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ADVOCACY AT THE SUB-NATIONAL LEVEL

What Is It?
The process of getting buy-in and support for family 
planning among leaders and decision makers in discrete 
areas within the country (including regions, provinces, 
districts and counties). Such advocacy is especially 
important in countries with decentralized governments 
where decision-making power is spread throughout the 
system, rather than being concentrated at the national 
level.

What are the Benefits?

•	 Provides current information on the economic and 
health benefits of family planning to elected officials 
at the local level 

•	 Helps local leaders make informed choices about 
population and family planning policies using data 
from their own community

•	 Helps local governments make commitments to prioritize resources for family planning at the 
regional, provincial, district and/or village levels

•	 Ensures that governments follow through on family planning commitments at all levels of a 
country, reducing dependence on donors and national governments 

•	 Builds a supportive environment for family planning by encouraging community ownership and 
by helping to scale-up effective programs in new areas

How to Implement?

Step 1: Identify key stakeholders
•	 Include Ministry of Finance staff and others in charge of budget decisions.

•	 Include Ministry of Health staff and others who create policy related to family planning, health 
care providers and service delivery.

Step 2: Form an Advocacy Working Group
•	 Referred to by different names – such as an Advocacy Working Group, Advocacy Core Group or 

District Working Group – this working group includes the individuals identified in Step 1 and will 
be the community voice for policy change. The working group will be a way to engage with key 
decision-makers, build consensus and secure funding and support for family planning.

•	 Within this group, form a budget task team to support and influence budget processes and 
decisions. 

Step 3: Convene Regular Meetings with Advocacy Working Group
•	 Meetings should be held monthly, or more often if needed.

•	 During these meetings, share relevant data with the group including: 

•	 Unmet need for family planning in the area

•	 Family planning commodity needs of the area

•	 Evidence related to infrastructure, facilities, equipment and human resources
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•	 Evidence of impact of strengthening family planning services in nearby areas (if available)

•	 During these meetings, come to consensus about the important issues in the given area and for 
what the group will advocate such as additional funding. 

Step 4: Conduct formative research and analysis
•	 Conduct a Family Planning Effort Index assessment to understand the family planning 

environment. You can complete the tool with the Advocacy Working Group to understand how 
to communicate the family planning situation in your area and what to prioritize in the advocacy 
strategy.

•	 Conduct key informant interviews to better understand the policy environment for family 
planning. The Nigerian Urban Reproductive Health Initiative (NURHI) created a tool, which you can 
use or adapt, to conduct these interviews.

•	 Working with the budget task team, use a budget questionnaire, such as the one used by NURHI 
(p. 9), to identify and map out family planning resources in your area.

•	 Analyze the results from your formative research and determine main challenges to overcome 
during the design of the advocacy strategy. 

Step 5: Design and implement your advocacy strategy
•	 Convene the Advocacy Working Group and design a site-specific advocacy strategy.

•	 Based on the result of the budget questionnaire, develop specific goals related to family planning 
funding. For example, the first goal may be to establish a budget line item for family planning 
at the local level, followed by increased resource allocation. You may also want to include goals 
that address policy barriers, for example, allowing lower-level providers to deliver injectable 
contraceptives.

•	 Implement the specific activities of your advocacy strategy, which can vary widely depending on 
your strategy. For example: 

•	 The budget task team members may meet with their Ministry of Finance colleagues to 
advocate a budget line item and increased funding for family planning. 

•	 Other members of the Advocacy Working Group may organize sensitization meetings with 
other leaders (e.g., mayors, governors) to mobilize support and share information about 
the impact of family planning. One objective may be to include family planning within the 
integrated five-year plan at the province, village or district level.

•	 You and the other Advocacy Working Group members may hold community dialogues to 
exchange information about family planning services.

For more in-depth guidance on developing an advocacy strategy, including how to develop SMART 
(specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and time-bound) objectives, see the Advance Family 
Planning (AFP) guidance on developing a strategy.

