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Executive Summary 
 
 
The Advocacy Initiative has its origins in a discussion at the Centre for Non-profit 
Management (TCD) Summer School in 2008, which addressed the theme of 
Relationships and Representation: Irish Civil Society at the Crossroads.  This event 
considered various aspects of the development of the Community and Voluntary 
sector and its relationship with the State and ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ 
engagement in, and experience of, advocacy was one element that featured 
prominently in discussions and Summer School participants agreed to support an 
ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ΨŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩΦ  Subsequently, a 
Ψ/ŀŦŞ ²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇΩ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ нллу to further examine this question and to 
ǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ 
 
At the conclusion of the Café Workshop a small number of individual sectoral 
leaders indicated their commitment to further action and, through a series of 
subsequent meetings, a Steering Group of organisational representatives, eventually 
numbering 17, was formed.  Over a period of some months the Steering Group 
developed a proposal for collaborative action to examine the current status of 
ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ōȅ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ 
relationships with Government and public agencies.  Having sourced philanthropic 
funding the Steering Group appointed Middlequarter Limited and Montague 
Communications, following a tendering competition, to jointly manage the first 
phase of the Initiative.  
 
The motivation that underpins the Advocacy Initiative can be summarised as an 
interest in exploring the experience, practice and principles of advocacy with the 
following goals: 

a) To advance knowledge on the current state of advocacy in Ireland; 

b) ¢ƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

challenges; and 

c) To contribute to informed debate with the sector and the State 

 

In addition, the origins of the Initiative owed much to a growing view within the 

sector that government and senior civil servants were becoming increasingly hostile 

to advocacy.  Yet this was a view that was not shared by everyone.  So, the 

LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ was prompted by an interest in exploring the idea that 

there is a threat to advocacy. 

 

The Initiative was established during a period of profound social, political and 

economic change and, as a result, the context for advocacy today is significantly 

different from what it was when discussions began.  Community and Voluntary 

organisations are now operating in a resource constrained environment which is 
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likely to continue for the foreseeable future and where an unintended consequence 

of successful advocacy is that it can sometimes be won at the expense of some other 

vulnerable group.   

 
The new context also compels a re-examination of the role of Community and 
Voluntary organisations in a societal context in which the major institutions 
including church, politics and business have all lost credibility, some very 
dramatically.  This presents an opportunity to the Community and Voluntary sector 
to provide leadership and to be more ambitious in considering the potential for a 
much more fundamental transformation of society.   
 
The activities undertaken in this, the anticipated first phase of the Advocacy 
Initiative, included the following distinct components: 
 

 Literature Review 

 Quantitative Survey  

 Qualitative Interviews  

 Forum  

 Conference  
 
The output from each of these elements is summarised, and their specific 
contribution towards addressing the primary goals (see above) that are at the heart 
of the Advocacy Initiative is identified in Sections 3 to 7 (inclusive) of this report.   
 
In Section Eight, the most significant findings from these disparate elements of the 
Initiative are synthesised and discussed.  The primary insights to emerge include: 

 93% of organisations participating in the quantitative survey (170 
organisations out of a sample of 362 ς a response rate of 47%) stated that 
they engage in advocacy, and most (73.7%) are currently doing more 
advocacy than they were five years ago; 

 Overwhelmingly, 86% of survey respondents believe the environment for 
advocacy is becoming more challenging; 

 In spite of the perception that advocacy is under threat, more than 56% of 
respondents stated that they have not experienced any real or threatened 
(implicit or explicit) loss of funding or opportunity arising from their advocacy 
activity; 

 The level of understanding of Community and Voluntary organisations as to 
how the policy making system works in Ireland is variable; 

 Policy makers and observers agree that there is an imbalance in the extent to 
which Community and Voluntary organisations are critical of Government 
against its acknowledgement of progress and provision of solutions; 

 The issue of respect is a major bone of contention between policy makers 
and advocates from Community and Voluntary organisations; 
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 There is a need for advocates to become more strategic and proactive ς and 
more realistic in the context of the current economic circumstances; 

 The legitimacy of advocacy by Community and Voluntary organisations is 
based on the twin democratic rights of freedom of association and freedom 
of speech; 

 Advocacy organisations help to address some of the democratic deficits that 
are created by the representative model of democracy ς they are 
indispensible intermediaries, but the space they occupy is often contested; 

 Very few of the policy makers interviewed had developed a clear and 
considered view on the role of advocacy by Community and Voluntary 
organisations in a democratic society; 

 It was accepted almost universally by the interviewees that state funding of 
Community and Voluntary organisations does impose some element of 
constraint on such organisations in terms of how they approach their 
advocacy work.  However, differing views were expressed on the extent of 
the constraints involved and how they actually impact on advocacy; 

 Policy makers and observers believe that there is a need for greater 
coordination amongst Community and Voluntary organisations, possibly 
along the lines of the trade union moǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΩ ōƻŘƛŜǎΤ 
although the need for greater coordination is accepted amongst advocates, 
the notion of one overarching organisation for Community and Voluntary 
organisations is seen as misguided; 

 Community and Voluntary organisations would seem to welcome the idea of 
a formal Code of Conduct or a Framework of Understanding for managing 
the relationship between the State and such organisations.  Policy makers do 
not seem to have engaged much with this concept yet. 

 
The Forum and Conference provided opportunities to share findings and engage in 
discussion with significant numbers of Community and Voluntary sector colleagues.  
There was broad endorsement of the veracity of the research and, although some of 
the findings are challenging, there was a general acceptance that they provide an 
important overview of the current state of advocacy in Ireland, including how 
policymakers and external observers perceive this advocacy.  Equally, these events 
were also important opportunities to access a more in-depth and nuanced 
perspective from advocacy activists that included: 
 

 While organisations could be more effective in their advocacy, they are 
performing reasonably well given the resources at their disposal; 

 The deficits in understanding of the policy making system are real and need 
to be addressed; 

 There was an acceptance that the majority of Community and Voluntary 
organisations are not being ΨǇŜǊǎŜŎǳǘŜŘΩ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ; however 
some organisations are experiencing difficulties in their relations with some 
parts of the state; 
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 Although lack of respect from some state institutions is a real and pressing 
issue, Community and Voluntary organisations have to persevere in their 
advocacy work; 

 There is a strong body of opinion that the Advocacy Initiative should continue 
with its work. 

 
In considering the considerable and rich tapestry of data and perspective gathered in 
the course of the first phase of the Advocacy Initiative, the authors have identified 
the following challenges for the sector: 
 

- To develop a common and shared definition of advocacy; 
- The issue of threats to advocacy organisations, whether explicit or implicit, 

remains important for some organisations and therefore for the sector, and 
requires further exploration and investigation; 

- To address the question of the legitimacy and role of advocacy and to forge 
more respectful relationships between advocates and policymakers, possibly 
by way of a Compact, or similar device; 

- To bring greater coherence to advocacy work, possibly through increased 
coordination, alliance working and consolidation of organisations; 

- To address major skill and knowledge deficits, e.g. in terms of how the policy 
making system works, and how to bring the voice of members and service 
users to the fore in advocacy; 

- To access adequate resources to address these deficits and to ensure that 
skilled personnel and appropriate funding are available to Community and 
Voluntary organisations to support effective advocacy; 

- To develop mechanisms to more accurately measure and assess the 
effectiveness of Community and VoluntaǊȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ǿƻǊƪΤ 

- To examine the possible constraining impact of legislative provisions, 
including the Electoral Act and the Charities Act, on advocacy. 

 
Based on consideration of the data and perspectives gathered, and these identified 
challenges, we make the following recommendations for the Advocacy Initiative and 
to the sector as a whole (see Section Nine): 
 
 
1. Defining Advocacy 
 
There is a clearly identified need to develop a common and agreed definition of 
advocacy.  This definition would need to be situated in the context of democratic 
theory in order to demonstrate clearly the legitimacy of, and necessity for, NGO 
advocacy in a modern developed democracy.  Such a definition would need to 
specify and define the main components of advocacy including lobbying, public 
campaigning and media relations.  In carrying out this exercise, the sector should be 
open to exploring the use of new terms ς ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ άŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅΩ ς if they receive 
widespread support. 
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2. Research 
 
The requirement for more research on a number of fronts was clearly identified 
during Phase One of the Initiative and we are recommending that the following 
pieces of research be undertaken in a possible Phase Two: 
(a) While 56% of organisations said that they had not experienced threats, clearly a 
substantial number of NGOs have reported being threatened ς or feeling threatened 
ς because of their advocacy.  We believe it is necessary to undertake a more 
sophisticated and in-depth analysis of this issue.  For example, such an analysis 
would need to examine if such threats are experienced across the board or in 
particular sub-sectors and try and establish why this might or might not be the case. 
(b) Further research is required in order to develop common tools and processes for 
evaluating the effectiveness or otherwise of NGO advocacy.  Indeed, developing 
common and agreed definitions and measurements of what constitutes 
effectiveness will be required. 
(c) Having settled on what constitutes effectiveness, research is also needed into the 
advocacy methods and approaches that are proving to be most effective and the 
correlation between the level of resources being invested and real or perceived 
outcomes.  This research should also look at how the sector compares in terms of 
effectiveness with other sectors like business and trade unions.  A tangible outcome 
of ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǳƛǘŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ 
advocacy. 
(d) To enable the research to maximise its reach into the sector it will be necessary 
to develop and maintain a comprehensive electronic database of Community & 
Voluntary organisations that engage in advocacy. 
 
 
3. Resources/Knowledge/Skills 
 
The need to improve the knowledge and skill levels of NGO advocates was 
acknowledged by virtually all who took part in the Advocacy Initiative.  The following 
are some of the areas that require action: 
 
(a) Development of an up-to-date information resource (for example a book or 
online toolkit) on how the process of policymaking actually works in Ireland and the 
provision of information/training courses in this area. 
(b) Development and delivery of training in campaigning and advocacy skills, 
including the development of a manual.  This training programme should include the 
use of new media and the role that service users or clients should play in advocacy.  
It should also focus on the examples or case studies of effective campaigns 
developed under Recommendation 2.c above. 
(c) The notion of greater coordination of the advocacy work of Community and 
Voluntary organisations has gained some momentum during this phase of the 
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Advocacy Initiative.  However, there is no consensus as to what shape such 
coordination should take.  As a first step, and with a view to stimulating wider 
discussion, we recommend the creation of a repository or shared space where the 
network of NGO advocates can provide mutual support to each other.  Some specific 
ideas that emerged from the Conference that are worth exploring are the 
development of mentoring relationships, an online portal for sharing resources and 
ideas, an annual conference on advocacy, and a regular e-newsletter. 
 
