutions.



8      Confronting Power: The Practice of Policy Advocacy

are policies that strongly affect students and the institution. So too are 
the membership admission criteria for a citizens’ association or trade 
union. What all these policies have in common is that they are decisions 
made by institutions that have a significant impact on the lives of others 
or on the environment.
	 The following highlights the fact that advocacy is a process of influ-
encing policies.

As such, it can take many forms. While often associated with confron
tation—for example, grassroots mobilization, boycotts, and street pro
tests—in many situations advocacy involves more collaborative methods, 
such as educating political officials and forming partnerships with pub-
lic institutions. Frequently, advocacy strategies employ a combination 
of confrontation and collaboration, either by design or because different 
advocacy groups choose to pursue different approaches, possibly at the 
risk of tensions among them. Whenever possible, the advocacy process 
should involve methods for raising political consciousness among the 
public or marginalized groups and building their capacity to be engaged 
in advocacy strategies. However, in every case, the process must include 
specific methods for influencing the person, people, or structures that will 
make a policy decision. The influence may be direct (for example, lobby-
ing, letters, and petitions) or indirect (for example, media coverage and 
public opinion polls). The choices advocates make depend on multiple 
factors, including the historical moment, the distribution of power in 
society, the policy-making institutions, the specific policy issues, and the 
current political space for participation in policy making.

Chapters and Cases

Having offered a definition of policy advocacy, we now move to chapter 
2, which focuses on conceptual maps and introduces four different ways 
to understand various elements of an advocacy campaign or initiative.

Policy advocacy is the process by which individuals, NGOs, other civil 
society organizations, networks, and coalitions seek to attain po-
litical, economic, cultural, and environmental rights by influencing 
policies, policy implementation, and policy-making processes of gov-
ernments, corporations, and other powerful institutions.
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	 The fourth map, Advocacy Circles, is one that I developed through 
my teaching. It is discussed more thoroughly in chapter 3 and chapter 
4. Preceding each of those chapters is a case study that grounds the con-
ceptual framework in relation to the practice or experience of a specific 
advocacy campaign or initiative.
	 The next chapters, which constitute Part Two, go into more depth 
regarding aspects of policy advocacy that correspond to four circles in 
my conceptual map (advocates, policy, politics, and strategy) and to two 
related topics (advocacy communications and advocacy evaluation and 
learning). Each of those chapters has a corresponding case study. Each 
case is introduced prior to its chapter and poses a learning exercise. The 
remainder of the case follows the chapter and offers an opportunity to 
compare the reader’s notes with what actually occurred.
	 The chapters are neither academic reviews of the relevant literature 
nor are they how-to guides; there are already many good resources of 
each. Rather, the topic of each chapter is covered by relying on one or a 
small number of readings I use in my courses. A number of those read-
ings are chapters from two very useful books that I have used as course 
texts for the past five years: The Democracy Owner’s Manual by Jim Shultz 
and A New Weave of Power, People and Politics by Lisa VeneKlasen with 
Valerie Miller.4

	 I also draw heavily on another very useful resource: Advocacy for So-
cial Justice by David Cohen, Rosa de la Vega, and Gabrielle Watson.5 I 
have known David Cohen for many years and had the privilege of work-
ing closely with him for five years on a series of leadership for social jus-
tice institutes. They were cosponsored by SIT and the Advocacy Institute 
in Washington, DC, which David Cohen cofounded as a way to share 
what he had learned through his work as a national leader in public in-
terest advocacy. His experience and wisdom are why many of us consider 
him the “dean of advocacy.” Thus it is fitting to close this introduction 
with some of his advice:

There is value in getting started. Nothing teaches more than experi-
ence, whether it is new skills being learned or confidence built to over-
come the risks inherent in social change. When getting started, people 
must avoid getting paralyzed by the need for comprehensive, systemic 
change. One rarely goes from “what is” to “what should be” in a single  
leap. . . . Rather they are realized through a long-term incremental 
process that keeps sight of a larger vision. Small changes and ongoing 
activities are vital.6
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Notes

1. Advocacy is used to describe a wide range of efforts to promote a posi-
tion or cause, which may or may not include promoting change in policy. For 
example, advocacy is commonly used to describe the arguments made by an in-
dividual in the context of a discussion or debate that has nothing to do with 
policy change. Thus, policy advocacy as used here is only one type of advocacy. 
On the other hand, advocacy is closely associated with professionals who advo-
cate on someone else’s behalf. Lawyers, who are advocates in many countries, 
represent clients in matters of law, including in courtrooms, where they are inca-
pable of representing themselves. In the social welfare professions in the United 
States and other countries, advocates (or client advocates) represent individu-
als who do not know how to access services they are entitled to under existing 
policies and programs.

2. The focus on rights is one way that policy advocacy, as defined in this 
book, excludes efforts by the elite or their representatives to influence public 
policy. The elite do use many of the same advocacy methods (media, lobbying, 
etc). But, to support those methods, the elite almost always have far greater ac-
cess to financial and other resources than do advocates, especially those advo-
cates who are from or working for the poor and marginalized groups in society. 
However, the primary difference is regarding goals: this book focuses on advo-
cacy for the public interest, on efforts to gain and protect political, economic, 
sociocultural, and environmental rights; it does not include efforts by the elite 
to protect or expand their own self-interests.

3. Less formal organizations and even individuals can formulate policies 
defined this broadly (for example, “It is my policy to get up by 6:30 a.m. every 
morning.”), but advocacy is focused on those institutions that have an impact 
on a significant number of others.

4. Jim Shultz, The Democracy Owner’s Manual: A Practical Guide to Chang-
ing the World (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2002); Lisa Vene
Klasen with Valerie Miller, A New Weave of Power, People and Politics: The Action 
Guide for Advocacy and Citizen Participation (Warwickshire, UK: Practical Ac-
tion Publishers, 2007).

5. David Cohen, Rosa de la Vega, and Gabrielle Watson, Advocacy for So-
cial Justice: A Global Action and Reflection Guide (Bloomfield, CT: Kumarian 
Press, 2001).

6. David Cohen, Advocacy for Social Justice, 4.
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