HO3.3
RESEARCH FOR ADVOCACY

In an ideal world, governments would always try to act in the best interest of the population, carefully weigh the effects of their policies and actions, and choose those most likely to contribute to the public good. In a more realistic scenario, NGOs and individuals encourage governments to act in the public interest, and plan their work so as to increase the chances of the government adopting positive policies and programs. 

While it is easy to complain about the government’s reluctance to act in the best interests of the population, we must remember that it is our responsibility to encourage the government to do what’s right. This encouraging—and sometimes pushing—of the government or other institutions to pass laws and policies, or implement programs, that will benefit the public is advocacy. 

For example, if the government is considering raising taxes on buses and lowering them on private cars, NGOs might meet together and create an advocacy plan. They would start with making objectives: to raise public protest against the move, to inform the government of their opposition, and finally to convince the government to reverse its decision. They would decide on activities likely to lead to the desired result—asking experts to write letters to the newspaper about the likely effects of the new taxes on traffic jams, highlight the problems faced by commuters, hold a meeting at which government representatives discuss the tax with NGOs, etc. If their advocacy effort is successful, the government would withdraw its plan, or possibly even decide to do the opposite—raise taxes on private cars, and lower those on buses.  This would represent an effective advocacy effort, and the result would be a benefit to the general public (and a few upset auto manufacturers and salesmen). 

What is research for advocacy? International experience demonstrates that the best way to reduce alcohol use is through strong alcohol control legislation and high taxes on alcohol products. But how do NGOs successfully campaign for such legislation and high taxes?  One way is through research demonstrating the need for such laws and taxes, public support for them, and the likely results of their passage. 

What distinguishes research for advocacy from other types of research is its focus on changing laws and policies.  The research is conducted with specific policy aims in mind, as part of an overall strategy to obtain the passage of alcohol control laws and policies. While other research contributes to the overall understanding of alcohol, research for advocacy has very narrow and specific aims. While a study on the reasons for youth choosing to use alcohol may have important repercussions for programs working with youth, it is not likely to influence policy, and is thus not research for advocacy. Research showing that children are highly aware of alcohol advertising, or that people support a ban on alcohol advertising, feeds directly into advocacy work, and is research for advocacy. 

Research that is focused on a policy goal, interesting, and appropriate to the issue can have tremendous value for your advocacy campaign. 

Getting Started When planning research for advocacy, it is important to keep in mind a few questions: 

What policy goal does this research address? Since research for advocacy is so closely linked with policy goals, your goals should be clear before you plan the research to help you achieve them. 

Is this research appropriate to the policy goal? Research for advocacy should be targeted, meeting specific objectives. If a particular policy issue is being debated, it is important to have results specifically addressing that issue. In order to determine what sort of research will be useful, it is important to understand the political climate. If the government is reluctant to pass alcohol control legislation due to fears of revenue loss if alcohol use declines, then a large study showing the number of people likely to die from alcohol may be of little use.  It may be more important to produce a study or do some calculations showing the likely economic impact of alcohol control on government revenues, and population growth estimates— accompanied by some global estimates adjusted to your country, of deaths or disability from alcohol.
Will my research be done in time to meet my policy objectives? Research for advocacy responds to actions in the policy arena. If the response takes too long, then the utility will be drastically reduced. It is often important to consider the benefits of quick results, as opposed to a more impressive study that will take much longer (and require much more money). 

How will I use the results to advocate for that policy goal? When planning your research, be sure you have a plan for releasing your results. The nature and size of the research, as well as the format of your presentation, will depend on the target audience. Research for advocacy can be an important part of your media advocacy campaign. Gaining media attention to the alcohol control problem is critical, and new research findings can be one way of gaining publicity. Creative results may be more successful than repeated “body counts” in attracting the media to the issue of alcohol control. 

Is there another (cheaper, easier, more effective) way to gain the same results? Don’t reinvent the wheel, or repeat research that already exists and can serve your purposes. Always start with what is already available.  There is a huge amount of existing information and research on alcohol. 

Gathering nationwide prevalence data is no easy task. If a government institution is able to do so, and just needs some lobbying to include questions on alcohol consumption (and expenditure) to the surveys they already conduct, then your efforts may best be spent on the lobbying. WHO has a standardized questionnaire and definition of terms. 

Collecting existing national statistics to demonstrate the need for action, and the effects thereof, can be important advocacy tasks. However, the lack of such data, and the inability to collect it, should not deter anyone from doing advocacy. While the alcohol industry likes to argue that every study needs to be redone in each country, this is a delay tactic that you needn’t accept. Since resources for alcohol control are quite limited, it is always important to consider the wisest use of whatever funds are available. 
II. Types of Research for Advocacy 
Opinion polls/Surveys Opinion polls can be useful to show—when it is the case—that the general public supports alcohol control. Evidence of public support can reassure the government that they will not lose popularity if they enact laws to protect public health.  If the public is not supportive, then it may be your task to educate people about the importance of alcohol control policies, so that they will support their passage, and obey the laws when they are passed. 