 
4. Building Relationships 
 
One of the strongest themes to emerge from the research was the strong sense of a 
lack of respect experienced by both NGOs and policy makers in their relationships 
with each other: 
 
(a) Much of this arises from a lack of understanding of the pressures that both sides 
are working under.  In order to create more understanding we recommend that a 
ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ΨƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘΩ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǎ ōŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ 
NGO advocates and senior policy makers. 
(b) In addition, we recommend that a sector-wide dialogue be undertaken to 
identify and agree on what constitutes principles of good advocacy practice with a 
view to developing a Code of Conduct that would be promoted within the sector and 
would, in turn, ƘŜƭǇ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΦ 
 
 
5. Legislative/Policy Issues 
 
A number of interviewees and participants at the Forum and Conference raised 
questions about the constraints being placed on NGO advocacy by service level 
agreements with the public sector as well as the Electoral and Charities Acts.  We 
recommend that legal expertise be retained to examine these issues and to make 
recommendations for policy or legislative change that the NGO sector can pursue. 
 
 
6. Taking Ownership 
 
In order for these recommendations to be acted upon, ownership needs to be taken 
of this process.  It is clear from the conference feedback that there is a strong 
consensus that the Advocacy Initiative should continue in some shape or form.  This 
ǾƛŜǿ ƛǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ 
activities ς including by senior leaders within the sector.  On these bases, we 
recommend that the Initiative continue and take the lead in implementing these 
recommendations. 
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Section One: Background 
  

 
 
The Advocacy Initiative was established by a group of Community and Voluntary 
organisations with the aim of exploring the principles, practices and experience of 
policy advocacy by organisations in their sector.  It owes its origins to deliberations 
at the Centre for Non-profit Management (TCD) Summer School in 2008 which 
addressed the theme of Relationships and Representation: Irish Civil Society at the 
Crossroads.  This event considered various aspects of the development of the 
Community and Voluntary sector and its relationship with the State and public 
ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦΣ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ 
element that featured prominently in discussions and Summer School participants 
ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ΨŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩΦ  {ǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŀ ΨŎŀŦŞ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇΩ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ нллу ƛƴ !ƭƭ Iŀƭƭƻǿǎ 
College.  The workshop sought the views and drew on the experience of people in 
ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƴ-profit or civil society 
ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩΦ  A copy of the report on the workshop is available at 
http://www.cnm.tcd.ie/dial ogue/advocacy.php 

  

At the end of the workshop Kieran Murphy, National Director, Society of St Vincent 
de Paul extended an invitation to others with a similar interest in developing 
thinking on this question to contact him.  This resulted in a number of meetings 
taking place leading to the setting up of a Steering Group to lead the project and 
agreement on Terms of Reference for a proposed Advocacy Initiative.   

 
The Steering Group comprises 17 organisations1 that came together in late 2008 to 
form the Initiative.  The organisations reflect a wide range of voluntary and 
community organisations.  They spent the first nine months determining the nature 
and goals of the Initiative, in agreeing terms of reference for a research project and 
exploring potential sources of funding.  They succeeded in attracting funding from 
Atlantic Philanthropies and, following a tendering competition, awarded the 
ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƘŀǎŜ jointly to Middlequarter Limited 
and Montague Communications in December 2009.  

           

                                                        
1
 Members of the Advocacy Initiative Steering Group are: Kieran Murphy, Chair (National Director, 

Society of St Vincent de Paul), Caroline Fahey (Society of St Vincent de Paul), Frances Byrne (One 
Parent Exchange Network), Anthony Carrick (Disability Federation of Ireland), Sheila Nordon (Irish 
Charities Tax Reform), Noeline Blackwell and Edel Quinn (Free Legal Aid Centres), Mike Allen (Focus 
Ireland), Ava Battles (Carmichael Centre for Voluntary Groups), Noeleen Hartigan (Amnesty), Mary 
McDermott, Kathleen O'Meara (Irish Cancer Society), Lorna Jennings (Irish Cancer Society), Patrick 
Burke (Simon Communities of Ireland), Sheila Cannon (Glencree), June Tinsley (Barnardos), Eugene 
Flynn (54 Degrees), Andrew O'Regan (Centre for Non-profit Management), David Lynch (Community 
Worker's Co-Op); Siobhan O'Donoghue (Community Platform), Judy Dunne (Consumers' Association 
of Ireland) 

http://www.cnm.tcd.ie/dialogue/advocacy.php
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Purpose 

  

The organisations that came together to establish the Advocacy Initiative shared a 
number of experiences and concerns: 
 

- They shared a conviction that a developed and robust civil society sector is 

critical to contemporary forms of participative democracy, and a concern 

that within the Irish context generally there is a lack of clarity and 

understanding about the importance of this role and the types of processes 

that are vital to its conduct.  The Advocacy Initiative sought to address this 

problem, viewing advocacy as a key tool in a functioning civil society. 

- They were aware that advocates and advocacy organisations were very busy 
doing advocacy but that there was very little opportunity for a shared 
reflection on their activity.  While there had been reflections and reviews on 
specific campaigns and in particular organisations, there was little structured 
reflection about advocacy within the wider sector.  They sought to begin with 
a simple question: What is your experience of being an advocate and doing 
advocacy? and, from that starting point, to build up a picture of advocacy at 
this point in time. 

- They were conscious of a growing view within the sector that the 
government and senior civil servants were becoming increasingly hostile to 
advocacy, were prepared to use their power to frustrate some advocacy 
efforts and in some cases to actually undermine organisations.  Yet this was a 
view that was not shared by everyone.  So, one of the concerns that 
prompted ǘƘŜ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ was to explore the idea that there is 
a ΨǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅΩΦ 

- The organisations involved recognised that, while they all use the term 
advocacy, they sometimes mean very different things by it.  They wanted to 
get a better understanding and shared agreement of the role of advocacy in 
a democracy. 

- They also wanted the Initiative to explore the experience of advocacy from 
the perspective of those who were on the receiving end of advocacy ς the 
politicians and senior civil servants ς as well as from the perspective of those 
who were doing the advocacy. Otherwise it was felt that it would be 
unbalanced and would leave an important piece of the advocacy context 
unexplored.   

- They were also conscious that the sector is doing a great deal of advocacy ς 
but this begs the question, how effective is this advocacy, and how might it 
be enhanced further? 

 
In summary, the Steering Group shared an interest in exploring the experience, 
practice and principles of advocacy and sought to: 
 

a) Contribute to the body of knowledge on the question of advocacy at a sectoral 
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level; 

b) Generate informed debate within the sector, and with the State; 

c) Enhance capacity in exercising advocacy within the sector through a range of 

measures, for example, ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōŜǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ άwǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ 

9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘέΦ 

  
It is relevant to acknowledge the particular timeliness of the Advocacy Initiative.  
Although it seemed an important undertaking in June 2008 ς which we now know to 
have been post-boom, pre-recession Ireland ς the context for advocacy today is 
significantly different from what it was then.  Community and Voluntary 
organisations are now operating in a resource constrained environment, where the 
public finances are shrinking and likely to be in poor state for at least the next 5 ς 8 
years and where an unintended consequence of successful advocacy now is that it 
can sometimes be won at the expense of some other vulnerable group.  This 
unintended consequence is a new feature of advocacy that has to be taken into 
account. 
 
The new context also compels a re-examination of the role of Community and 
Voluntary organisations in a societal context.  Ireland is going through significant 
changes where the major institutions including church, politics and business have all 
lost credibility, some very dramatically.  This presents an opportunity to the 
Community and Voluntary sector to provide leadership as the values and attitudes 
of Irish society are being reshaped.  Much of our advocacy efforts are focused on 
achieving progress in particular areas of policy ς youth, older people, income 
adequacy, homelessness, or disability to name but a few.  Yet the current climate 
offers an opportunity to be more ambitious and consider a much more fundamental 
transformation of society.   
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Section Two: Methodology 
 

Terms of Reference 

  

Following a tendering competition Middlequarter Limited and Montague 

Communications were jointly awarded the contract for the management of the first 

phase of the Advocacy Initiative with the following terms of reference: 

 

 Identify principles and diverse models of advocacy used internationally 

across the public, private and 3rd sectors in the context of the role of Civil 

Society in contemporary democracies. 

 Draw on the experience of international experts in this area 

 Convene a Forum to consider the future practice of effective advocacy in 

Ireland. 

 Describe and distil the contemporary practices of advocacy i.e. what is done, 

how is it done, and is there a problem? 

 Review the role, practice and function of civil society advocacy from several 

perspectives  

 Determine if there is a problem regarding organisatƛƻƴǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ 

as a direct result of government/public sector policy and intervention 

 Assess the nature and extent of such a problem.  

 Explore the subjective experiences of advocates. 

 Convene a forum of stakeholders, and a Conference aimed at a wider 

audience, to examine and explore implications of the research findings. 

 Develop a proposal for a follow on project to enhance sectoral capacity and 

promote effective advocacy amongst key actors (community and voluntary 

sector organisations, statutory agencies, elected representatives, 

government and civil servants). ͖   
 

 

 

Methodology 
 
The methodology had several distinct components as follows: 
 
Desk research  
International literature was reviewed in order to locate the work of the Advocacy 
Initiative within current international perspectives that include definitions; the 
importance of advocacy by civil society actors within democracies and its 
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contribution to their mission fidelity; how civil society advocacy impacts on relations 
between these actors and the state; and how these relations might be managed 
productively.  A summary of this desk research will be found in Section Three. 
 
 
Quantitative Survey  
An online survey of a sample of 362 Community and Voluntary organisations was 
undertaken in February and March 2010.  The questionnaire was developed in 
consultation with the Project Management Group, which also approved the final 
version.  The questionnaire may be found at Appendix 1.  At the beginning of the 
questionnaire respondents were informed that the focus of the Initiative is on 
advocacy to influence policy, legislation and the provision of resources and/or 
services ς rather than advocacy on behalf of individuals.  Examples of advocacy given 
were lobbying, campaigning, making submissions, influencing politicians and 
officials, public information and raising public awareness, press releases, press 
conferences, media interviews, demonstrating, petitioning, etc.  Using the 
SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com) survey tool, the questionnaire was issued 
on 16th February 2010 with a covering letter from the Chair of the Initiative.  Two 
reminders were subsequently sent, on 23rd February and 2nd March, and the survey 
was finally closed on 16th March.  A total of 170 community and voluntary 
organisations responded to the questionnaire ς a response rate of 47%.  The results 
of the survey are summarised with accompanying graphs in Section Four. 
 
 
Qualitative Interviews 
In addition to the quantitative survey, in-depth interviews were undertaken with 
nine Community and Voluntary sector leaders of organisations of different size, 
areas of focus and parts of the country.  A further twelve in-depth interviews were 
undertaken with a variety of individuals with a specific perspective on advocacy by 
Community and Voluntary organisations.  These observers included politicians, party 
officials, senior civil servants, senior personnel of state agencies, philanthropy, and 
interested observers drawn from social partners and the media.  These interviews 
were primarily undertaken during March and April 2010 and followed a Discussion 
Guide (see Appendix 2) that had been previously agreed with the Project 
Management Group.  Section Five comprises an overview of these qualitative 
interviews. 
 
