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Wha t  is Advocacy? 
 
There a re many defin it ions of advocacy and much deba te exist s r ega rding which  

one is the most  appropr ia te to use.  Having a  defin it ion  of advocacy is necessa ry 

so tha t  we have someth ing to refer  to, to check aga inst  and to encourage 

discussion  about  wha t  we are doing.  Act ion  for  Advocacy Development  uses the 

following defin it ion , which  is based on  the work of Dr  Wolf Wolfensberger .  

Advocacy grou ps in  Aust ra lia  discussed th is defin it ion  dur ing a  Na t iona l 

Advocacy Wor kshop in  Sydney in  J une 1994.  Most  of these elements were agreed 

to: 

 

Advocacy is speaking act ing, wr it ing with  minimal conflict  of in ter est  

on  beha lf of the sincerely perceived in terest s of a  disadvan taged person  

or  group to promote, protect  and defend their  welfa re and just ice by 

 

 being on  their  side and no-one else’s 

 being pr imar ily concerned with  their  fundamenta l needs 

 r emain ing loyal and accoun table to them in  a  way which  is 

empha t ic and vigorous and which  is, or  is likely to be, cost ly to 

the advoca te or  advocacy group 





 
Types of Advocacy 
 
A number  of differen t  types of advocacy exist .  The st rength  of each  advocacy 
type depends on  how well the individua l, group or  organisa t ion’s advoca cy effor t s 
meet  the key elements expressed in  the defin it ion  of advocacy.  The types of 
advocacy have been  ca tegor ised in  differen t  ways.  Here we will r efer  to five types 
of advocacy: 
 

 Individua l Advocacy 
 Cit izen  Advocacy 
 Systems Advocacy 
 Parent  Advocacy 
 Self Advocacy 

 
Somet imes only two types of advocacy a re ta lked about , individua l and systems.  
Self advocacy and cit izen  advocacy are often  regarded as individua l advocacy.  
Paren t  advoca cy is often  regarded as either  individua l or  systems. 
 
 

1. Individua l Advocacy 
 
Here the advocate concent ra tes their  effor ts on  one or  two people on ly.  There are 
two common forms of individual advocacy: 
 
a . Informal Advocacy 
Parents, brothers and sister s, rela t ives, fr iends who take on  advocacy roles a re 
a ll examples of in formal individual advocacy. 
 
Many differen t  people, with  a  range of rela t ionships to people with  disability, 
have spoken  out  and persistent ly advoca ted for  those who a re vulnerable.  What  
often  goes unr ecognised and unseen , a re the effor t s of individual people who may 
st ruggle with  t he in just ices with  lit t le or  no suppor t .  Such individua l effor t s 
have been  termed informal advocacy.  These individual advocacy effor ts can  and 
do last  many yea rs, often  in  sign ifican t  isola t ion . 





 

 
These solo effor t s can isola te individua l advoca tes from their  communit ies by the 
very na ture of their  effor ts, par t icu la r ly where the issue is cont roversia l or  
perceived as det r imenta l to the wider  system/environment  in  which  the issue is 
placed.  For  example, a  paren t’s effor t s to seek enrolmen t  of a  ch ild with  
disability in  a  r egular  school in  a  loca l community may st ir  enmit ies, conflict ing 
in terest s and t est  established fr iendships. 
 
 
These advocacy effor t s by individua l people for  va lued lives need to be suppor ted, 
nur tured and protected.  Individual people may want  to be connected to other s 
doing advocacy; to sha re the effor t , to seek suppor t , or  to develop a  collect ive 
r esponse. 
 
 
Individua l advoca tes a re encouraged to link with  advocacy groups for  in format ion  
resources and fur ther  con tact s. 
 
 
b. Volunta ry community based organisa t ions 
Another  form of individua l advocacy is voluntary community based orga nisa t ions 
tha t  pay sta ff to advoca te for  individua ls.  In  Queensland organisa t ions tha t  
opera te in  th is way are Speaking Up for  You (SUFY), Gold Coast  Advocacy Group  
and Independent  Advocacy in  the Tropics (IAT). 
 