While you may fear that providing background information will bias your answers, remember that some information is needed to weigh the necessity of different policies. If you polled people who had never heard of CFCs, or did not know that they harm the ozone layer (and why the ozone layer is important!), then you would find a very low level of support for banning products that contain CFCs. If you first provided the basic information, you would be much more likely to find public support. This would simply indicate that it may be helpful to provide at least minimal information on the issue at the time of passing public policy, in order to guarantee public support. 

Economics research Politicians often need to see research or simply numbers illustrating that alcohol control will not destroy the economy, and that it could in fact be beneficial. Research possibilities include: 

· Loss of foreign exchange (comparing import and export figures on alcohol, for the majority of countries where far more alcohol is imported than exported) 

· Comparisons of per capita spending on alcohol vs. basic needs 

· Health care costs (e.g. hospital costs for the three main alcohol-attributable illnesses, if no other data is easily available) 

Review of alcohol industry websites and actions References to alcohol industry behavior in your country can be very useful for attracting the attention of media and politicians. 

Qualitative research It can be very helpful to have quotes and stories with which to illustrate your argument. Such quotes not only make a research report far more interesting reading, but are more likely to be picked up by the media. For the purpose of alcohol control advocacy, what you are looking for is quotes or stories that illustrate a truth you may or may not also be illustrating through qualitative research. In some cases, one person’s story may be more “real” and convincing than numbers, and help add the personal perspective to otherwise dry statistics. 
III.  Presenting your research 
You may, for your own uses, wish to have an exhaustive research report which goes into great detail about your methodology, presents many detailed tables, and references hundreds of documents. But often you need to present your results quickly, and to people who are unlikely to read a lengthy report. A useful tool may well be a short report with a few charts and graphs that illustrate your findings, rounded out with some quotes and/or case studies. Focus on what is directly relevant to the policy issue at hand, rather than on information that may prove interesting to you and other researchers, but that may not interest the media or politicians. 

When presenting your research findings, be sure to link them explicitly to a policy issue.  For instance, if you are showing that children are highly aware of alcohol advertising, use the results not only to shock parents, but to convince lawmakers to ban or restrict alcohol advertising. If you are highlighting the negative economic impact of alcohol use, use the results to press for various alcohol control measures. A newspaper headline “Study shows more children know Heineken than the name of the Prime Minister”, with the article emphasizing the need to ban alcohol advertising, is much more useful than “Study conducted among 500 students in the capital” that goes on to discuss the findings, without mentioning your call for an ad ban. 

Depending on the significance of your findings, and the size of your budget, ways of presenting your research include: 

· Communicate the results directly with policymakers. If your report is long (more than a few pages), be sure to include a summary highlighting the key findings and the policy relevance (e.g. people want more effective drink driving measures; the government should include language in its proposed alcohol control bill to this effect…). 

· Hold a press conference. If possible, invite well-known people in the field covered by the research, to discuss the significance of the finding (assuming that they support alcohol control!). 

· Invite members of the press to come to a meeting at your office to discuss the results. This can work well if you have little money available, if you fear the media will not attend a press conference, and if you have good relations with some members of the press. 

· Call one journalist with whom you have a good relationship, or who has written on alcohol control, and giving him/her “exclusive” rights to the research, with the possibility that it will then be an important feature. 

· Write a press release and fax/send it to various media.  Be sure to make it interesting as well as policy relevant—a press release, not a scientific abstract. 

· Refer to your findings in letters to the editor, letters to politicians, speeches, and in banners at rallies. 

· Share your results—if not a formal report, at least the key findings, which may be all that most people read anyway— with other organizations potentially interested in alcohol control. Enclose a letter encouraging them to join your alliance, write to the newspapers or politicians, cover the issue in their newsletter, and/or get in touch with you for collaborative action for alcohol control. 

IV. Specific suggestions on research to conduct to meet your advocacy objectives 
General guidelines when conducting research: 

· Your advocacy objectives should guide your research. Start with what information you need to press for a certain policy change; then plan your research. 

· Use the information in this guide as guidelines only; always adapt the questions for your local context.  

· Test the questions before use, to make sure they are clear. 

· Decide which questions you need and which you don’t. 

· Plan your data analysis in advance—if you will use a computer, set up the form on the computer before you conduct the survey. Make sure you have the time and ability to do the analysis. 

· Only do the survey if you know how it will be useful for you. 

· When possible, share information about the harms of alcohol, and advice on quitting, with the people you interview, after you finish the questions; also explain to them how you will use the information. 

· Remember to tie the results in to your policy initiatives. 
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