 
Forum 
A Forum of almost 50 organisations drawn from the sector was held in All Hallows, 
Dublin on the afternoon of 25th March 2010 based on an adapted form of the café 
workshop model.  The Forum was therefore highly participative.  It sought to 
ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜƭƛŎƛǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ideas for making advocacy by the sector more effective and productive.  Section Six 
provides a summary of the discussion and output from the Forum. 

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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Reference Group 
A Reference Group of twelve members was invited to assist in interpreting the 
results arising from the quantitative and qualitative data and the outputs from the 
Forum.  The Reference Group comprised broadly equal representation from the 
Steering Group and others with a perspective on advocacy by the Community and 
Voluntary sector and/or with a detailed knowledge of the political system and 
process.  The Group met on one occasion, on 27th April, and had been provided with 
a summary of the data in advance.  The contributions of the Reference Group 
members assisted in the formulation of conclusions arising from the research 
undertaken for the Initiative. 
 
 
Conference 
The final activity in Phase 1 of the Advocacy Initiative was a conference for 
representatives of Community and Voluntary organisations held in the Ashling Hotel, 
Dublin on 10th June 2010.  Participation in the Conference was free and the event 
was over-subscribed with approximately 130 participants.  An overview of the 
research findings was presented and this was augmented by the presentation of 
three perspectives by three members of the Steering Group.  There was a high level 
of participation both in discussion groups and plenary sessions, which focused both 
ƻƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
views on potential next steps for the Advocacy initiative.  A summary of the 
Conference presentations and discussion will be found in Section Seven. 
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Section Three: The Literature on Advocacy 

 
In order to ground the research for this phase of the Advocacy Initiative within 
current national and international perspectives on advocacy by Community and 
Voluntary organisations, Brian Dunphy, the Research Assistant to Middlequarter and 
Montague Communications undertook a detailed literature review.  LǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ 
point out to readers of this report that there is relatively little academic literature 
addressing advocacy from an Irish perspective, so, by necessity, much of the 
material relied upon here originated from the United States of America, as well as 
Australia, Britain and South Africa, and reflects the experience of advocacy in their 
particular contexts. 
 
The review addressed a number of different areas: 
 

 Definitions of advocacy; 

 The role of advocacy in a democracy; 

 Importance of advocacy to NGOs and their mission in society; 

 Iƻǿ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ bDhǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΤ 

 How these relationships are managed. 
 
The material below demonstrates that many of the debates and issues that have 
emerged through the research on this phase of the Advocacy Initiative are also very 
current in the academic discourse around advocacy.  
 

Definitions of Advocacy  
 
The range of organisations that could be considered as part of civil society is wide 
indeed and academic efforts ǘƻ ǊŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ άŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƴƎ 
ŀƎƎƭƻƳŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ όCǊǳƳƪƛƴ нллнΤ aŀǊǘŜƴǎ нллнύ.  However the concept of 
advocacy provides a useful parameter with which to define the different ways 
Community and Voluntary organisations ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǇǳōƭƛŎ ƎƻƻŘέΦ  
Implicit in the choice of terminology is the understanding that such organisations  
are engaged in extra-parliamentary representation or policy advocacy work and are 
ŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎǳōǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ΨǘƘƛǊŘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩ ό[ȅƻƴǎ нллмύΦ  Cohen has 
defined advocacy as the pursuit of influencing outcomes τ including public-policy 
and resource allocation decisions within political, economic, and social systems and 
institutions τ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƭƛǾŜǎ όнллмύΦ 
 
Advocacy activity includes a diversity of strategies.  Lǘ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜǊΩ 
approaches, in which organisations participate within official policy-making spaces, 
such as through writing submissions to government and sitting on government 
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committees.  Lǘ Ƴŀȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊΩ ŀǇǇroaches, such as the more 
radical activities of street protests or occupying spaces (Carbert 2004).  
Organisations that engage in advocacy do so on behalf of the interests they 
represent.  Their hope is that by engaging in the public sphere, they will influence 
ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜΩ ό/ŀǎŜȅ et al. 2008).  Hence, 
ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ƻǊ ŀǎ aŀǊƛŀƴ {ŀǿŜǊ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƨƻō ǘƻ ΨƎŜǘ 
ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƴƻǎŜΩ όнллнύΦ  The point of these organisations is not simply to 
do the work of government; it is to change the work of government.  Their intent is 
to influence change or to shore up support for an existing position and they are 
likely to encounter some form of opposition because advocacy can affect other 
ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊΩǎ interests.  
 
Community and Voluntary organisationǎΩ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ 
that social change occurs through politics and that the power of the State can be 
moved to act on behalf of people (Reid 1999).  Organisations that engage in 
advocacy articulate policy positions on behalf of citizens or interest groups.  They 
direct their efforts at a range of audiences and seek to use ideas and speech to 
shape the environment in which they operate.  If oneΩs aim is to shape public 
priorities, some believe advocacy is a way of achieving substantial leverage.  While 
direct service programmes change the world one client at a time, advocacy efforts 
focus on broad changes in systems and policy.  It works like the wholesale part of 
the nonprofit sector.  The reason it creates leverage is simple, instead of converting 
nonprofit resources into units of service on a one-to-one basis, advocacy work takes 
a small number of resources and tries to multiply their impact by changing public 
priorities.  The appeal is that many issues are so broad and intractable that their 
resolution would require government action at a national level over a long period of 
time.  Nonprofit activity may create useful models but achieving scale and mobilising 
resources are difficult tasks for a sector that does not have the stateΩs enforcement 
power and relies on voluntary action (Frumkin 2005).   
 
Lobbying, which is a part of the broader repertoire of advocacy work, is a form of 
action that, relates to influencing a specific piece of legislation or a quite specific 
policy process, like the annual budgetary process.  While trade associations generally 
use paid professionals, Community and Voluntary organisations tend to rely on 
mobilizing networks of volunteers.  Critical to success in lobbying is knowledge of 
the issues and personal contacts with decision makers.  It requires knowledge about 
the legislative or policy making process; an understanding of the details of the piece 
of legislation or piece of policy and its effects on legislatorsΩ constituents; and a 
strategy for communicating with concerned citizens at the grassroots level.  The type 
of lobbying carried out is usually related to the type of organisation carrying out the 
work (Berry & Arons 2005). 
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Role in a Democracy  
 
Frumkin (2002) argues that public life has become atomised and alienating because 
of the success of narrow interest groups, which have separated citizens from politics 
by promising to act on their behalf.  The failure of interest group pluralism to resolve 
long running public problems is apparent.  One of its great unfulfilled promises was 
that it would represent everyone.  Experience has shown however that 
representation is not necessarily a good substitute for participation.  The level of 
citizen participation is a critical issue in any democracy.  Without adequate 
involvement at all the levels of political decision-making, there is a real risk that 
legitimacy and support for public decisions will fade.  
 
Frumkin roots the legitimacy of Communitȅ ŀƴŘ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ advocacy 
in the twin rights of freedom of association and freedom of speech.  While such 
organisations often have an adversarial relationship with government, the diverse 
forms of their political activity are still guaranteed government protection under the 
principles of free speech.  No matter what cause they seek to advance, Community 
and Voluntary organisations do not risk the loss of their protected status as long as 
they follow a few basic rules i.e. complying with defamation laws, laws relating to 
the incitement of hatred and health and safety laws, when exerting their 
fundamental rights to speech and association.  There is no test of reasonableness 
when it comes to the political views of such organisations, nor are there prohibitions 
on coalitions forming behind any peaceful cause imaginable.  This has led to the 
advocacy of policies and agendas that have been controversial, often because they 
challenge the majority positions.  Still, law and public policy have affirmed that the 
role of Community and Voluntary organisations in the political arena is a good in 
itself.  Beyond protecting speech and association by enacting and enforcing laws, 
government also promotes this work by funding and supporting nonprofits that 
engage in all kinds of political work both domestically and abroad.  
 
Community and Voluntary organisations that engage in advocacy can all be 
considered to offer some degree of compensation for what Hindess (2002) describes 
ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƛnsurmountable design flaw in the parliamentary 
system of representative democracy.  Such ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ΨŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ 
ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ŀǎ 
central to solving community problems (Rawsthorne 2004); they reduce the social 
isolation that leaves people vulnerable (Pixley 1998); and they enhance public 
accountability and participation through opening up state administration to a 
ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ΨŎƛǘƛȊŜƴ-ōŀǎŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ ό¸ŜŀǘƳŀƴ мффуύΦ  Far from 
being an anathema of democracy, as public choice theorists would have it (see for 
example Buchanan and Tullock 1999 [1962]; Buchanan 1999 [1969]; Rowley et al. 
1988), there is widespread support for the view that the extra-parliamentary 
representative role that Community and Voluntary organisations play when they act 
as advocates in public policy processes is, in fact, essential to a healthy democracy.  
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¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ΨƛƴŘƛǎǇŜƴǎŀōƭŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǊƛŜǎΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ 
(Melville 2003) conveying important information about the needs and preferences 
of a wide range of groups in the community to governments that would otherwise 
remain remote and uninformed. Community and Voluntary organisations that 
engage in advocacy provide the means and opportunities for otherwise marginalised 
citizens to make claims on government between elections. Indeed, as Verspaandonk 
(2001) has suggested, ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ΨǿŜƭƭ-functioning 
ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅΩ ǿƛƭƭ ΨƎǊŀƴǘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ŝlections about the 
ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩΦ  Community and Voluntary organisations provide one very 
important consultative mechanism that contributes to democratic governance. 
 
Even those who do not access the services of Community and Voluntary 
organisations engaged in advocacy do themselves benefit from living in a community 
in which these organisations operate because an active Community and Voluntary 
sector maintains a democracy that is both participatory and deliberative.  A 
participatory model of democracy demands the participation of individuals and 
groups; a deliberative model explains how it is they should participate.  Both are 
important because they recognisŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΣ ƴƻǘ ΨǇŀǎǎƛǾŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƻ 
ōŜ ǊǳƭŜŘΩ (Gutmann and Thompson 2004).  Edwards describes participatory 
governance as being about collaborative relationships; specifically about the role of 
non-government players, beyond delivering services to a role in the policy 
development process.  It requires structures and arrangements that support 
effective relationships across public, private and community sectors as they 
collaborate in decision-making processes towards agreed objectives (Edwards 2002). 
 
A participatory and deliberative democracy requires Community and Voluntary 
organisations to take an active role in public debates and in policy-making, thus 
ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘƻǎŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΩ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ Ψǘƻ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΩ ό5ǊȅȊŜƪ ŀƴŘ [ƛǎǘ нллоύΦ  Community and Voluntary 
organisations engaged in advocacy do this in a number of ways.  They speak up for 
the interests of marginalised groups.  This function is particularly important since 
Ƴŀƴȅ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨŜƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭƭȅ ǳƴǇƻǇǳƭŀǊΩ 
(Sawer 2002) and may lack the influence and/or means to speak for theirselves.  
Their extra-parliamentary involvement in the political process also acts as a check 
against stronger, better-organised and better-financed interests.  Organisations such 
as business councils, employer groups and trade unions are influential enough to 
have their interests heard in policy-making arenas but Community and Voluntary 
organisations can provide a counter to their ability to dominate the process.  The 
participation of such organisations in the policy making process may decrease the 
likelihood of public policy mistakes occurring by the simple fact that the involvement 
of more people, particularly experts, within decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ΨǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ 
opportunity for advancing ōƻǘƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎΩ όDǳǘƳŀƴƴ 
and Thompson 2004).  
 