 

2. Cit izen  Advocacy 
 
Cit izen  advoca cy is a  community based movement  tha t  a ims to recognise, 
promote and defend the r igh ts, well being and in terest s of people with  
in tellectua l and/or  mult iple disabilit ies.  It  does so by finding and suppor t ing 
ca r ing, responsible cit izens who make long-term volunta ry commitmen t  to make 
a  posit ive difference in  the life of a  person who may be lonely, face difficu lt  
challenges, or  be in  “a t  r isk” situa t ions.   
 
Each  Cit izen  Advocacy rela t ionship is un ique.  The cit izen  advoca te may for  
example, offer  h is or  her  prot égé fr iendship, new exper iences and oppor tunit ies, 
spokesmansh ip and protect ion from abuse.  
 
The Cit izen  Advocacy office carefu lly matches protégés and cit izen  advoca tes to 
ensure there is a  good match  between the in terest s and needs of the protégé and 
the abilit ies, r esources and commitmen t  of the cit izen  advocate.  Cit izen  
advoca tes a re or ien ta ted, assisted to ga in  fur ther  knowledge and resources, 
suppor ted and recru ited by the Cit izen  Advocacy office. 
 
Organisa t ions tha t  opera te using Cit izen  Advocacy a re Capr icorn  Cit izen  
Advocacy, Sou th  West  Br isbane Cit izen  Advocacy and Sunshine Coast  Cit izen  
Advocacy. 
 





 

 

3. Systems Advocacy 
 
This form of advocacy is pr imar ily concerned with  influencing and changing the 
system (legisla t ion , policy and pract ices) in  ways tha t  will benefit  people with  a  
disability as a  group with in  society.  Systems advocates will encourage changes to 
the law, gover nment  and service policies and community a t t itudes.  Usually 
systems advocacy do not  do individua l advocacy.  To do so can  cause con flict  
a round the use of r esources, focus and purpose.  Organisa t ions tha t  opera te on  a  
systemic level a re Queensland Advocacy Inc (QAI) and Queensland Paren ts for  
People with  Disability (QPPD). 
 
 

4. Paren t  Advocacy 
 
Parent  advoca cy is concerned with  advocat ing on  issues tha t  a ffect  the per son  
with  a  disability and their  family.  The focus is on  the needs of the per son  with  a  
disability, not  the paren ts or  family.   
 
However , some parent  advocacy focuses on  the needs of paren ts fir st .  Whilst  
pa ren ts have substan t ia l needs for  suppor t  and resources, when we ta lk  about  
pa ren t  advoca cy we mean advocacy by parent  groups for  people with  a  disability. 
 
 

5. Self Advocacy 
 
Self advocacy is under taken  by person or  group who share the same 
character ist ics or  in terest s on behalf of the same per son  or  group.  The difficu lty 
with  th is form of advocacy is t ha t  somet imes those under taking advocacy and 
speaking up for  themselves a re likely to be fur ther  exposed and be more 
vulnerable to abuse, discr iminat ion  and r idicu le as a  r esu lt  of speaking up for  
themselves.  
 
 





 

 

Key elements of Advocacy 
 
 
There a re a  number  of key elemen ts of advocacy.  To br iefly expla in  the elements 
of advocacy we have ident ified the following 6 as the predominant  key elements. 
 
 

1. Funct ion ing by speaking out , act ing or  wr it ing  
 
Advocacy is act ive.  It  involves doing someth ing.  It  may be wr it ing let t ers to 
polit icians, r a ising issues of concern  to organisa t ions or  services, being with  a  
per son  when they are confronted with  situa t ions they find difficu lt , being with  a  
per son  where t hey could be t aken  advantage of or  figh t ing for  a  person’s r igh t  to 
live a  more fu lfilling life. 
 
 

2. Min ima l conflict  of in terest  
 
This issue lies a t  the core of advocacy and is one of the ha rdest , most  impor tan t  
issues to come to gr ips with .  In  any situa t ion  there will be more than  one person 
or  groups’ in terest s tha t  will be in  conflict  or  compet it ion  with the in terest  of a  
per son  with  a  disability. 
 
When you a re in  an  advocacy role, you  need to be clear  as to how your  in terest  
and needs may be in  conflict  with  the per son  for  whom you are advoca t ing.  As an  
advoca te you  must  ident ify and a t t empt  to r educe conflict s of in terest  or , a t  least , 
be prepared to acknowledge your  limita t ions a s an  advoca te. 
 
