
Advocacy:  Identifying Policy Issues

Principles of Advocacy for Heath NGOs



Stages of Advocacy -- A Review

• Stage One:  Identifying issues

• Stage Two:  Developing possible solutions

• Stage Three:  Building support (internal and external)

• Stage Four:  Policy action

• Stage Five:  Evaluation



Where does identifying policy issues fit in?

• Generally occurs in stages 1 and 2

• Agenda setting

• Your NGO selects, from unlimited 

number of problems, problem to address 

and attempts to get target institution to 

recognize need for action

• Your NGO formulates policy solutions, 

choosing one that is feasible -- politically, 

economically, socially



What is a policy problem?

• Something that is wrong

• All NGOs confront problems (e.g., lack of 

affordable, quality health care)

• Advocates organize around issues -- the 

solution or partial solution to the problem -- not 

problems



What is an issue?

• The problem coupled with the solution that advocates are 

trying to win

• A problem or situation that has a policy solution -- an 

institution or organization could take action to solve

• NGOs cannot “win” problems; they can win solutions to 

problems

• Health advocacy is about winning policy solutions



Ways to find advocacy issues

• Issues that NGO volunteers are working on locally

• Recent scientific developments or current research policy 

issues

• Current “hot” political or media issues

• Campaigns being run by other NGOs

• Existing Government or opposition policy commitments



Questions to consider about a potential 

advocacy issue

• Is it important to people affected by obesity?

• Is it winnable?  Timely?

• How does it impact your reputation?

• What is the cost to your NGO vs. the potential benefit?

• Can you make a unique contribution?

• Can you collaborate?



Criteria -- Selecting an advocacy issue

• Scope of the issue

• Proposed solution is verified by data

• Proposed solution is feasible, winnable

• Target audience is clear and defined

• Issue is easy to understand

• Issue attracts support (financial, other)

• Established networks based on issue exist



Understanding health policy 

environment

• Understand how heath policy decisions are made in your 

country

• Understand social and political climate in which decision-

making occurs

• Analyze existing health-related laws and policies -- strengths, 

weaknesses

• Identify potential allies or opposition

• Monitor news, trends, issues, initiatives



What is data?

• Qualitative or quantitative information obtained through an 

objective, systematic process

• Intrinsic to policy-making process

• Important tool for advocacy



Data -- use in advocacy

• Select and identify issues for advocacy action; choose goals 
and objectives

• Widen field of possible policy solutions

• Inform and persuade decision-makers

• Confirm or support existing positions

• Defend or provide counter-arguments

• Educate, change perceptions, debunk myths

• Demonstrate that policies are working

• Reconsider failed policies



Information needs -- choosing an 

advocacy policy issue

• What populations are being affected by the issue?  What do 

they  say about it?

• Who or what is affecting the issue?

• What is the root cause of the issue?

• What is the severity of the issue?

• Has the issue changed over the last 1, 5, 10, 20 years?

• Where is the impact of the issue felt most severely?



Advocacy issue -- example

• Policy problem -- escalating rates of childhood obesity has led 

to increased cases high cholesterol in children

• Question -- What could Parliament and Justice do to address 

obesity?

• Policy solution -- enact and enforce legislation to create a tax 

on soda drinks 



Advocacy issue -- example, cont.

• Advocacy issue -- In order to decrease rates of obesity due to 

exposure high calorie drinks, legislators and the justice 

system must enact and enforce legislation to decrease access 

to high calorie drinks by making them more expensive for 

children thereby less accessible



Assessing policy solutions -- who 

should you consult?

• People affected by the problem, including family members, 

doctors and people affected by obesity or diseases caused by 

obesity

• Other NGOs involved in similar issues

• Other NGOs with experience on health issues (e.g., cvd, 

diabetes, cancer)

• Technical experts, politicians, legal experts on obesity control



Formulating policy solutions --

questions to address

• Why does the problem occur?

• What is the scope/impact of problem?

• What are the main aspects of the problem? What are 
the effects it causes?

• What is your vision?  What do you hope to accomplish 
through policy change?  What will constitute a win?

• How will your policy be achieved?  Through what 
mechanisms?  Who will be involved?

• Which institution is capable of making the change?  
Who are the key decision-makers?

• What is your time frame?



Conclusion

• NGOs can play a powerful role in shaping health laws 
and policies

• Think strategically to determine problems, possible 
solutions and frame them into viable advocacy issues to 
attract broad-based support

• Data is important both to selecting issues and to 
presenting them to decision-makers and the public



Group Activity

Select a policy problem and solution