 
 

21 

Importance of Advocacy to Community and Voluntary organisations and 
their mission in society 
 
Frumkin (2002) argues that advocacy forms an essential cog in the machinery of 
Community and Voluntary organisations on two fronts: 
 

1. It is a means by which organisations achieve their mission goals.  Depending 
on the organisation, advocacy will either form the basis for its existence or an 
instrument to achieve more favourable conditions conducive to service 
provision.   

2. Advocacy also enables constituency representation.  If the representation of 
the interests of a membership or a constituency can be counted as a mission 
of a Community and Voluntary organisation, then advocacy is an essential 
means by which the organisation can achieve its goals.  Many organisations 
that provide services to a particular group in society will naturally evolve 
towards advocacy over a period of time in order to try and resolve the 
structural deficiencies at the root of the issues they are confronting on the 
ground.  The reason for this is that as organisations provide a service or 
solution to a social need they will become familiar with the issues at play and 
formulate more efficient solutions to the underlying causes of the problems.  

 
Frumkin puts forward opposing models of demand and supply rationale to explain 
the driving force behind Community and Voluntary activity.  From the former 
perspective, the necessity of advocacy work by such organisations arises from the 
demand in society for Community and Voluntary organisations to address urgent 
social need not tended to by government.  From the supply perspective, it is the 
advocacy and vision of social entrepreneurs and nonprofit actors that define the 
direction of Community and Voluntary activity.  Nonprofit advocacy is an important 
instrument for the accomplishment of tasks that communities view as important.  
Through these it acquires a powerful value.  It becomes a concrete tool to achieve 
some collective purpose that society considers important.  The sectorΩs instrumental 
value is measured in terms of its concrete outcomes.  The idea that Community and 
Voluntary organisations are valuable because they can be useful tools for the 
ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴέ ƻŦ the 
ΨsectorΩ.  Community and Voluntary organisations can also be seen as valuable 
because they allow individuals to express their values and commitments.  This 
άŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴέ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǳǊƎŜΦ  The attempt to address a need or 
fight for a cause can be a satisfying end unto itself.  The normative rationale for 
Community and Voluntary activity lies in the powerful expressive character of the 
work such organisations carry out.  By underscoring the fact that nonprofits embody 
and allow for the expression of important values and commitments, this alternative 
rationale for Community and Voluntary organisations has significantly highlighted 
the gulf between such organisations and the more instrumental dimension of profit-
seeking work.  This expressive function constitutes a critical component of why 
Community and Voluntary organisations came into existence and how they operate.  
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Capturing and taking advantage of the expressive function is critical to the success of 
the instrumental function.  However, it is difficult to measure and therefore often 
overlooked.  Community and Voluntary organisations are full of people who seek to 
do works that are not only good for society in general but also in line with their own 
beliefs and values.  They represent a way to connect work with core beliefs.  
Frumkin believes this insight supports the supply argument that it is the advocacy of 
Community and Voluntary actors that drives forward nonprofit activity.  The idea 
that there might be a moral dimension to such organisations is significant because it 
allows Community and Voluntary organisations to distinguish themselves from the 
state and chart for themselves a new direction.  The value content of nonprofits is in 
fact their άǾŀƭǳŜ ŀŘŘŜŘέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎƛǾŜǎ Community and Voluntary activity its worth 
and justifies the effort and expense needed to support it.  
 
Expressive activity is directly gratifying action for the sake of the action itself.  David 
Mason (1996) argues that Community and Voluntary organisations can succeed 
more fully in their instrumental purposes if they harness and cultivate expressive 
behaviour.  Finding ways of enabling workers to connect personally with their work 
and express themselves through their organisation can be a powerful way of 
motivating them to work for instrumental purposes.  Without an expressive 
component, Community and Voluntary organisations can slowly turn into close 
analogs of bureaucratic public sector agencies or of unimaginative businesses. 
 
However, as Staples (2007) argues, Community and Voluntary organisations cannot 
ask any government to give them legitimacy.  That legitimacy only comes from a 
model of democracy in which such organisations contribute to a vigorous public 
sphere, in which there is a contestation of ideas and reasoned argument and where 
Community and Voluntary organisations and the social service sector are valued for 
their social and democratic contribution. Community and Voluntary organisations do 
not need to deviate from their core purposes to achieve this end but they should be 
looking for opportunities to re-engage in the public sphere and in so doing, when 
appropriate, to note the democratic role they play.  Raising the value of such 
organisations in the eyes of the public will strengthen their hands in any 
negotiations with government.  It must always be remembered that governments 
will change and new governments will not continue the initiatives of their 
predecessors.  Only by re-instituting Community and Voluntary organisations in the 
mind of the public as a key democratic player will a bulwark be constructed against 
the vagaries of changes of government and any future attempts to undermine their 
important role in our society.  
 

How advocacy impacts on relations between the Community and Voluntary 
organisations and the State 
 
It is difficult to decipher whether it is the manner in which advocacy is conducted or 
the viewpoints held by stakeholders in the process of advocacy that more forcefully 
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defines the nature of the relationship between Community and Voluntary 
organisations and the state.  Depending on the particular context, the answer 
probably lies somewhere in between.  One thing is clear, relationships between 
individuals are what define relationships between institutions and hence between 
sectors.  Taliaferro & Ruggiano (2010) argue that successful relationship building 
with policymakers requires strategy development and skills.  Hence, relationship 
building should be viewed within Community and Voluntary organisations as a set of 
activities that should be formally integrated into an organisŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
strategic planning.  In addition, these activities should be viewed as professional 
skills that can be further developed through training and further education.  
Maddison & Denniss (2005) argue that the attitude held by government is the 
deciding factor in determining state/sector relations.  Governments tend to seek out 
a certain sort of advocacy work performed by Community and Voluntary 
organisations as it can contribute expertise that government agencies do not 
necessarily possess. In this situation, advocacy more generally ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ΨǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
ǇǊŜŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭǎΩ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΩ ό/ŀǎŜȅ ϧ 5ŀƭǘƻƴ нллсύ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ƴŀȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ 
employ.  .ƻǘƘ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅΣ ΨƛƴǎƛŘŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊΩΣ ŜȄǇƻǎŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴs to 
the mood of the government of the day.  Because they are engaged in the political 
arena, at some point they are likely to be critical of those in power, or indeed of 
those who might one day be in power.  If they annoy certain individuals through 
public crƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƻǊ ōȅ ŀǇǇŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƻƻ ΨŎƻǎȅΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ŦƛƴŘ 
that they no longer have access to policy-making spaces and hence are constrained 
in their capacity to advocate. 
 
Habib (2007) sets out how the political recalibration of the post apartheid political 
elites brought about a situation where different types of Community and Voluntary 
organisations operate and relate to the government in different ways.  Those acting 
in a service provision role, which tend to be organisations that formed before the fall 
of the apartheid regime, generally have more collegiate relations with the state.  
These relationships have also been criticised as being contractually subservient 
(Price 1995).  Social movement organisations that have arisen subsequent to the 
African National Congress (ANC) assuming executive power have had a far more 
confrontational relationship with government.  They have emerged to counter 
perceived deficiencies within contemporary South African society and therefore hold 
the present government responsible for such.  Habib suggests when it comes to the 
balance of power in relations between Community and Voluntary organisations and 
the state that these organisations can interact with government on a relatively equal 
footing when compared with their service providing counterparts.  He suggests their 
presence injects a substantive uncertainty into the political system that is essential 
to maintain accountability on the part of a democratically elected government.  
Their independence from government influence is what gives them influence over 
the government.     
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Because of the nature of what advocacy practitioners are trying to achieve ς 
whether it be trying to influence the development of legislation, protect a 
constituency from the effects of particular policy or ensure that government adhere 
to a specific regulation ς the role is essentially an attempt to influence the power 
relations within society.  This, by necessity, can run the risk of being interpreted as 
instructive as opposed to suggestive and collaborative.  Staples (2007) argues that 
the Howard administration in Australia during the late 1990s saw civil society 
advocates as unaccountable elites dictating public policy to the detriment of the 
silent majority.  She concludes that it was the preconceived beliefs of that 
administration of the role of civil society that determined the parameters of the 
sector/state relations.  Her paper illustrates well how the context of state/sector 
relations are more often than not framed by the policies of the state and it is for the 
sector to adapt their strategies to the prevailing conditions.   
 

How relationships are managed in other countries 
 
There are many different ways in which relations between the state and Community 
and Voluntary organisations are formed.  Each state will have its own particular 
relationship with the civil society actors operating within its jurisdiction according to 
the socio-political, economic and cultural development of the state.  Casey (2008) in 
a comprehensive working paper for the Center for Australian Community 
Organisations and Management set out some broad distinctions that can be drawn 
between certain types of arrangements that have evolved in different states: 
 

The Anglo-Saxƻƴ άƭƛōŜǊŀƭέ ƳƻŘŜƭ 
Strong Community and Voluntary sectors based on multiple ethnic, religious, 
social and geographic identities.  The impact of New Public Management has 
made government contracting a central organising principle.  Government 
funding of Community and Voluntary organisations but also high levels of 
private giving through foundations and trusts and high levels of volunteering. 
Advocacy relationships are based on the perceived strength of Community 
and Voluntary organisations and their capacity to mobilise.  
 
¢ƘŜ /ƻƴǘƛƴŜƴǘŀƭ άŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛǎǘέ ƳƻŘŜƭ 
Community and Voluntary sectors based on ideological-religious divisions 
ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ άǇƛƭƭŀǊǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƴƪ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
through the principle of subsidiarity.  Advocacy relationships are channeled 
through the strong corporatist arrangements somewhat similar to the 
partnership process in Ireland.  
 
¢ƘŜ bƻǊŘƛŎ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ-ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎέ ƳƻŘŜƭ 
Relatively strong state and small, member-serving Community and Voluntary 
organisations that have self-organising as a central principle.  There is a high 
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level of volunteering, but a small foundation sector.  Advocacy relationships 
are channeled through strong corporatist arrangements.  
 
bŜǿ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ άŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎέ model 
Less developed Community and Voluntary organisations, which are a 
relatively recent phenomenon. Such organisations are often under the 
auspices of religious organisations or political parties.  There are relatively 
low levels of giving and volunteering and in poorer nations the majority of 
funds for Community and Voluntary organisations may come from foreign 
aid agencies and foundations.  Advocacy relationships are often mediated 
through the patron organisation and may be marked by high levels of distrust 
and conflict between state and organisations, which may be considered more 
ŀǎ άŀƴǘƛ-ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘέ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ό/ŀǎŜȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ нллуύΦ 
 

Casey argues that in many states the move towards New Public Management 
models of public governance and the implementation by states of neoliberal policies 
has led to the increasing prevalence of contractual relationships over grant funding 
based relationships.  In the US, Community and Voluntary organisations are 
characterised by multiple funding arrangements with local, state and national 
administrations and foundation grantee/grantor arrangements.  There is a complex 
system of regulation that regulates how and to what extent such organisations can 
become involved in attempting to influence policy.  Advocacy is not seen as an 
activity warranting state subsidies.   
 