 

3. Sincer ely perceived in terest s 
 
This issue is one of the most  complex and difficu lt  issues for  advoca tes t o address.  
The advoca te does not  just  speak up for  wha t  a  person  may want  or  wha t  a  
per son  may be in terested in .  Advocates will be faced with  making decisions 
about  a  person  with  disability’s life and well being and may be the only 
individua l in  t ha t  person’s life who has a  posit ive vision  for  tha t  person’s fu ture 
in  the long term.  When what  a  person  says they want  is differen t  from wha t  
seems to be in  their  best  in terest s, advocates are faced with  a  difficu lt  dilemma. 
 
Ident ifying wha t  is in  a  person’s in terest s, wha t  they need ver sus wha t  they want  
is a  difficu lt  pr ocess. 





 

 
4. P romot ion  of per son’s welfa re, well being and just ice 
 
As an  advoca te you  do th is precisely because the well being of, and just ice for , 
disadvantaged, deva lued people is often  r isk.  Things we take for  gran ted a re 
often  not  available for  people with  disabilit ies.  Devalued people are apt  to be 
t rea ted as sub-human with  a ll the degrading, inhumane t r ea tment  tha t  
accompanies such  not ions of deva lued people and people with disability in  
pa r t icu lar . 
 
For  example, people with  disabilit ies have been  placed in  cages, left  una t tended 
on  toilet s for  long per iods of t ime, ba throoms and toilet s often  do not  ha ve doors 
fit t ed.  Lit t le a t t empt  is made to ensure pr ivacy and dignity for  the person . 
 
One must  be convinced tha t  the dynamics of oppression  are a  constan t  r ea lity in  
these people’s lives, so tha t  our  advocacy effor t s a re a imed a t  enhancing and 
protect ing the va lue, the competencies and the image of the person  for  whom we 
a re advoca t ing, a s opposed to promot ing deva lued socia l roles and images.  
Unless we a re h igh ly conscious and convinced of the deva lu ing st ructures and 
processes tha t  opera te with  in  the lives of deva lued persons, we can  actua lly 
a ssist  and tacit ly engage in , those dest ruct ive processes. 
 
 

5. Vigou r  of act ion  
 
Advocacy requ ires: 
 

 fervour  and depth  of feeling in  advancing the cause or  in terest  of another  
 t aking a  lead, in it ia t ing 
 sense of urgency 
 doing more than  wha t  is done rout inely 
 cha llenging the community 

 
As an  advoca te you  need to be prepared to bend over  backwards to pursue and 
achieve even  small, ordinary ga ins.  Instead of on ly wr it ing a  let t er  to the editor , 
it  may require you  to a lso r ing your  loca l polit ician ; instead of compla in ing once 
about  an  unacceptable situa t ion , it  may require you  to compla in  weekly. 
 
 

6. Cost s 
 
Advocacy can  involve costs to the advocate and to the person  needing advocacy 
and these cost s must  be considered. 
 
To say tha t  advocacy cost s, is  not  to say tha t  people with  disability a re cost ly to 
be with .  The cost  element  of advocacy reflect s the demands of a ll st rong 
advocacy, whether  for  people with  disability or  advocacy for  another  purpose, for  
example, environmenta l causes.  Recognising tha t  advocacy cost s, helps 
advoca tes to prepare and understand what  may happen  to them when they do 





 
advocacy.  People with  disability need advoca tes who are prepared and able to be 
there for  the long haul. 
 
Cost s to the advoca te 
The poten t ia l cost s to the advoca te include one or  many of the following a t  
var ious t imes: 
 

 Time or  other  r esources tha t  the advoca te may ra ther  spend on  someth ing 
or  someone else such  as t ime with  your  family, going to the movies. 

 Emot iona l wear  and tea r  tha t  a r ise from the h ighs and lows of advocacy. 
 Not  bein g able to adequately meet  bodily demands such  as having t ime to 

sleep, rest , ea t  a  leisurely dinner . 
 Socia l reject ion  and r idicu le tha t  you  may exper ience.  Often  by being an  

advoca t e you  may suffer  some of the same th ings deva lued person  or  group 
exper iences – exclusion , r idicu le, r eject ion  by your  peer s, work colleagues, 
fr iends. 

 self esteem and self-cer ta in ty may be a t t ached.  Often  people who rock the 
boat  a re labelled t roublemaker , eccent r ic, do gooder  and a re t rea t ed 
accordingly.  This may cause you  to lose fa ith  in  yourself and your  act ions. 

