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Adapting standard advocacy practices to multistakeholder work11.4	
The diagram below is from The Water Dialogues South Africa and illustrates how, for multistakeholder 
dialogues, the process in moving from research to advocacy tends to result not in single policy options  
but a series of options shaped by stakeholder values and perspectives.  
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For most advocacy initiatives, reaching consensus with sister organisations addressing the issue on key 
messages is seen as a necessary foundation for success.  Thus, for multistakeholder advocacy, the first 
consideration is the extent to which diverse organisations and individuals can reach common conclusions and 
recommendations.  However, as discussed in Section 7.2.2, groups may not be seeking consensus.  In addition, 
once respectful relationships have been built between those with opposing views, there may be a reluctance to 
push for single conclusions in case these re-open old quarrels.  

As noted in Section 10.4, the development of advocacy messages can be a critical moment in multistakeholder 
work.  Deriving simple advocacy messages from detailed, complex and context specific research is far from easy 
in any circumstances.  In a multistakeholder situation, the values of members and their organisations will be at 
stake.  This means that arriving at joint recommendations on broad issues may be impossible without resorting 
to the type of clichéd generalisations that mean very little. Thus alternative approaches to advocacy are needed 
that are rooted in the ethos of multistakeholder work and do not rely solely on simple messages.
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Moving from research to policy

(The contents of this  box are adapted from and draw heavily on materials produced by the  
ODI – RAPID Programme http://www.odi.org.uk/rapid/)*

Evidence matters 
Evidence can be used to refute or challenge your opponents •	

Evidence can be used to demystify issues – complex evidence can be used to back up a simple and •	
understandable narrative

Policy objectives without any evidence are pointless, but evidence without goals is also meaningless•	

Evidence will not solve all the policy questions, but it can make an important contribution•	

 It can support policy, it can undermine policy, but on its own, it will never determine a policy •	

Obstacles to be faced (i)
Even if there is clear and unambiguous evidence that is known by all actors involved in a policy process, •	
this will not necessarily lead to an evidence-based policy 

Political factors and resource prioritisation are more important factors in determining policy formulation •	
and outcomes 

Evidence is never clear and unambiguous!•	

Obstacles to be faced  (ii)
(from ODI survey- 50 case studies)

Civil groups have limited time to read research papers•	

Civil groups have limited skills in adapting and using research results for policy development•	

Policymakers not used to drawing on research and evidence•	

Policymakers have limited capacity to use and adapt evidence for policy processes•	

So….it is important to keep messages to policymakers simple•	

The importance of politics
Political context is crucial - the adoption and use of evidence in policy-making both in democratic and •	
less democratic political systems

Likelihood of policy uptake can be described using the following formula developed by Julius Court at •	
ODI: 

Policy uptake = Demand** – Contestation***  ››

* ODI, 2006 – 2008, Research  and Policy in Development Programme (RAPID),  http://www.odi.org.uk/rapid/

**demand refers to policymakers’ and societal demands

***contestation refers to the degree of variance with prevailing ideology and  vested interests

…/continued
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Moving from research to policy

Factors influencing policy making
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Source: Phil Davies Impact Insight Meeting. ODI, 2005 

What helps research impact on policy
Relevance •	

Did it provide a solution to a problem?››
Does it say what to do?››
Does it say how to do it? ››

Credibility•	

Is the research approach and methodology sound?››
Are the researchers experienced/qualified/respected?››
Is the evidence clear?››

Advocacy•	

Is there regular contact with decision-makers and key sector stakeholders?››
Is there a strategy for getting the messages across?››
Do you have a strong story/narrative?››
Can you present detailed evidence to support possible measures and outcomes?››

Conclusions
It is possible to improve the impact of research on policy if you:•	

really, really want to do it››
understand the context (especially political context) ››
use a strategic approach››
develop the right skills in the team››
engage, engage, engage››
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Identifying where simple messages are possible11.4.1	

Before abandoning the notion of simple, joint messages completely, multistakeholder groups should explore 
the possibility of developing and agreeing some consensus messages on detailed, technical areas of their 
research findings aimed at specific advocacy targets.  These should be drawn directly from instances where  
the interpretation of research findings has resulted in agreement between all members of the group.    

Tips for formulating policy recommendations

(adapted from a presentation by Helen Collinson  helen@hcollinson90.freeserve.co.uk)

Don’t just present policymakers with a list of recommendations in isolation. You also need to provide •	
some information (however brief) about the problem/issue and your concerns.

As far as possible, base your recommendations on real evidence (either from research undertaken on a •	
given issue or your on-the-ground experience). Policymakers are unlikely to take your recommendations 
seriously without such evidence.

Make sure your recommendations are •	 reasonable and viable. It might help to imagine you are in the 
shoes of the person or institution to which the recommendation is targeted.

Make sure your recommendations are as •	 specific as possible and are asking the person or institution to 
do something. Avoid broad rhetorical statements that policymakers can easily agree with, but on which 
they cannot act.

Try to ensure your recommendations relate to •	 real political processes and opportunities which the 
person or institution has some power to influence (e.g. forthcoming parliamentary bills, budget planning 
processes etc.).

Only put •	 one ‘ask’ in each recommendation. Clear, succinct recommendations (of no more than two or 
three lines) will be more difficult for policymakers to ignore and will be easier for you to monitor if they 
are implemented.

Try to avoid recommending that the targeted person(s) or institution ‘doesn’t do something’ or ‘stops •	
doing something’ as this can appear negative and confrontational.  This may be appropriate for public 
campaigns if all else fails but not at this stage. Turn each “don’t do/stop  doing” into a positive “do”.

Delivering complex information11.4.2	

Where simple, consensus messages are not a possibility, it is necessary to adapt advocacy to encompass 
greater levels of complexity.  Multistakeholder dialogues and research produce a wealth of incredibly rich and 
detailed information.  Instead of losing this in an effort to meet the demand for simplicity and broad agreement, 
multistakeholder groups should find ways to deliver complex information to key audiences that retain the 
quality of their data and deliberations.  

There will be a variety of vehicles for doing this.  The most obvious are presentations, seminars or workshops.  
One advantage of these methods is that they allow those stakeholders that multistakeholder groups wish to 
influence to interrogate findings and question the group to elicit additional information.  

Clearly, this approach will be more appropriate to some targets than other targets. It will work well for policy 
units within the civil service, trade unions, NGOs, private sector managers and communities.  It is less likely 
to be effective with, for example, ministers or senior politicians who generally seek simple answers delivered 
in one or two sentences (see box below) who will be more likely to respond to the type of simple, technical 
messages discussed in 11.4.1.    

Separate seminars/workshops should be held with each advocacy target.  The special interests of the target 
audience should determine which elements of the multistakeholder findings are prioritised in presentations.

If the multistakeholder working group can reach agreement on joint recommendations for any sub-sections 
of their issue, this will be particularly persuasive.  But where different group members have different 
interpretations of the evidence, these should be presented in a straightforward way as a series of proposal 
options.  This will enable the target audience the opportunity to explore them and arrive at its own conclusions.   
Indeed, allowing space and time for a dialogue between the decision-makers and the members of the 
multistakeholder group that facilitates a more detailed interrogation of the issue is an important part of these 
workshops.

It would be sensible to begin by holding workshops in those organisations, which have members represented 
in the working group.  This would allow coordinators and groups to develop their skills in selecting and 
condensing parts of their overall findings that are especially relevant to each target audience.  It would also 
enable the multistakeholder group to practice delivering differing interpretations of the findings in what should 
be comparatively safe environments. 
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