The arrival of the Compact in the UK in the late 1990s heralded an era of collective 
agreement between Community and Voluntary organisations and the state.  The 
New Labour administration and civil society representatives signed up to The 
Compact on Relations between Government and the Third Sector in England,2 which 
was followed by local agreements signed between councils and the local voluntary 
sector.  The Compact was an agreement to improve relationships between 
government and Community and Voluntary organisations to their mutual advantage.  
It contained a list of government and /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ΨsectorΩ 
understandings.  The commitments applied to all central government departments 
and agencies, including non-departmental public bodies, regional government 
offices and local public bodies (Commission for the Compact 2008).  The concept of a 
collective agreement has also been adopted in Canada and Australia to varying 
degrees of success.  
 
In Switzerland (Helmig et al. 2009) a mutual dependency exists between 
institutionalised Community and Voluntary organisations, or federations as they are 
known, and the government who collectively engaged in the process of drafting and 

                                                        
2 Home Office (1998). Compact on Relations between Government and the Voluntary and Community 
Sector in England, HMSO, London.  
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implementing political measures and coordinating economic processes.  The 
federations hold a significant role in the political process and are involved in nearly 
every political decision.  By these means, citizens and Community and Voluntary 
organisations have the opportunity to disagree with proposed legislation or to 
enforce the process.  Consequently, Swiss legislators try to incorporate as many 
Community and Voluntary organisations as possible at the consultation stage of 
policyπmaking in order to avoid having the referendum process occur too frequently.  
The state, however, is an important source of income for the concerned 
organisations and helps them with tax exemptions and financial aid in particular.  
Instead of distributing general subsidies, the state rather opts for service level 
agreements between the public authorities and Community and Voluntary 
organisations.  This engenders a close and constructive cooperation between the 
two parties. The state may thus consider such organisations sector as an 
indispensable civil societal link between citizens and the state.   
 
 

The Irish context 
In the Irish context, relations between Community and Voluntary organisations and 
the state have developed in a somewhat unstructured fashion.  The relationship 
could be said to hang on two distinct government initiatives.  Despite an extensive 
history of voluntary sector activity within the state since its formation, the first time 
the status and role of the voluntary sector was officially recognised was in the Green 
Paper, Supporting Voluntary Activity (1997).  This formed the basis of the White 
Paper of the same name on state relations with Community and Voluntary 
organisations published by the Department of Social Welfare in 2000.  The paper 
was compiled after comprehensive analysis of domestic and international best 
practice and wide ranging consultation with all the relevant stakeholders.  It was 
considered a progressive and well-balanced foundation from which to build more 
constructive relations (Acheson 2004).  Unfortunately, the policy document found 
little purchase among the statutory bodies to which it most applied and has been 
largely ignored as a template for relations between the state and Community and 
Voluntary organisations.  
 
The second major development in relations was the advent of a Community and 
Voluntary Pillar within the corporatist structure of Irish Social Partnership.  In the 
context of the severe economic stagnation of the 1980s, the Irish government 
embarked on a model of tripartite, triennial national pay agreements that was 
unique in its formulation involving employers, trade unions and farmers as partners 
in a process which, as it evolved, attended to a far greater palette of policies then 
just wage negotiation.  This broadening of perspective was deepened by an 
invitation extended by the government of the day to a number of Community and 
Voluntary organisations working in the areas of unemployment rights, social welfare 
activism and community development to join the process.  The process involved 
seven separate rounds of negotiations that set out economic and increasingly social 
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policy throughout the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st century.  The intentions 
of the different stakeholders and more particularly the outcomes generated by the 
Community and Voluntary Pillar through participation have been hotly debated 
ό[ŀǊǊŀƎȅ нллсΤ aŜŀŘŜ нллрΤ hΩ/ƻƴƴƻǊ 2002) but the very fact of its presence 
signalled a significant mindset change within the political community towards the 
Community and Voluntary organisations.  
 
Since the withdrawal of the employers from the Social Partnership process in 
December 2009, the continued existence of the governance structure has been 
called into question.  Negotiations between the public sector unions and 
government have continued under the guise of social dialogue.  The members of the 
Community and Voluntary Pillar have continued to meet with government officials 
and continue to contribute to policy formation through the mechanism of the 
National Economic and Social Council.   
 
 

Iƻǿ ǘƘŜ [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ wŜǾƛŜǿ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ Dƻŀƭǎ 
 

Advancing Knowledge on the Current State of Advocacy in Ireland 
 
Not surprisingly the literature review tells us little about the current state of 
advocacy by Community and Voluntary organisations because, as was mentioned 
earlier in this report, there is precious little published academic research in this area. 
 

tǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ /ǳǊǊŜƴǘ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ 
 
The literature review does provide some limited insights into the nature of some of 
the challenges facing Community and Voluntary organisations in their advocacy 
work: 
 

 Unlike some other countries, tƘŜ LǊƛǎƘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ relationship with 
Community and Voluntary organisations is still largely unstructured; 

 While Social Partnership did provide a formal route into policy making for 
some Community and Voluntary organisations, the future of the process is 
currently uncertain and this, in turn, poses significant questions and 
challenges for such organisations in their advocacy work. 

 

Contributing to Informed Debate within the Sector and with the State 
 
Perhaps the area where this literature review will contribute most to the Advocacy 
LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƛƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ sense among Community and Voluntary 
organisations that many of the challenges confronting them in their advocacy work 
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are shared by similar organisations right around the world. The literature review 
clearly shows that: 
 

 While Community and Voluntary organisations often have adversarial 
relations with Governments, their right to advocate is guaranteed (in a 
formal legal sense) once the law has not been breached; 

 Governments tend to seek out certain types of advocacy work as it 
contributes expertise and insights that Government does not necessarily 
have; 

 Because advocacy by Community and Voluntary organisations is likely to be 
critical of those in power, such organisations may find themselves denied 
access to this power and, as a result, may find that their capacity to advocate 
has been constrained; 

 Service providers tend to have more collegiate relationships with the State, 
although they can also be seen as being subservient; 

 Social movement organisations are more independent of Government and 
this gives them more power in their dealings with Government; 

 Relations between Community and Voluntary organisations and the State are 
managed in many different ways around the world; 

 There is an increasing prevalence for more formal and contractual relations 
between Community and Voluntary organisations and the State which tend 
to be more regulated ς in this context, advocacy is rarely seen as an activity 
that attracts state funding; 

 A number of countries have agreed compacts or formal collective 
agreements with their Community and Voluntary sectors including the UK, 
Australia, Canada and Switzerland. 

 
The issue of arriving at an agreed definition of advocacy is one that will emerge on a 
number of occasions later in this report.  The literature review provides some 
assistance in meeting this need identified by Community and Voluntary 
organisations: 
 

 Advocacy is defined as the pursuit of influencing outcomes that directly 
ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΤ 

 A wide diversity of strategies and techniques are used grounded in the 
premise that social change occurs through politics. 

 
Another area identified as needing to be addressed later in the report is arriving at a 
consensus amongst policy makers and advocates in relation to the role of advocacy 
in a democracy and its legitimacy.  The literature review has been helpful in this 
regard by showing that: 
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 The legitimacy of advocacy by Community and Voluntary organisations is 
based on the twin democratic rights of freedom of association and freedom 
of speech; 

 Advocacy organisations help to address some of the democratic deficits that 
are created by the representative model of democracy ς they are 
indispensible intermediaries; 

 Community and Voluntary organisations that engage in advocacy provide 
mechanisms through which those affected by particular political decisions 
can be part of the production of those decisions. 
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Section Four: Quantitative Research Results 
 

 
A sample3 of 362 nonprofit (Community & Voluntary) organisations was invited to 
participate in an online survey between the middle of February and early March 
2010.  A total of 170 organisations responded, giving a satisfactory response rate of 
47%.  The profile of the responding organisations, as captured by the survey, 
appears in Appendix X.  It should be noted that a small number of respondents did 
not answer every question, so the response rate to individual questions fluctuates to 
a small degree. 
 
93% of respondents stated that their organisations do engage in advocacy ς which, 
inter alia, suggests that although the sample was rather small, it did include a high 
proportion of organisations for which the focus of the survey was relevant.  A similar 
proportion of almost 93% of respondents stated that they had always engaged in 
advocacy ς this suggests that these organisations have had a longstanding 
commitment to advocacy as a key activity (N=137).  
 
Respondents were asked to state whether their organisations are currently doing 
more, less, or the same advocacy as one year ago, three years ago, or five years ago. 
(N=143): 
 

 Almost three quarters of respondents say they are doing more advocacy than 
5 years ago; 1 in 8 are doing less;  

 Over two-thirds of respondents say they are doing more advocacy than 3 
years ago; 1 in 11 are doing less 

 Almost one half of respondents say they are doing more advocacy than 1 
year ago ς this seems significant, particularly in the context of the current 
climate; 1 in 12 are doing less. 

 

                                                        
3 It is worth drawing attention to the fact that the task of compiling a sample of community and 
voluntary organisations proved quite difficult and time-consuming.  There is no one place where one 
can access a comprehensive list of email addresses for C&V organisations without encountering data 
protection problems.  The researchers would like to acknowledge the assistance of several 
membership and network organisations that facilitated them in encouraging their members to 
proactively choose to participate in this particular survey ς but there is a clear need for the 
publication of a directory of organisations, including their email addresses, and for this to be 
continuously maintained and updated.  There is a fundamental problem at the moment in 
communicating directly with organisations in the sector as a whole ς as things currently stand, the 
development of the embryonic Irish Nonprofit Knowledge Exchange (INKEx) possibly offers the best 
opportunity to address this deficit. 
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When asked to indicate the range and frequency of their advocacy activity, 
respondents (N=144) reported that: 
 

 Nearly a quarter engage in public information and awareness-raising on a 
daily basis;  

 Over a third participate in public bodies or working groups at least once a 
month;  

 More than half make submissions to Government or EU between 1 and 4 
times a year; while  

 Two-thirds of respondents never use advertising in their advocacy 
campaigns.    
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Although there is a perception that many organisations routinely produce pre-
Budget submissions, the survey tells us a slightly different story ς although a high 
proportion of respondents engage in advocacy slightly under a third usually make a 
pre-Budget submission; 2 out of 5 organisations do not usually make a pre-Budget 
submission; while 28% sometimes do so. (N=143) 
 
 

Respondents were asked to rate the effectiveness of their advocacy.  The response 
ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǎǘȅ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-assessment with most 
organisations awarding themselves a score of 3 out of 5.  (N=122)  
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As we will see in Section Five, this score conforms reasonably closely to the 
perceptions of interested observers outside of the sector.  At the same time, it is 
interesting to note that 2 out of every 5 respondents rated their advocacy at 4 out of 
5, or better. 
 

