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A Guide to Conducting Advocacy in
Humanitarian Settings

Background

Building on the positive reception of the first two Advocacy Guides, this third guide aims to further
equip members with helpful information. As a diverse network of 26 NGOs operating in 87 countries
and with over 800 national civil society counterparts, we work on a range of themes in both
humanitarian and development contexts. This guide offers valuable insights and practical
recommendations for advocacy strategies tailored to humanitarian settings. It serves as a
comprehensive resource for members, helping to strengthen individual member advocacy efforts.

Understanding Humanitarian Settings

Humanitarian settings can result from or be exacerbated by naturally driven disasters, which include
earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, droughts, and epidemics. They can also be conflict-driven and often
unpredictable, such as within and/or due to armed conflict. The disasters or conflicts can have a
Rapid onset, meaning that the signs and consequences are sudden and acute, or they can have a
Slow onset, where the signs and consequences gradually evolve. While some disasters or conflicts
may diminish over time, others may persist for an extended period without ending the suffering.

Why Should We Pursue Advocacy in Humanitarian Contexts?

Advocacy, a structured effort to influence policy, practice, or public attitudes (see An Introductory

Guide to Advocacy in our series), is especially vital in these contexts, where policies must be
reassessed and reevaluated to prioritise the most vulnerable communities. In cases where fragility
stems from human-made events, advocacy plays a key role in addressing conflicts and political
tensions. It does so by addressing harmful structures and policies and supporting peacebuilding
efforts by addressing conflict roots, fostering dialogue and encouraging participation at all levels.’
Similarly, advocacy is essential for raising awareness and protecting affected communities from
natural disasters such as earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, droughts, or epidemics.?

1 See the Share Your Peace, Peace Advocacy, available at https://www.salto-
youth.net/downloads/toolbox_tool download-file-2577/Module%207.pdf.
2See an updated list of alert and ongoing disasters at Disasters | ReliefWeb.



https://eucord.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/AdvocacyForum/Ee32nJa1d1lKgPumUXJxk0gBv02FsQuecvP2PU1TaVsWOQ?e=wyRllM
https://eucord.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/AdvocacyForum/Ee32nJa1d1lKgPumUXJxk0gBv02FsQuecvP2PU1TaVsWOQ?e=wyRllM
https://www.salto-youth.net/downloads/toolbox_tool_download-file-2577/Module%207.pdf
https://www.salto-youth.net/downloads/toolbox_tool_download-file-2577/Module%207.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/disasters?_gl=1*e27hbs*_ga*MjAzMjY1NTcxLjE3MzMzODgzMTI.*_ga_E60ZNX2F68*MTczMzM4ODMxMS4xLjAuMTczMzM4ODMxNS41Ni4wLjA.
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Humanitarian advocacy, a specific form of advocacy, addresses these crises. It is conducted during
emergencies and in anticipation of crises and post-crisis rebuilding efforts.?

Humanitarian advocacy aims to influence policy decisions at local, national, regional and
international levels®, ensuring stakeholders are more attuned to the urgent needs and challenges.
Ultimately, it aims to bring about meaningful improvements in contexts with persistent humanitarian
needs, with a core focus on safeguarding vulnerable populations and upholding their human rights.®

How does Advocacy in Humanitarian Contexts differ from other types of
Advocacy?

What distinguishes humanitarian advocacy is not necessarily the methods used but the unique
context in which it takes place. The core principles of advocacy — such as evidence-based action,
the “Do No Harm” approach, and active engagement® — remain consistent, regardless of the setting.”
Laws, policies, and mandates still evolve in many affected states, creating challenges and
opportunities. While informal rules must be respected, civil society has significant potential to shape
the development of new laws,? ensuring they promote human rights and protect vulnerable
communities. Humanitarian principles must be upheld throughout the advocacy process. The four
core principles guiding humanitarian advocacy are humanity, impartiality, independence and
neutrality.®

3 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.

4 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.

5 See the CARE Emergency Toolkit, available at https://www.careemergencytoolkit.org/topics-issues/2-advocacy/.

% See Advocacy in Emergencies, available at https://emergency.unhcr.org/protection/protection-mechanisms/advocacy-
emergencies#:~:text=Advocacy%20helps%20raise%20awareness%20about,and%20sustaining%20emergency%20re
sponse%20efforts.

