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Advocacy involves mobilising stakeholders 
and convincing decision makers to take 
action to address systemic problems 
facing people requiring services. Rather 
than the provision of direct services, 
advocacy is one way to tackle the roots 
of these problems. As a result, many 
community sector organisations have 
added advocacy and policy change efforts 
to their programme strategies.

Community groups take on a significant 
responsibility when they embark on an 
advocacy project. They are in for the 
long-haul once they start, given that 
policy and social change takes a long 
time, and the funded project may not 
result in the desired change within the 
timeframe. They may also be testing new 
ground in the type of roles and work that 

“The evidence based case is 
a huge strength. The problem 
with advocacy projects in New 
Zealand is that there is limited 
evidence – they mostly draw on 
international evidence. There 
is an overall lack of evidence 
based work and See Here really 
shines out in terms of having a 
strong evidence base.”

- Evaluation Interviewee

they take up. Groups also need to ensure 
the momentum for change is maintained 
by a number of contributors.

Implementing a policy change advocacy 
project – See Here – over the last five 
years, has provided the J R McKenzie 
Trust with an understanding of the 
opportunities and challenges of such a 
project. A final evaluation of the See 
Here project drew together a range of 
information about the project, reflected 
on what it has achieved, and identified 
the key challenges and lessons learnt. 
This summary sets out those challenges 
and lessons so that future policy change 
advocacy initiatives of this type might 
benefit from the experiences of the See 
Here project.

See Here was a project initiated by the J R McKenzie Trust to improve 
public policy and practice in the area of services to New Zealand children 
with mild and moderate vision impairment. This document is a summary of 
the final evaluation of this seven year project, and focuses on the challenges 
and successes of an evidence-based advocacy approach.



Getting the Foundations Right
Getting the foundations right is a critical ingredient 

for the success of an advocacy project. 

Assets to support the project, including personnel, 

funding and governance structure, were esta-

blished early in the project and provided a 

strong base for implementing and managing the 

advocacy project. 

Appointing people with experience and commit-

ment is also vital. This commitment from pivotal 

people has enabled the team to manage changes, 

unanticipated events, and the complexity of the 

issues. They all brought relevant skills such as 

partnership working and decision making. The 

project manager was critical to the achievements 

of See Here. Communicating regularly and openly 

with stakeholders, showing integrity and a high 

work ethic, and demonstrating immersion in the 

context and content of the sector, helped build 

trust with stakeholders.

In addition, the J R McKenzie Trust lent its 

positive reputation to the project which, together 

with its altruistic agenda, brought legitimacy and 

credibility to the project, enabling See Here to 

achieve more than what may have initially been 

expected by stakeholders. 

The Challenges
Numerous challenges were faced by See Here, the 
most important of which were achieving consensus 
among stakeholders, the political environment, 
achieving widespread political support, the role of 
the media, making progress towards implementing 
recommendations, and knowing when to stop.

The See Here project emerged from a gap 
identified by the J R McKenzie Trust, rather 
than in response to a groundswell of interest 
amongst stakeholders in the sector. This pre-
sented challenges in achieving consensus among 
stakeholders. However, once networks, relation-
ships and a sense of collaboration were built 
between interested parties, along with transparent 
information exchange, strong support was 
achieved.

Halfway through the project, and four months 
into cross-party lobbying, which had achieved 
high level ministerial support for the project 
recommendations, there was a change of gov-
ernment. Despite attempts to plan for this 
eventuality, this resulted in changes in the level 
of political support for See Here; new relationships 
had to be formed and other potentially supportive 
politicians identified. 

It is widely acknowledged that there are 
challenges with regard to collaboration between 
government departments. This was important 
for the See Here project given the nature of 

its recommendations, which involved both the 
Ministry of Health and Ministry of Education. 
Presenting to select committees was an important 
vehicle forraising awareness among politicians 
and progress has been made, partly due to the 
support of an effective political champion. See 
Here played a significant role in linking officials 
together, facilitating input of external expert 
advice, lobbying, and facilitating information flow 
between the various parties. 

While officials supported and saw the need for a 
project that raised equity issues facing children 
with mild to moderate vision impairment, there 
were some aspects which were not endorsed 
and/or prioritised; this led to tension between 
the various parties, and the need for greater 
engagement with politicians, which project leaders 
had initially hoped would be unnecessary.