When asked to indicate the types of successes they had achieved in their advocacy 
respondents (N=134) reported the following: 
 

 Almost three-quarters indicated that they have been successful in 
contributing towards policy development;  

 3 out of 5 claim success in protecting existing resources while almost the 
same proportion cite that they have managed to minimise a reduction in 
resources.  

 Slightly more than half have succeeded in developing a new service; changing 
a policy decision; or achieving an administrative change in the way a policy or 
service is delivered.   
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 It is interesting to note that one in 10 claim success in achieving 
constitutional change.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

When asked to identify the type of personnel resources that organisations are 
applying to their advocacy (N=138) we found that 
 

 Just over two-thirds of respondents use full-time staff, and 2 in 5 use part-
time staff, in their advocacy  

 Slightly less than two-thirds use members, volunteers and supporters ς while 
almost 54% use Board members ς in support of their advocacy  

 A little over one-third use clients/customers/consumers, while only one-fifth 
use external consultants. 
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In response to a question on the budgetary resources that organisations are 
applying to their advocacy respondents (N=133) revealed that  
 

 almost three out of 10 respondents do not have a dedicated budget for their 
advocacy   

 A further fifth have a budgŜǘ ƻŦ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ϵмлΣллл ƛƴ нлмл   

 At the other end of the scale, 1 in 20 respondents have a budget between 
ϵлΦрƳ ŀƴŘ ϵмƳΦ 

 

These results indicate that, in spite of the high proportion of organisations that state 
that they engage in advocacy, a substantial proportion apply little or no specific 
budget to the activity. 
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When asked to state an opinion on the relative environment within which advocacy 
by the sector is taking place, overwhelmingly, 86% of respondents believe the 
environment for advocacy is becoming more challenging.  When invited to give 
reasons for their answer, those that featured most prominently were 
 
ωDƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ƙƻǎǘƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ς and to dissent, more generally; 
LƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ άǎǇŀŎŜέ 
ω9ŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊŜŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ς including a more challenging funding 
environment, and diminished prospects for positive change 
ω/ƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŦŀǘƛƎǳŜ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 
ωLƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ς both between NGOs and with other sectors.  Several 
responses questioned whether there are too many advocacy groups. 
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Given the expressed concerns within the sector as reflected in the response to the 
previous question, we considered it important to establish if organisations had had 
to reduce their advocacy activity in the past two years. 
 
Interestingly, more than 4 in every 5 respondents state that they have not had to 
reduce their advocacy in the past two years.  This concurs with the response to 
Question 3 where respondents typically indicated that they are currently doing more 
advocacy than 1, 3 or 5 years ago.  
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Those organisations (23) that stated that they had had to reduce their advocacy 
activity over the past two years were asked to indicate whether this was due to 
internal or external reasons. (They could indicate both in their answer, where 
appropriate).   
 
Almost three-quarters of organisations that had reduced their advocacy (a total of 
17 organisations) attributed the reduction to internal factors while close to two-
thirds (15 organisations) cited external factors. (N=23) 
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All respondents were asked if their organisation had experienced one or more of a 
list of actual or threatened funding cuts or other constraint, whether explicit or 
implicit, arising from their advocacy activity.  (N=123) 
 
Importantly, over 56% stated that they have not experienced any real or threatened 
(i.e. implicit or explicit) loss of funding or opportunity arising from their advocacy 
activity.  On the other hand, up to 44% of respondents have had this experience, 
with some organisations experiencing more than one such loss or threat.  This 
clearly challenges some current perceptions but, equally clearly, warrants further 
investigation not least to examine how consistent it is across specific policy areas. 
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Respondents were asked to state whether they are members of policy coalitions, 
alliances or networks that are engaged in advocacy whether at local, regional, 
national, EU or international levels.   
 
More than three-quarters of respondents are members of national coalitions, 
alliances or networks while close to half are members of such groups at European 
level and more than a quarter are members of international groups.   A third are 
members of local groups while more than a quarter are members at regional level. 
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In order to get a measure of organisations that are viewed by their peers as being 
effective in their advocacy, respondents were asked to pick one nonprofit 
organisation that they consider effective in its advocacy.  (N=120) 
 
Analysis shows that Barnardos emerged as a clear leader, receiving a total of 24 
citations.  Next came ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ wƛƎƘǘǎ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ όтύ ŀƴŘ !ƳƴŜǎǘȅ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
(6).  The Society of St. Vincent de Paul and the Migrant Rights Centre of Ireland each 
received 5 citations.  Following on 4 were Age Action Ireland, the Irish Cancer 
Society, ICTR and the Wheel.  Older and Bolder, Trócaire, Focus Ireland and Cystic 
Fibrosis Ireland each received 3 mentions.  A further seven organisations were each 
nominated twice, while 23 organisations received a single mention. 
 
Of note is the fact that a number of nonprofit organisations outside the Community 
and Voluntary sector were nominated ς these included IBEC, the Automobile 
Association, the Construction Industry Federation and the Irish Farmers Association.  
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Iƻǿ ǘƘŜ vǳŀƴǘƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ {ǳǊǾŜȅ /ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ !ŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ Dƻŀƭǎ 

  

1. Advancing Knowledge on the Current Status of Advocacy in Ireland 

 
The leadership of the Advocacy Initiative shared an interest in exploring the 
experience, practice and principles of advocacy and sought to contribute to the body 
of knowledge on the current status of advocacy in Ireland, beginning with a simple 
question: What is your experience of being an advocate and doing advocacy?  From 
this starting point, they hoped to build up a picture of advocacy at this point in time. 
 
The Quantitative Survey makes a significant contribution towards this aspiration in 
capturing important contemporaneous data from 170 organisations currently 
engaged in advocacy out of a total sample of 362 (representing a response rate of 
47%).  This data tells us, inter alia, that 
 

 93% of participating organisations stated that they do engage in advocacy 

 Most organisations are currently doing more advocacy than they have in the 
past: three quarters are doing more than 5 years ago; over two-thirds are 
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doing more advocacy than 3 years ago; while almost one half are doing more 
advocacy than 1 year ago  

 When asked to rate the effectiveness of their own advocacy, most 
organisations awarded themselves a score of 3 out of 5; however, almost as 
many rated their advocacy at 4 out of 5, or better 

 Successes achieved through advocacy include  
o Policy development;  
o Protecting existing resources;  
o Minimising a reduction in resources;  
o Developing a new service;  
o Changing a policy decision; and  
o Achieving an administrative change in the way a policy or service is 

delivered.  

 In spite of the high proportion of organisations that state that they engage in 
advocacy, almost three out of 10 respondents do not have a dedicated 
advocacy budget; at the other end of the scale, 1 in 20 respondents have an 
advocacy ōǳŘƎŜǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ϵлΦрƳ ŀƴŘ ϵмƳΦ 

 Overwhelmingly, 86% of respondents believe the environment for advocacy 
is becoming more challenging 

 In spite of this more challenging environment, more than 4 in every 5 
respondents state that they have not had to reduce their advocacy in the 
past two years 

 Of the minority of organisations that have had to reduce their advocacy, 
almost three-quarters attributed the reduction to internal factors while close 
to two-thirds cited external factors 

 When asked to pick one nonprofit organisation that they consider effective in 
its advocacy respondents nominated a diverse range of organisations yet 
with a clear consensus ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άƭŜŀŘŜǊέ ό.ŀǊƴŀǊŘƻǎύ 

 
The profile of organisations participating in the survey both confirms and draws 
attention to several common features of the Community and Voluntary sector in 
Ireland.  For example (see Appendix Two):   
 

 The diversity of the sector is illustrated by  
o ¢ƘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ άǎǳō-ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎέ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ 
o The widely differing scale of budgets 
o The correspondingly wide range in size of staffing complement 
o The diversity of sources of funding 

 Yet there are very common features as represented by 
o The proportion of respondents located in Dublin 
o In spite of funding being received from a wide range of Government 

Departments and agencies, the overwhelming significance of the 
Departments of Community Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, and Health 
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and Children (including the HSE) in terms of scale and scope of 
funding.   
 

нΦ tǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ /ǳǊǊŜƴǘ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ 
 

The origins of the Initiative owed much to a growing view within the sector that 

government and senior civil servants were becoming increasingly hostile to 

advocacy.  Yet, since this was a view that was not shared by everyone, ǘƘŜ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ 

establishment was prompted by an interest in exploring the concern that there is a 

threat to advocacy. 

 
In the event, more than 56% of respondents stated that they have not experienced 
any real or threatened (implicit or explicit) loss of funding or opportunity arising 
from their advocacy activity.  However, up to 44% of respondents have had this 
experience, with some organisations experiencing more than one such loss or 
threat.  This finding offers a somewhat more nuanced perspective on the question of 
whether the sector, as a whole, is operating within the context of Government and 
public agency hostility towards advocacy.  And, while this challenges some current 
perceptions, it warrants further investigation ς not least to examine how consistent 
it is across specific policy and sub-sectoral areas. 
 
 

3. Contributing to Informed Debate within the Sector and with the State 
 

Although it is not specifically the purpose of the Quantitative Survey to directly 

contribute to debate within the sector and its external relationships ς this is more 

relevant to other activities within Phase 1 of the Initiative such as the Forum and 

Conference ς the data gathered by the survey have both contributed to debate in 

these subsequent stages of the current phase and will have a very important 

contribution to make to any subsequent phases of the Initiative. 
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Section Five: Qualitative Interviews 
 
 

Introduction 

 
During Spring 2010, Middlequarter and Montague Communications undertook 21 in-
depth interviews with a range of different stakeholders to explore in detail their 
understanding of advocacy by Community and Voluntary organisations and the role 
of such advocacy in the world, their experience of it, their thoughts on its 
effectiveness and any insights into how it could be improved. 
 
¢ǿŜƭǾŜ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭΩ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘ ς external refers to the views of 
those interviewees who are interfacing with Community and Voluntary organisations 
as targets of their advocacy or are well-placed observers of such activity.  These 
interviewees included: 
 

 Senior politicians; 

 Senior civil servants; 

 Senior managers in state agencies; 

 Philanthropists; 

 Social partners; 

 Well-informed observers and commentators. 
 
bƛƴŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭΩ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ς ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭΩ 
refers to the views of the interviewees who are involved with Community and 
Voluntary organisations either as full-time staff or board members.  The people we 
interviewed came from a diverse range (small and large, urban and rural, local, 
regional, national and international) of organisations from the following sectors: 
 

 Children; 

 Ageing; 

 Anti-Poverty; 

 Migrants; 

 Development; 

 Homelessness; 

 Health; 

 Community Development. 
 
