
The Scottish Government’s International Development Policy :

Lessons for best practice – Advocacy for impact

The Scottish Government’s International Development Fund (IDF) offers funds on a competitive basis to organisations which have a presence in Scotland and can demonstrate the appropriate expertise to develop one of the Scottish Government’s international development programmes. The IDF is the financial mechanism to support the delivery of the Scottish Government’s International Development Policy. This briefing note uses case study examples from Malawi to highlight how partnerships have been used by funded projects to enhance the effectiveness of the IDF.

What is advocacy?
Advocacy is about sharing experiences in a way that influences legislation, policy, attitudes and ultimately behaviour. It is usually issue-based, may be targeted nationally or locally, and is usually done by civil-society organisations. It seeks to improve development opportunities.

What can good advocacy achieve and how do you do it?

Advocacy can be extremely important in securing sustainability most IDF projects are funded for a maximum of 3 years and as such must look to create immediate impacts in terms of development and influencing policy and behaviour. They are often about lesson-learning or demonstrating new ways of working to achieve development goals, despite structural constraints.  Advocacy gives leverage to gain additional resources or support for a project or initiative, based on existing or ongoing activities. This typically relates to funding, but can include in-kind support.

Advocacy takes the lessons and success stories, wins support, and promotes changes that will remove the constraints to development.  It can be especially effective when it demonstrates harmonisation with key strategies such as the Millennium Development Goals and  Malawi’s Growth and Development Strategy.  In the long term, advocacy can be particularly effective in enabling IDF projects to resolve some of the development priorities that they have been working with.

Advocacy can be achieved through:

· Capacity-building: exchanging and updating skills can bring in new ideas and promote new norms, practices and behaviour;

· Demonstrating good practice: promoting a new and workable approach to a service provision (e.g. getting girls into school) can demonstrate an alternative way forward; 

· Providing voice: bringing the views and needs of marginal and vulnerable groups to the fore so that they may be better supported.

Good advocacy brings together a range of influencing processes, relating to evidence, power, communication and knowledge.

What is best practice for making the most of a project through advocacy?

A recent independent review of IDF projects focused on Malawi highlighted positive outcomes in advocacy, even though it had not been used as a specific funding criteria.  

Build ‘influencing’ in from the start: Building into project design plans to feedback outcomes to key stakeholders – a communication & advocacy strategy or plan – worked well for IDF projects. This can ensure lesson learning, demonstration and sharing for improved and wider impact, and was used by some projects to influence practice/policy. It is especially important for those projects that are testing out innovations in service delivery or working with marginalised groups.

Two linked projects have been helping the education of blind and visually impaired (BVI) pupils through better access to technology. Making Wonders included advocacy and sustainability as key objectives. Both projects recognised that to attain a sustainable end point, advocacy for education of BVI pupils was needed. Both have worked hard from the start to influence policy – helped by the fact that the project leader of Malawi Tomorrow  was previously British High Commissioner to Malawi and could gain access to high level decision-makers. The role of this kind of champion is important in achieving influence and may be begun at the start of projects. BVI pupils are now better supported by Government as a result of this project.

Ensure ‘real-life’ evidence: Advocacy was most effective when it was based on good research.  Influence is difficult to achieve without credible, respected evidence.  The impact of the evidence can be increased and opportunities for influence strengthened if there is beneficiary involvement in the advocacy process. People telling their own stories can be very powerful.

IDF support has contributed to a much larger project through ‘Developing Malawi’s Millennium Development Goals’. One of its objectives was to strengthen the capacity of households badly affected by HIV/AIDS to have an influence on national decision-making. The project supported needs assessment and trained community groups in advocacy so that they can present their own evidence. Consequently, the communities have new bore holes, feeder roads, and additional health personnel, and have lobbied for improved orphan education and support to community home-based care.