7 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.

8 Debating Development Research

9 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.



https://www.careemergencytoolkit.org/topics-issues/2-advocacy/
https://emergency.unhcr.org/protection/protection-mechanisms/advocacy-emergencies#:~:text=Advocacy%20helps%20raise%20awareness%20about,and%20sustaining%20emergency%20response%20efforts
https://emergency.unhcr.org/protection/protection-mechanisms/advocacy-emergencies#:~:text=Advocacy%20helps%20raise%20awareness%20about,and%20sustaining%20emergency%20response%20efforts
https://emergency.unhcr.org/protection/protection-mechanisms/advocacy-emergencies#:~:text=Advocacy%20helps%20raise%20awareness%20about,and%20sustaining%20emergency%20response%20efforts
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HUMANITY

Humanitarian actors do not take Human suffering is addressed
sides in hostilities. Not guided by wherever it is found. Protects life,
political, racial, religious, or dignity and health by ensuring

ideological considerations. respect for human beings.

&
INDEPENDENCE IMPARTIALITY

Autonomous from political, economic
and military or other objectives held by
any actor. Not subordinated to the

objectives of fighting parties.

ad
B'2

Humanity aims to prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever possible.

Impartiality ensures that aid is provided solely based on need, without discrimination based on
nationality, race, religion, gender, etc.

Independence requires that humanitarian efforts remain free from political, economic or military
agendas.

Finally, neutrality, often the most challenging principle in conflict situations, mandates that
humanitarian actors refrain from taking sides, maintaining neutrality in their actions and delivery of
aid.

The volatility and rapid changes in these situations demand a flexible and adaptive advocacy
approach.’ Since situations can shift quickly, staying responsive and ready to adjust strategies as
needed is essential. Managing and preparing for potential risks in your advocacy efforts is crucial to
avoid possible unintended and potentially harmful consequences.

Humanitarian advocacy must be targeted and strategic, identifying and prioritising the most urgent
issues to maximise impact. Acommon challenge is the sheer number of issues requiring attention in

10 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.
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humanitarian contexts, which can dilute efforts when coupled with limited time and resources.™
Prioritising those with the highest urgency and likelihood of success is critical for effective advocacy.

In addition to immediate impacts, humanitarian advocacy must consider long-term policy reforms.’
Addressing state fragility is a prolonged process, so maintaining a long-term vision while working
toward short-term wins is essential for sustainable change.

Preparing for Advocacy
1. Mapping out Actors

In politically sensitive situations, the first step is to map out key actors and spaces that could
become potential allies. This may include NGO forums and UN coordination platforms where
relevant discussions are already underway. Recognising and supporting existing local advocacy
efforts is essential, as these should be prioritised wherever possible.

Once potential allies are identified, building and nurturing relationships is the next step. Strong
relationships are key to gaining influence and accessing valuable information.’® Collaborating with
local partners and international NGOs with similar goals can make advocacy efforts more effective.
Collective advocacy often has a more significant impact than isolated efforts.' Additionally, these
partners create communications links with the broader humanitarian community, which will be
invaluable throughout your advocacy.

2. Establish Your Messaging

Early in the advocacy process, itis essential to establish and align on a clear, concise messaging
strategy. The objectives and goals of your advocacy should be well-defined and easily understood by
allinvolved.

3. Making a Decision About Which Issue to Pursue

When there are multiple crises in a given context and so many needs, deciding what your advocacy
should focus on can be overwhelming and challenging. Hence, this Issue Choice matrix can be of
help.

" Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.
2 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.
'3 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.
14 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.
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Criteria Sub Issue 1 Sub Issue 2 Sub Issue 3

Likelihood of Success

Potential to make a
difference

Aligns with the
organisation’s
expertise

Possibility of alliances
with other actors

Potential to involve
those directly involved
in the issue

How passionate are
we about the
intervention?

This table requires you to use each column for an identified issue. For example, sub-issue one could
be access to water in a refugee camp, sub-issue two could be the absence of education in
emergencies, and sub-issue three could be the rate of violence against women. For each sub-issue,
assign a number based on the criteria. The highest will be 10, and the lowest numberis 1. Once you
have allocated a number based on each criterion for the three issues, calculate the sum of the
numbers at the end of each sub-issue. For example, access to water scores 49, education in
emergencies scores 35 and violence against women scores 53. That means that violence against
women is the advocacy issue you should prioritise based on your human capital, resources and
likelihood of success.