In addition, the public sector has been subject to 
many changes in the last several years. Ongoing 
restructuring, reductions in staff numbers, in-
creased contracting out of quality management 
of key services, high staff turnover and reduced 
budgets, all contribute to a sense of uncertainty, 
loss of organisational memory and entrenched 
organisational silos. These issues contributed 
to slow progress and difficulty maintaining 
relationships with key staff. 



Achieving widespread political support was 
difficult and See Here reflected frequently on 
how it could improve the level of political 
buy-in, get politicians to take action on the 
issues, and influence policy. Some of the 
strategies used or suggested included: 

 finding and engaging political champions; 

 extending the base of lobbyists, in particular 
encouraging families and caregivers to meet 
with ministers as members of their local 
electorates, ensuring the same message was 
communicated to politicians from different 
sources; 

 putting politicians in the limelight;

 positioning the project in relation to other 
similar or competing issues, in particular 
undertaking a cost:benefit analysis of the 
recommendations; 

 getting traction on the political agenda, 
through early political advice on how to 
move up politicians’ and officials’ priority 
lists. 

Engaging with the media can be fraught, and 
it is necessary to find a balance between 
using the media to achieve leverage for 
policy change and maintaining relationships 

with officials. It was suggested that one way to 
address this tension is for advocacy groups to 
acknowledge early on with officials, that there 
will be times when officials and the advocacy 
group will not see eye-to-eye. An advocacy group 
needs to set expectations and boundaries for how 
they will behave, and know that they’re not an 
arm of the government and are entitled to voice 
their opinion. 

On reflection, See Here might have used the 
media earlier in the project, and more frequently 
and effectively to tell stories about children 
and the impact of mild or moderate vision 
impairment; to frame issues with the language 
that holds political currency; and to position See 
Here as a group working towards social justice, 
which would have entitled See Here to take a 
more activist stance. 

An ongoing challenge is that of seeing – or 
not seeing – progress being made. One of the 
hallmarks of an advocacy project is that progress 
is generally dependant on opportunities arising 
and other people doing things. Sometimes 
progress can be very slow, and there are times 
when movement towards implementation of 
recommendations is limited. Bursts of progress 
can alleviate a sense that significant activity 
is yielding limited or no returns, and return a 
sense of confidence that the project is making 
headway. 

Advocacy projects are not necessarily designed 
to be long term programmes. Thus, planning the 
project’s finish, and what follows on, are important 
parts of project management. Questions such as 
“what criteria should determine the decision 
to wind up the project” and “once wound up, 
how would the momentum of the project be 
continued, and which organisation is best placed 
to achieve this” should be considered.

The J R McKenzie Trust is a charitable Trust set up in 1940 by Sir John McKenzie, and continued by his 
family. It has a 70-year history of helping to build stronger communities. As an independent philanthropic 
Trust, we’re able to support a very diverse range of organisations and initiatives. We look for opportunities 
to build relationships with the organisations we support. As well as grants, we look for other ways to create 
a socially just and inclusive Aotearoa New Zealand. Website: www.jrmckenzie.org.nz - Phone: (04) 472 8876.



The Lessons
A number of valuable lessons were learned 
throughout the See Here project. The final 
evaluation identified a number of recommendations 
which both J R McKenzie Trust and other 
organisations might find useful when considering 
an advocacy approach.

Establishing an Advocacy Project
It is crucial to get the right people involved – 
people who bring relevant skills such as partnership 
working, dealing with resistance, and decision 
making; who have both content knowledge and 
advocacy skills; and who can make a commitment 
for a significant period of time. Informal advisors 
who can provide advice, guidance and mentoring 
are also important. It is also essential to develop 
a credible and compelling evidence-based case 
for policy and service change, which helps build 
credibility and legitimacy with the sector and 
those who you are trying to influence. 

A clear strategic direction and a robust project 
framework are very useful. Ensure assets 
supporting the project are in place, and articulate 
and build in the values that underpin the project. 
Key messages must be effectively articulated. It 
is also helpful to clarify the role and expectations 
of the advocacy group with officials at the start 
of the project.

Evaluation
Evaluation is an important tool, and an 
evaluation and outcomes framework should be 
developed and implemented at the beginning 
of the project. Recognise that success may 
be defined in ways that may not have been 
expected, and capture outcomes that indicate 
progress towards recommendations. Keep in 
mind the long timeframe for achieving change 
and, ideally, review progress towards imple-
mentation of a project’s recommendations some 
years in the future. 