 Financia l secur ity and livelihood may be lessened.  Your  act ions a s an  
advoca t e may lead to the loss of promot ional or  job oppor tunit ies, the loss 
of exist ing job, or  the cost  of lit iga t ion . 

 Physica l hea lth , safety and in  some count r ies your  life can  be thr ea tened 
as a  r esu lt  of st rong advocacy effor t s. 

 
Cost s to person  needing advocacy 
When you make decisions or  take act ions tha t  a ffect  the person  with  the 
disability you  need to be awa re of the implica t ions of your  act ions.  You can  
achieve th is by asking yourself the following quest ions.   
 

 Will my advocacy effor t s have the poten t ia l to cause more ha rm than  good? 
 If I do not  t ake act ion  how ser ious will be the poten t ia l ou tcome be? 

 
If there is a  poten t ia l cost  to t he per son  with  a  disability you  must  a lso warn  
them as to wha t  tha t  might  be.  For  example, you  may be advocat ing for  a  person  
to have visitor s when they wish .  F irst ly, you  must  consider  how your  act ions 
cou ld nega t ively a ffect  the person .  If it  is likely the per son  could be pen alised in  
small ways, such  as being served la st  a t  dinner , you  may decide to go ahead in  
th is situa t ion .  If the consequence could be the person  being singled out  by staff 
and made fun  of in  front  of everyone you  migh t  decide the cost  is too grea t .  
However , if you  were making compla in ts to a  service because of suspected 
physica l and sexua l abuse, the poten t ia l cost s of being made fun  of will a lmost  
cer ta in ly be wor th  stopping the abuse. 
 
 
 
 
 





 

 
Other  key elements of Advocacy 
 
There a re other  key elements of advocacy tha t  a re implied by the defin it ion , they 
a re: 
 
1. Being on  the side of the disadvantaged pa r ty 
 
Advocacy is biased; it  does not  cla im to be neutra l.  It  is not  about  media t ing, 
facilit a t ing or  negot ia t ing on beha lf of someone.  It  means placing yourself 
fundamenta lly on  the side of the person  with  a  disability.  If you  are advoca t ing 
for  – then  you  will be advocat ing aga inst  a s well.  There is no middle road.  It  
does not  mean  you will have to be aggressive or  confronta t ional a lthough some 
situa t ions may warran t  tha t .  It  simply means clear ly, consisten t ly, and firmly 
act ing and speaking on  behalf of one person  or  group of people. 
 
 
2. F idelity / St ick-to-it -ness 
 
Advocacy involves being there over  the long run .  This may involve making 
commitment  to be in  someone’s life for  a  long t ime or  making a  commitment  to 
see a  pa r t icu la r  situa t ion  through to it s end.  Some people with  a  disability, 
pa r t icu lar ly those who are dependent  on  services, have lit t le cont inuous contact  
with  people.  Resident ia l ca re officers, menta l hea lth  workers, socia l workers, 
case managers often come and go.  Hence it  is impor tan t  to make a  rea list ic 
commitmen t  t o be there. 
 
 
3. Emphasis on  major  needs 
 
As an  advocate you  need to concent ra te on a  per son’s fundamenta l needs fir st .  A 
per son’s need for  a  home of their  own , endur ing rela t ionships, to be fr ee from 
abuse, to be hea lthy and sa fe may take pr ior ity over  encouraging a  per son  to 
a t tend persona l development  courses or  even  having work. 
 
 
4. Mindfu l of pa r t ies even  more needy than  the per son  you are advoca t ing for  
 
There may be other  par t ies whose needs must  be considered.  For  example, the 
ch ild of paren t s who lack competence is more vulnerable than  those par ents.  
Advocates for  the pa ren ts must  bea r  in  mind the needs of the vulnerable ch ild 
and a t  least  a r range independent  advocacy for  the ch ild. 
 