We set out below a high-level summary of their views on the key questions being 
explored in this phase of the Advocacy Initiative. 
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Role and Legitimacy of Advocacy by Community and Voluntary 
Organisations 

 
One of the key areas for exploration was the role of advocacy by Community and 
Voluntary organisations in a democratic society.  As the material below makes clear, 
this extended into a discussion on the legitimacy of such advocacy and its credibility. 
 

Contrast in Thinking on Role 
 
The stakeholder interviews revealed quite a contrast in the level of thinking on the 
role of advocacy by Community and Voluntary organisations.  Of the interviewees 
from outside of Community and Voluntary organisations only two ς both of whom 
had previously worked with such organisations ς had a developed a clear and 
considered  view on the role of civil society advocacy in a democratic society.  One 
of these interviewees saw such advocacy as being critical in terms of acting as a 
counterweight to the influence of commercial interests and unfettered state 
power.  The other saw it in the context of one of the fundamental freedoms in a 
democracy ς namely the right to free speech. 
 
In contrast with the views of the interviewees from outside of the Community and 
Voluntary organisations, those interviewees operating within such organisations had 
a much more developed sense of the role of advocacy.  Their perspectives on 
advocacy revolved around: 
 

 The centrality of advocacy for those organisations that want to lead or achieve 
change ς ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ 
Community and Voluntary organisations; 

 The need to use advocacy to address the root causes of poverty and inequality; 

 Providing a voice for those under or unrepresented in policy making; 

 Providing policy makers with an alternative social narrative that they would not 
otherwise be aware of; 

 Holding a mirror up to the policy making system and providing a critique of what 
ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪΤ 

 Enabling communities adversely affected by current or future policies to mobilise 
and participate in policy making. 

 
Not surprisingly in terms of the debate on the democratic credentials of advocacy by 
Community and Voluntary organisations, the people we interviewed from such 
organisations placed a much greater emphasis on the notion of participatory 
democracy and they view advocacy as reflecting the most dynamic aspects of 
society.  
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However, while noting that a lot more consideration had been given to the notion of 
advocacy by the interviewees from within the Community and Voluntary 
organisations, they themselves felt that more debate and discussion is required 
within such organisations in order to develop a shared definition and understanding 
of advocacy and its role within such organisations and wider society. 
Emphasis on Utilitarian Role 
 
When pressed on the role of advocacy by Community and Voluntary organisations 
within a democracy, most of the policy makers and observers that did express a 
view on the matter tended to couch their perspective within a utilitarian 
perspective.  For example, a number of such interviewees said that Community and 
Voluntary organisations can play an important role in informing policy makers 
about what is really happening on the ground within communities in terms of the 
consequences of complex policy decisions.   
 
In this context, a high premium was placed on the views of those organisations that 
are service providers as they are seen as representing the voice of experience.  
Their advocacy is also seen to play an important role in terms of driving forward 
innovation and adaptation in public sector service provision. 
 
LǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ small number of the policy makers and observers we 
interviewed referred to the important role played by advocacy by Community and 
Voluntary organisations in providing an alternative social narrative.  However, the 
acceptability of these narratives depends on the nature of each individual 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ 
ΨƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜΩ ƻǊ ΨŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜΩΦ 
 
Among the interviewees involved with Community and Voluntary organisations, the 
utilitarian value to the State of their advocacy was well understood.  They were 
conscious that such organisations can communicate messages up to policy makers 
from those who experience the effects of policy decisions but also communicate 
such decisions down to the same constituency so that they can understand what has 
been decided and how such decisions will affect them. 
 
The premium placed by policy makers on the credibility of those organizations 
engaged in service provision was well understood by the interviewees from the 
Community and Voluntary organisations.  As one interviewee said, there are other 
actors who can provide detailed statistical data to policy makers, Community and 
Voluntary organisations should concentrate on bringing the effects of policy 
decisions on the lives of ordinary people to the attention of policy makers.  
 

Issues of Legitimacy and Credibility 
!ōƻǾŜ ǿŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
advocacy work of Community and Voluntary organisations and these notions were 
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raised consistently during the interviews we conducted with the policy makers and 
those observing the advocacy work of such organisations.   
 
In relation to the legitimacy or credibility of Community and Voluntary organisations, 
one of the key issues raised by policy makers was about their mandate.  This 
question principally revolved around the extent to which the views being expressed 
by an organisation are held by a significantly large portion of the population.  As one 
ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǊ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨǿƘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŦƻǊ ƻǊ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΚΩ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇǊŜŎŜŘŜƴŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 
substance of their arguments and other times seen as something to be considered in 
parallel with the facts of the cases being presented. However, it is worth noting here 
that the power of a strong argument to effect change was repeatedly acknowledged 
by policy makers and observers.  
 
Some of the policy makers and observers we interviewed also tied the question of 
legitimacy in with how Community and Voluntary organisations put forward their 
arguments ς in these cases legitimacy referred to the acceptability to them of the 
advocacy techniques being used by organisations.  
 
Ψ[ŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅΩ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ 
assocƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
±ƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ  CƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ΨŦǊƻƴǘƭƛƴŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ 
is invaluable when they are considering a case or argument, as are quantitative 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ΨƘŀǊŘΩ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ !ǎ ƻƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ǿŀƴǘ ŦŀŎǘǎ 
ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŘƻƴΩǘΦΩ  
 
The importance of a mandate ς in the sense of being representative of those whom 
they claim to represent ς was recognised by those we interviewed from the 
Community and Voluntary organisations.  In this context, a number of interviewees 
ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘƴŜǎǎΩ 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΦ  {ǳŎƘ ΨŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘƴŜǎǎΩΥ 
 

 Provides organisations with accurate, relevant contemporary data on which to 
formulate policy; 

 Enables organisations to relay information back to its support base to promote 
empowerment and mobilisation.  

 
It was suggested by some of those we interviewed from the Community and 
Voluntary organisations that over the past number of years the connection between 
those representing or leading organisations and those whom they seek to represent 
has been weakened and the sector has been weakened as a result.  The issue of 
professionalization was mentioned in this context.  
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Impact of State funding on Advocacy by Community and Voluntary 
Organisations 
 
The interplay between the State funding of Community and Voluntary organisations 
and its impact on how such organisations conduct advocacy was one of the core 
issues explored in the interviews. 
 

State Funding involves Constraints 
A number of the policy makers and observers we interviewed referred to the fact 
that many Community and Voluntary organisations are contracted to provide 
services on behalf of the State. In the view of the some of these interviewees, such 
organisations are effectively sub-contractors and this relationship often involves 
their advocacy work being constrained due to the potential for conflicts of interest.  
  
Looking in more depth at how Community and Voluntary organisations manage 
such conflicts of interest, some of the policy makers acknowledged the possibility of 
self censorship by organisations but felt that it was not something that should 
cause undue concern. 
 
Other policy makers and observers were more conscious of and sensitive to the 
difficult dilemmas posed by State funding for the advocacy work of Community and 
Voluntary organisations.  For these interviewees, the issue was not so much about 
advocacy being prohibited but more about how the relationship between 
organisations and the State are managed. In this context, a number of the 
interviewees referred to the importance of organisations being aware of the 
ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘΦ Furthermore, they agreed that the State 
has a reluctance to fund organisations and activities that they perceive as being 
inherently and constantly critical of them.  
 
The issue of the constraints arising from accepting State funding was very much to 
the fore for the interviewees from the Community and Voluntary organisations.  
Many of the interviewees said that such funding causes organisations to pause for 
thought before making representations on issues. The timing, method and location 
of representations must be carefully weighed up with due regard given to the 
political consequences that may arise. On the other hand, some of the interviewees 
acknowledged that there are plenty of instances of the State funding organisations 
that ŀƭǎƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ  
 
Lƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŎƻnstrainedΩΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ 
now sees many Community and Voluntary organisations as an extension of itself. In 
their view, the State develops policies and strategies and gets organisations to 
implement them ς in other words organisations are incorporated into the State. 
Some of the interviewees believe that such arrangements suit the Government from 
a fiscal point of view ς in that services are cheaper to run through Community and 
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Voluntary organisations than directly by the State ς and also from the perspective of 
ΨŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ŀǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘŀǘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀre 
more likely to feel constrained than organisations who have multilayered financial 
sources.   
 

Managing Advocacy and Service Provision 
Some of the policy maker and observer interviewees suggested that it is difficult for 
Community and Voluntary organizations to concentrate on both service provision 
and advocacy equally well. Some felt that a solution might be found in the creation 
of separate policy bodies within organisations focused specifically on advocacy 
issues ς ǎǳŎƘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜƭȅ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ƎǊŀǎǎǊƻƻǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ 
ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘs as central to their agenda. However, it was 
acknowledged that there had to be a link between advocacy and service provision 
within Community and Voluntary organisations but with separate drivers. 
 
Among the interviewees from the Community and Voluntary organisations, Service 
Level Agreements were seen as a way of managing the separation of advocacy and 
service provision, as such agreements specifically set out what public money can be 
used for. These interviewees made the point that it was Community and Voluntary 
organisations that pushed for such agreements to be introduced so that the dealings 
between the State and such organisations were put on a more formal footing than 
through the grant system in the past.  
 

Managing the Funding Relationship 
Differing views were expressed about how tightly the State should regulate the use 
of its funding by Community and Voluntary organisations.   
 
Some of the policy makers and observers felt that an overly tight system of 
regulating funding arrangements would inhibit innovation by Community and 
Voluntary organisations.  Other interviewees felt that there is a clear need for the 
regulation of organisations that take public money to ensure that there is proper 
accountability and that the monies provided are used for the purposes intended. 
 
Not surprisingly there was a very strong view among the interviewees from the 
Community and Voluntary organisations that it is legitimate in a democratic society 
to expect the State to fund organisations that provide a critical voice. However, 
many of thesŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ 
this perspective.  In this context, these interviewees felt that it was prudent for 
Community and Voluntary organisations engaging in advocacy to have other sources 
of funding in place to support such advocacy work.  Even then, some interviewees 
pointed out that privately sourced funding ς while desirable from the perspective of 
supporting advocacy ς also require accountability and a clear demonstration of 
value for money.  
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Code of Conduct 
The interviewees were asked about the idea of putting in place a formal Code of 
Conduct between the State and Community and Voluntary organizations setting out 
how the relationship between them would be managed and conducted.    
 
At this stage, not much consideration has been given to this concept by the policy 
makers that we interviewed.  However, in reflecting on the concept of a Code of 
Conduct, these interviewees felt that the context within which such a Code was put 
in place would be crucially important. For example, such a Code could be seen as 
inappropriate and indeed unworkable if it was to be unilaterally handed down from 
Government without consultation and agreement. In addition, how such a code 
would be enforced would be a key factor for officials.  On the other hand, some of 
the policy maker and observer interviewees felt that any formal agreement should 
ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǎǇŀŎŜΩ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ 
Community and Voluntary organizations by the State.  
 
