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Advocacy in challenging 
environments



- 10 years of experience in project management and policy work at national and European level in GAT - Portugal 

(www.gatportugal.org);

- EATG member and Policy Working Group member; EATG COVID-19 project group member (www.eatg.org);

- PhD scholarship at the Institute of Public Health of the University of Porto (global public health);

- COBATEST Network Steering Committee member (www.cobatest.org);

- EUROTEST co-chair (www.eurotest.org);

- ECDC Advisory Group for Dublin Declaration monitoring 

(https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/all-topics-zhiv-infection-and-aidsprevention-and-control/monitoring-implementation-dublin);

- ECDC expert group member for integrated public health guidance on HIV and Viral Hepatitis (2018) 

(https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/hiv-hep-testing-guidance_0.pdf);

- WHO HTS Guidelines peer reviewer (2015) and 2020 HIV Strategic information guidelines (Testing and Linkage Working Group) 

(https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/179870/9789241508926_eng.pdf?sequence=1; 

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/331697)

- INTEGRATE Joint Action Advisory Board (www.integrateja.eu);

- WHO European Laboratory Initiative Core Group member 

(https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/communicable-diseases/tuberculosis/areas-of-work/laboratory-diagnosis/about-th

e-european-laboratory-initiative-on-tb,-hiv-and-viral-hepatitis-eli);
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What is a challenging environment?
You tell me…

- Finding people who are concerned about the issue;
- Not having control or authority over the situation;
- Legal issues - criminalization
- Stigma and discrimination (including within communities)
- Lack of access to decision makers;
- War;
- Famine; natural disasters;
- Language;
- Political options/orientations
- Agendas - economy, health systems
- System organization
- Religion;
- “Enemies” in policy and civil society



What are the challenges in your environment?
- Stigma on healthcare providers (Netherlands)

- Self stigma (PLHIV just diagnosed) 
- Building a community of PLHIV (Poland)

- - No political priority (Iceland) - natives only; tests only in healthcare system

What are you trying to do/change? 
(Step-UP project)



How to change and make change? - process 
thinking

- What is the issue?

- What do we know?

- What do we want to show/find out? (equivalent to research question)

- Why? (what is the relevance for us or for the people we work with/for)

- To who? 

- How?

- What resources do we have? (non financial can be more important than financial – 

access to people is extremely important)

- Who can help? (other community organisations or members, international bodies, key 

persons in our country/region/city, universities, etc.)



Identifying the issue(s)
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Common barriers
Some issues hampering program/policy development in HIV, Viral Hepatitis and TB:

- Fear (more common that I would imagine, very present in healthcare staff);

- Need to speak about uncomfortable topics (sex/sexual orientation; drug use; etc…);

- Time/resources;

- Lack of information/expertise on how to implement effective strategies (common even at the 

MoH level);

- “Corporate protection” (avoiding new implementation to try to preserve medical or laboratorial 

“power”);

- Lack of political will/interest;

- Prejudice, stigma and discrimination;



Process thinking - information generation/gathering
Do we need to generate data? - this is a whole session on its own but...

If Yes:
• Preparing questions /defining methods

• Length, 
• Language, 
• Getting the right information from each question

• Choosing channels to reach the right persons
• Samples and hard to reach populations – issues of scale/size
• Using what you have and making the most out of it – specific case of key populations
• Documenting the process 

If Not:
• What is our evidence base? – recommendations, scientific publications, guidelines, expert 

opinions
• What do already know?
• Examples of success/failure?
• Cost/price (if applicable)



Process thinking: I have the data… now what?

• Be concrete
• Ideally have a plan - suggest solutions, don’t just present problems
• Use other publications/recommendations/examples (WHO, ECDC, UNAIDS, EMCDDA, etc.)

At what level? (local, national, international)

Who are the people who make the decision?

Who influences the decision? - allies or supporters; expected resistance;

How do we reach them? 

• Different types of possible outputs (links with communication)
• Formal/informal meetings; media, public hearings, public demonstrations, social media – 

Twitter/Facebook, conferences, other events)
Language and communication 

• Keep it simple and clear (most people are not from our field and do not have a lot of information 
about it, even in the health sector)

• Looking at the data and preparing it for different audiences, 
• Collaborating with other people/structures in dissemination, 

Financial implications – everything costs money. Know the financial impact of what you propose

Time – Few things change over night; usually the processes are long and frustrating

What needs to change, and why? (policies, laws, regulations or practice?) 



To keep in mind
• “Where there is a will, there is a way”

• “Isn’t it funny how day by day nothing changes, but when you look back everything is 
different?” C.S. Lewis
• Be clear on what you want to adress, and realistic in your goals. 
• Changing systems is a complex process. Small changes are often more realistic and 

can have big impacts. If you aim big, be prepared to invest a lot of time and 
energy.

• Do your best to not work alone. Identify all your possible allies and  reach out to them 
(more on who/how in the networking session). 
• Do not hesitate to reach out to other organisations or persons working on the 

same issues, including international ones: it is their job to make things better.

• If collecting data, explain to people why their opinions or responses are important.
• Make sure to involve the people who are part of the “issue” in planning and using the 

information. It is their life, there is no one better to take part in the process.



Keep in mind

“Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better” 
Samuel Beckett

• Remember that there are many competing agendas 
and interests. 

• Expect not to be successful at the first try. 
• Be open to criticism and different views, but do not 

lose track of your goal.
• Do not give up. Try different strategies if you feel you 

are going nowhere.
• Seek advice from people with different experiences. 



Thank you!

daniel.simoes@gatportugal.org