Support a strong voice: IDF projects that were especially successful at advocacy were those which effectively represented project beneficiaries by involving them and giving them a voice. Networking was also valuable in making the voice ‘louder’ – a group of respected organisations promoting the same message was stronger than one small project alone. 

A project providing ‘Community Support for Women, Orphans and Vulnerable Children’  worked with the national umbrella body for NGOs working on HIV/AIDS to strengthen its impact and voice. Community-based approaches gathered information about local needs and ensured they were heard in advocating for improved services on sexual health. Training to build the capacity of NGOs included members of the boards of Governors – this is important to increase legitimacy and trust in the NGOs.

Target the right points for influence:  Planning effective advocacy was dependent on  identifying key targets – decision makers and influencers.  When projects clearly understood  what needs to change, they were able to identify the players who have the power to change it. Advocacy is also more than about disseminating information, it is also about bringing people onboard to make them a key partner so that they really understand the issues. 

By bringing together women parliamentarians and NGOs to do community consultations, the ‘Building Bridges’ project  gave NGOs an effective entry point to policy and made sure the MPs were immersed in the issues that needed to be influenced. Targets for legislative and policy reform on women’s issues now include concerns raised through the consultation process.

Use the media: Newsletters and websites are excellent first steps for communication. Media coverage – TV, radio, newspapers – can really raise the profile of an issue and build popular support.  This can enhance awareness of IDF projects, change public attitudes and also put pressure on decision-makers to push through necessary policy or legislative change.

The ‘Sign Language Interpreter Training’ project gained considerable media publicity, especially using the focus of exchange visits with partners from Swaziland. This enabled deaf people for the first time to publicly present their own issues, problems and exclusion from mainstream society. This gave the project an effective lobbying platform.

Build community capacity: Providing new knowledge or skills can be an effective way to promote attitude and behaviour change at local or institutional levels. It can lead to significant outcomes, especially if it relates to service delivery. If it also contributes to Government objectives it can also change policy. 

‘Mary’s Meals’ has been extremely effective in securing the expansion of its schools feeding programme in Malawi. This has been largely through the advocacy power of the extensive volunteer and community involvement in the project. With so many people understanding how successful the approach is, it is impossible to ignore the lessons. The Government of Malawi is now committed to extend the service country-wide.

Ensure harmonisation:  Projects that demonstrated how they contributed to key national objectives, such as those in the Malawi Growth and Development Strategy, had a greater influence and were more likely to win support. This might mean policy change or better resourcing in future, adding to sustainability. 

The Community Therapeutic Care Programme required considerable co-operation with other organisations, both state and non-state.  The fact that it sits clearly within the MGDS theme 2 on social protection, addresses MDGs 1 and 4, and links to Malawi’s health Sector-wide approach has really helped it to achieve the engagement it needs.
Use rights based approaches: Support to marginalised and vulnerable groups was most effective where advocacy highlighted public commitments (legislation, policy, international commitments) to address their needs, as well as raising awareness.  ‘Rights-based’ approaches take this approach – setting standards of human rights as an imperative. It is important to involve beneficiaries in the advocacy.

The ‘Malawi Street Children’ project worked to protect and provide positive opportunities for street children and child-headed households. It used training based on children’s rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child to raise awareness of children’s issues, and advocated for improved child protection policies and for inclusion of the rights of children in Malawi’s Growth and Development Strategy. Now church groups support the children, and they have participated in the design of the centres providing them with drop-in support.

Promote gender equality: Women form the majority of the world’s poor and their equal participation in development initiatives is generally critical for success. Targeting women in advocacy can result in more effective outcomes, especially when projects build in gender mainstreaming measures, which at the minimum assess implications for both women and men. 

One example of good practice in advocating for equal opportunities for women is Likhubula House.  Using equal opportunities selection procedures, the project recruited two women project managers. With support, they have demonstrated their competence and ability to fulfil their terms of reference. This paves the way for better mainstreaming of women in management positions in the future.
See The Scottish Government’s website for more information
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