As with some of the earlier questions, the interviewees from the Community and 
Voluntary organisations had given a lot more thought to the notion of a Code of 
Conduct or a Framework of Understanding setting out how the relationship between 
the State and such organisations should be managed.  In this context, there was a 
strong view that such terms of engagement should formally recognize the role of 
civil society organisations in policy making processes. 

 

Perspectives on Advocacy by Community and Voluntary Organisations 
 
All of the participants in the interviews were asked to express their views on the 
effectiveness of NGO advocacy.  As will become clear from the material below, there 
were some issues that were common to both the policy maker/observer 
interviewees and those from the Community and Voluntary organisations and others 
that were not. 
 

Rating of Effectiveness 
When asked how they rated the effectiveness of advocacy by Community and 
Voluntary organisations, most of the policy makers and observers gave it a rating of 
three out of five. 
 
The interviewees from the organisations themselves were more reluctant to 
ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎΩ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ōǳǘ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ 
the effectiveness of their own organisations at a rating of three out of five as well. 
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Use of Public Campaigns  
Some of the policy makers we interviewed raised questions about the effectiveness 
of large scale public campaigns in influencing policy makers.  They argued that quiet 
diplomacy and effective relationship building can achieve more than high profile 
public campaigns.  Others acknowledged the importance of bringing the public on 
board in terms of ensuring that an issue is placed on high the policy making agenda.  
However, they argued that such campaigning has to be carried out in a way that 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǊǎΦ 
 
Perhaps not surprisingly, the perspective of the interviewees from the Community 
and Voluntary organisations on the effectiveness of public campaigning was 
somewhat different.  The view expressed by some was that the extent to which the 
public is engaged on an issue is directly proportional to the level of interest in that 
issue from the policy-making system.  However, there was also an understanding 
that effective advocates possess a keen awareness that politicians are subject to 
ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳŜƴŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ΨǇŀǘƛŜƴǘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 
to advocacy is required. 
 
LǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Community and Voluntary 
organisations did accept that some such organisations place an excessive reliance on 
media communications in their advocacy ς the effectiveness of which is sometimes 
questionable in terms of its ability to persuade policy makers. 
 

Dealing with Multiple Audiences 
A number of the policy maker and observer interviewees said that Community and 
Voluntary organisations should not simply focus their relationship building work on 
policy makers alone.  These interviewees felt that Community and Voluntary 
organisations need to look at who can deliver outcomes for their agenda and seek 
to cultivate relationships with them.   
 
In this context, some of these interviewees suggested that organisations should 
seek to build closer relations with the trade union movement as both sectors are 
ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ΨƎŜƴŜ ǇƻƻƭΩ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 
despite this they can sometimes be competitive with each other to the detriment of 
the agendas they are pursuing. However, other policy maker interviewees 
questioned the value of Community and Voluntary organisations forging closer 
relations with trade unions, saying that any perceived alliance with the trade union 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ΨƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩΣ 
which in the absence of other forms of tangible leverage are very important for 
such organisations. 
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Need for Improved Understanding of the Policy Making System 
A concern that repeatedly surfaced throughout the discussions with the policy 
makers and observers we interviewed was a strongly perceived lack of awareness 
among Community and Voluntary organisations about how the policy making system 
operates.  One example cited by a senior elected representative was the failure of 
some organisations to understand that material aimed at politicians needs to be 
relevant to their brief or their constituency.  
 
One interviewee mentioned how materials relating to the Budget process often 
come into the system far too late to be effective and some of the demands coming 
from Community and Voluntary organisations are more aimed at appeasing internal 
audiences than on delivering results.  Likewise campaigns around influencing the 
election programmes of political parties tend to get underway when the manifestoes 
have largely been written or indeed when the elections have actually been called. 
 
However, there was an acknowledgement from among the policy makers and 
observers that there are huge variations in the levels of understanding and skills in 
this area. Some Community and Voluntary organisations were acknowledged to be 
amongst the most effective campaigners or advocates in the country.  In addition, a 
number of the policy makers and observers made the point that the deficiencies in 
understanding of the policy making system displayed by some Community and 
Voluntary organisations were also shared by many trade unions and business 
organisations too. 
 
The elected representatives we spoke suggested that Community and Voluntary 
organisations should place a strong emphasis on investing time and effort into 
creating relationships with relevant political party spokespeople and other 
Oireachtas members. They also said that organisations need to build alliances not 
just with the political parties that are in Government ς despite the obvious necessity 
to target those that can make decisions now ς efforts need to be made by made by 
organisations to develop relationships on a bipartisan basis as an exclusive focus on 
ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǇŀǊǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ōŜƛƴƎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
partisan.  
 
The interviewees from the Community and Voluntary organisations acknowledged 
that there are significant deficits in terms of their knowledge and skills in relation to 
the policy making system.  Some possible solutions suggested by these interviewees 
to address these deficits included: 
 

 Having research conducted into good advocacy so that learning from these 
examples can be shared; 

 Need for greater availability of advocacy expertise in the sector. 
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Managing Relations with Officials  
There was an almost universal agreement among the policy makers and observers 
about the importance of building strong relationships with key civil and public 
servants for Community and Voluntary organisations.  These interviewees felt that 
there may not be sufficient understanding within some organisations of the key role 
played in policy development and implementation by such officials.  In this context, 
it was suggested that community and voluntary organisations need to have a better 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŜǘƛǉǳŜǘǘŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦ 
 
One interviewee made strong reference to a perceived over reliance on 
relationships with the Department of the Taoiseach which misunderstood the role of 
other departments and agencies in the political decision making process. This was 
said to have been a consequence of the Social Partnership process.  
 
One of the impediments to building and managing relationships with civil and public 
servants mentioned by some of the interviewees from the Community and 
Voluntary organisations was the turnover of staff within public bodies ς depending 
ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ōŀŘ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛn officials, such 
turnover can either help or hinder the path of progress on an issue. 
 
Some of the interviewees from the Community and Voluntary organisations ς 
particularly those located outside Dublin ς mentioned the impact their geographic 
remoteness from the capital city has on building up relationships with national 
policy makers. They argued that since many locally-based officials are without 
decision making power, it can be very challenging to find solutions that are fine-
tuned to the needs of their particular location. In this context, these interviewees 
said that local officials become conduits of information to the higher levels of 
decision making power.    
 

Never-Ending Critique or Holding the State to Account 
One of the areas where sharply contrasting views were expressed was in relation to 
how Community and Voluntary organisations critique the activities of the State. 
 
Among the policy makers and observers we interviewed, there was an almost 
universal agreement that many Community and Voluntary organisations cannot 
acknowledge that progress is being made on their agenda and, instead, engage in a 
never-ending critique of Government, some of which is quite personal in nature.  
One of the policy maker interviewees, who previously had worked for many years 
with Community and Voluntary organisations, felt that organisations are strong on 
expressing critique but weak on providing solutions and how they can make a 
ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΦ  !ǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǎŀƛŘΥ ά/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ±ƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛǎ 
based ŀǊƻǳƴŘ Ψǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨǿŜΩέΦ 
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As some of the policy makers and observers pointed out, an approach based on 
constant criticism seems not to understand the psychological effects of such an 
ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ !ǎ ƻƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘΥ ΨƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ constant barrage of criticism, 
ŀ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦŜƴǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ όǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƎŜƴŘŀύ ǿƛƭƭ ōǳƛƭŘ ǳǇΦΩ  
 
Others explained that if policy makers feel personally attacked, this will have the 
effect of souring relations with those who are perceived to have made the attack 
ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ 
ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƻŦ 
many Community and Voluntary organisations is seen as being predictable and their 
views ς no matter how valid ς can often be simply dismissed.   
 
However, there were some views that contrasted somewhat with these 
perspectives.  One very experienced person in the social partnership field felt that 
many Community and VoluntŀǊȅ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƻ ƳŜŜƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳƛŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
άōŀƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜέΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ 
interviewee felt that there was a major deficit in negotiation skills among the 
leaders of Community and Voluntary organisations.  
 
There was a perception, expressed by some of the policy makers that were 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ΨŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΩ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ Ŏŀƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ 
organisations to protect their own territory or that some organisations frequently 
and disingenuously portray a state of crisis in order to generate media attention 
and increase their own profiles and ability to raise funds. A number of these 
interviewees also believed that such campaigning can be a method of engaging with 
ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴal constituency ς members being made aware of the 
activism of the leadership by the number of headlines they create.    
 
As was mentioned earlier, the perspective among the interviewees from the 
Community and Voluntary organisations is that one of the key roles of advocacy by 
such organisations is to hold the State to account.  This inevitably involves a critique 
of what is being done or not being done and means that the views of Community 
and Voluntary organisations will be contested by the State.  Indeed, one interviewee 
said that one of the causes of the current economic crisis was the lack of a proper 
and effective critique of some of the policies being pursued over the last period. On 
the other hand, there was some level of acceptance by the interviewees from the 
Community and Voluntary organisations of the need for more sophistication in the 
way their critique of policy is delivered.   
 
 

Respectful Relations 
Another key theme to emerge right across the range of interviewees was that of 
respect.   
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Several of the policy maker and observer interviewees spoke of the need to maintain 
a basic level of respect both for the offices individuals hold and the individuals 
themselves ς particularly for elected representatives who have a mandate from the 
public.  They strongly expressed the view that many advocates from Community and 
Voluntary organisations did not act in a respectful way and did not seem to 
understand the genuine constraints policy makers are working under.   
 
One interviewee with an involvement in philanthropy felt in this context that it was 
important that Community and Voluntary organisations understand what their roles 
ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǊƻƭŜǎΦ  ά¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ 
ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾƛƎƻǊƻǳs way ς ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ 
ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘŀƭΦέ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΥ ά¢ƘŜ bDh ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
personal relationships are important ς this makes being personally respectful even 
ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦέ   
 
The theme of respect was also a strong one among the interviewees from the 
Community and Voluntary organisations. Some of the interviewees talked of threats, 
of not being taken seriously, being marginalized and of funders cutting funding if 
ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅΦ 
 
One interviewee also made reference to the (at that stage) soon-to-be-published 
report funded by the Carnegie Trust on Irish Civil Society that talked about how 
dissent in Ireland is being marginalised.  In this context, some of the interviewees 
from the Community and Voluntary organisations made the point that this 
marginalisation varies from Government department to department. Some 
departments and public sector bodies seem to have very well developed processes 
for engaging with organisations and welcome their active participation, including 
their critique ς ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀǊŜŀ ǿŀǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘΦ 
 
A number of the interviewees from the Community and Voluntary organisations 
called for a change in attitude by the State to such organisations through the 
development of meaningful partnership process and genuine consultation.  In this 
context, it was felt that a Code or Framework of Understanding between the State 
and Community and Voluntary organisations would be very useful.  This, while 
recognizing that there will be tensions between the State and advocates from the 
Community and Voluntary organisations, would set out how the relationship should 
be managed. 
 

Media Relations  
The varying capacity within sector for developing effective relationships with the 
media was acknowledged by the policy maker and observer interviewees. The media 
personnel that were interviewed cited a number of Community and Voluntary 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ 