4. Ensure a Basic Knowledge of International Humanitarian Law

An understanding of key international and legal frameworks, especially those underpinning rights-
based humanitarian advocacy, is critical.’ The most important laws are the International
Humanitarian Law’® and the International Human Rights Law'’. Knowledge of these frameworks is
essential since they enshrine the rights of people affected by emergencies, which humanitarian

5 See the CARE Emergency Toolkit, available at https://www.careemergencytoolkit.org/topics-issues/2-advocacy/.
8 See International Humanitarian Law Databases.
7 See International Human Rights Law.



https://www.careemergencytoolkit.org/topics-issues/2-advocacy/
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/en
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-and-mechanisms/international-human-rights-law
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advocacy seeks to safeguard. These frameworks also provide critical protections for humanitarian
workers, ensuring the safety of both civilians and those engaged in humanitarian advocacy efforts.

Conducting Advocacy
1. Write your Policy Positions

To effectively communicate and amplify your advocacy goals, it is essential to produce precise,
accessible policy positions and messages. We understand that in humanitarian contexts, one is
pressed for time and writing a paper may seem like a luxury. However, these do not need to be
lengthy reports but should be focused on the key issues you aim to address. That way, you have a
position to work from when conducting your advocacy. Each policy paper must be well-researched,
grounded in evidence, thoroughly fact-checked, and proofread to ensure relevance and reliability.
These policy papers should inform and shift attention to critical issues, raising awareness and
encouraging real action.™

2. Establish Meetings and Contact with Relevant Stakeholders

Engaging with key stakeholders, including national and international policymakers, is crucial to
driving change. Whether you initiate direct outreach or support local partners in doing so, gaining the
interest and support of these decision-makers is vital for success. Start with baby steps by focusing
on the decision-makers closer to your locality or those with whom your allies have established
relationships. Then you’re on your way up the ladder. Invest time in ensuring that these meetings are
well coordinated and advance the goals and priorities you seek to achieve.

Such meetings do not need to be public or media-driven, as such events can sometimes provoke
adverse reactions from political figures. Sometimes, small, private meetings effectively convey your
message and advance your agenda. There will be some instances where these meetings are all you
can manage due to the context you are working in, and that is okay. This is what lobbying looks like. It
is an essential aspect of advocacy work that should not be disregarded because you cannot conduct
public campaigns.

Monitoring Advocacy
Monitoring and analysing the situation is essential because humanitarian and political developments
can shift rapidly. Staying informed and responsive to these changes is critical to effective advocacy.

18 Berenice van den Driessche & George Graham,15 Humanitarian Advocacy, Save the Children.
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When evaluating the success of advocacy efforts, it is essential to take a long-term view.' Progress
is rarely immediate, and any assessment must account for the complex, evolving conditions.
Sustained attention and reinforcement are often required for meaningful improvement. While
complete successes may be rare, partial victories should be acknowledged and celebrated as
important steps towards broader, lasting change.?°

Conclusion

Conducting advocacy in humanitarian contexts can be very challenging, yet succeeding in an
advocacy campaigh can be rewarding. Previously, humanitarian organisations have shied away from
advocacy because it was assumed that advocacy would harm any efforts to provide relief and
rebuilding efforts. However, it is now commonly recognised that advocacy can also complement
humanitarian efforts by highlighting the plight of each crisis, applying pressure on warring parties
(where there is an armed conflict) and ensuring that those affected by the crisis are not forgotten
because they are not in the media spotlight. Each context will require a tailor-made advocacy
response that is respectful and evidence-based, maintains people’s dignity, and does not further
endanger those in need.

19 Margit van Wessel, Advocacy in Fragile Contexts, Debating Development Research (2021), available at
https://www.developmentresearch.eu/?p=939#:~:text=There%20is%20a%20lot%200f%20interest%20in%20advocac
y%20in%20the.

20 Margit van Wessel, Advocacy in Fragile Contexts, Debating Development Research (2021), available at
https://www.developmentresearch.eu/?p=939#:~:text=There%20is%20a%20lot%200f%20interest%20in%20advocac
y%20in%20the.
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