Implementation 
Changing public policy often takes a long 
time, so it is important to be patient and 
persistent, and to persevere, especially in 
the face of slow progress towards recom-
mendations. Understand that the policy 
development process is not always rigorous – it 

can be a matter of being in the right place at 
the right time. 

It is important to have the ability to respond to 
opportunities as they arise and have the 
flexibility to work on any project that helps make 
progress towards achieving the recommendations. 
Establishing a dedicated advocacy project with an 
opportunistic approach requires overhead costs, 
such as ongoing communications activities, to be 
carried out during quiet times. 

Different stakeholders will have different 
expectations about their involvement, and what 
the project can achieve. The project needs to 
be aware of such expectations, identify areas 
of potential tension, and develop strategies for 
managing these. 

A range of strategies should be used to achieve 
traction on the political agenda. The media can 
be used to build awareness and support for an 
issue by conveying the importance of the advocacy 
work by using stories that have common appeal, 
and using language that holds political currency. 

Lobbying
Numerous factors contribute to successful lobbying. 
In See Here’s case those factors included: 

 excellent project management knowledge 
and skills; including a good understanding 
of government processes and how to work 
collaboratively with government; 

 cogent evidence that supported the case, 
underpinned by robust data and research with 
a high level of analysis that provided a clear 
rationale for the recommendations; 

 a well-organised approach to lobbying 
politicians, including cross-party lobbying. 
The team was well prepared for meetings, 
providing high quality and thorough briefing 
papers to politicians and officials, and was 
realistic about what could be achieved;

 leveraging what the ministries of Health 
and Education were already doing, providing 
support and resources to further this 
work, and facilitating linkages across the 
departments, stakeholder groups, and allied 
health professionals. 



See Here is a policy change advocacy project that was established 
in 2006. The project’s ultimate aim was to improve outcomes for 
children with mild to moderate vision impairment. 

See Here was the first project of its type to challenge 
the efficacy of vision screening, and represented 
foundation work with potentially many years before 
all its recommendations are implemented. See Here 
undertook innovative work brokering relationships 
across and between parent and professional groups, 
government departments and politicians, other key 
influencers and allied health professionals. Establishing 
these links helped to identify and negotiate shared 
interests and resources that would further the work 
of See Here. This work sets the scene for government 
and the vision impaired sector to continue to work 
together and build relationships to determine future 
service provision; to mutually agree on purpose and 
outcomes, set joint targets, and learn how to manage 
problems together. 

The goal of See Here was to improve services to 
children with mild and moderate vision impairment 
and the project developed over four phases: 

 Phase 1: Project Set Up (Accumulate) which 
included establishing the project infrastructure 
and governance structure, appointing a part-
time project manager and developing a project 
framework that provided a “roadmap” for the 
project. Stakeholders were also engaged to provide 
broad-based support. 

 Phase 2: Case Preparation (Information Gathering 
and Analysis) involved preparing an evidence-based 
case covering the issues, the goal of which was 
to present a compelling research-based rationale 
for policy and service change. It served to 
build the credibility and legitimacy of See Here 
with government officials, politicians and other 
interested parties. 

 Phase 3: Launch of the Case (Advocacy) involved 
releasing and distributing a detailed report and 
summary brochure. Phase 3 also represented the 
commencement of the lobbying phase. 



 Phase 4: Post Launch (Policy Development) to 
progress implementation of the recom-mendations 
presented in the case, including cross-party 
lobbying of politicians, and meetings with health 
and education government officials as well as a 
wide range of other activities.

At the beginning of See Here, outputs and outcomes 
were identified as part of the project framework, 
and provided the basis for ongoing monitoring of 
progress. A significant proportion of those outcomes

has been achieved, and the preconditions have been 

laid for further policy and service improvements. It is 

important to remember that policy change and social 

change takes time, and the work of See Here is 

being continued even after the project’s conclusion. 

Further detail on the achievements of See Here 

can be reviewed in the full Final Evaluation Report 

and other documents on the Trust’s website at  

www.jrmckenzie.org.nz/see-here.

Progress Towards the See Here  
Recommendations
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An example of a progress update used with politicians and officials to  
help them understand the progress made and outstanding issues.