Step 6: Hold advocacy trainings to increase skills and competencies 
of Advocacy Working Group members

•	 Training Advocacy Working Group members will help sustain the advocacy activities and ensure 
members can advocate on your behalf with their colleagues. The AFP SMART advocacy tools can 
be used in advocacy training.

•	 Training members on budgeting and financing, for example, with resources included in the guide 
Enhancing Contraceptive Security Through Better Financial Tracking, can help them better track 
resources for family planning commodities. The Health Policy Plus Project also hosts the helpful 
SPECTRUM tools, which provide policymakers helpful analytical tools to support their decision-
making. 

Step 7: Develop and use advocacy materials
•	 Prepare appropriate advocacy materials such as briefs and presentations that will meet the 

decision-makers’ needs, focusing on the latest evidence in your area. Meet the decision-makers 

https://tciurbanhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/NUHRIfamilyplanningassessment.pdf
https://tciurbanhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/Key-Informant-Interviews-Questionnaire-2.pdf
https://tciurbanhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/NURHI-Advocacy-Model-Tools-Guide.pdf
http://advancefamilyplanning.org/sites/default/files/advocacy-portfolio-files/2%20Develop%20a%20Strategy_Nov%202015_0.pdf
http://www.advancefamilyplanning.org/portfolio
https://www.k4health.org/sites/default/files/enhacsfin_4.pdf
http://www.avenirhealth.org/software-spectrum.php
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where they are, and be creative. Think about using stories, photos, infographics or videos, along 
with data and facts, to communicate your message. Be specific, direct and succinct; many of these 
decision-makers may not have a strong technical background in family planning or have little 
time. Most importantly, concentrate on the “ask” – what do you want the decision-makers to do?

•	 Using data is a key element of advocacy materials. For more on using data effectively for advocacy 
and decision making, read about the experiences of the Urban Reproductive Health Initiative in 
India here. 

•	 Advocacy materials can be city-specific, such as the RAPID Tools developed in Nigeria, and can be 
used to stimulate community dialogue.

•	 Think about when, where and how you will deliver the message. What kind of response do you 
expect from your audience and how will you address their concerns? 

•	 For in-depth guidance on developing advocacy messages, see the box on p. 21 of the AFP 
guidance on developing a strategy.

Examples of advocacy materials: 
•	 Advocacy kit for Oyo State, Nigeria
•	 Urban Health Initiative Baseline Findings form Agra, India
•	 Key Findings from 2011 Tupange Baseline Surveys, Kisumu, Kenya
•	 The Senegal Urban Health Initiative (ISSU) Mid-Term Findings for Mbao
•	 RAPID Tools developed in Nigeria

Step 8: Follow-up and monitor advocacy efforts
•	 Convene quarterly review meetings to assess achievements – and any setbacks – of the Advocacy 

Working Groups and the budget task team. Shift activities as necessary.

•	 Hold annual site-specific implementation review meetings.

•	 Scale up successful interventions, as they are identified, to other areas.

•	 Work with Advocacy Working Group members and others (e.g., community organizations, 
religious organizations) to ensure sustainability of advocacy efforts.

•	 Track budgets to assess inclusion of family planning as a budget line item.

•	 Use a budget tracking tool, such as the tool used by NURHI, to ensure funding allocated for 
family planning is being used appropriately. For additional resources and tools, see AFP Advocacy 
M&E Resources.

Sample Indicators to Track Advocacy Efforts:
•	 Inclusion of family planning as a budget line item

•	 Increased allocation of family planning in the given area

•	 Inclusion of family planning in the integrated plan of the given area

What is the Evidence?
Sub-national advocacy for family planning can help secure funding and increase access to 
contraceptives. For example, in Senegal, sub-national advocacy helped ensure that mayors and other 
local leaders made financial commitments to family planning.

Specifically, sub-national advocacy can help:

•	 Establish a budget line item for family planning at the local level (as evidenced in Kenya and other 
locations)

•	 Increase resource allocation at the local level (as evidenced in Indonesia, where village-level 
advocacy helped ensure family planning was in community-level budgets)

https://tciurbanhealth.org/lessons/utilizing-data-effectively/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/rapid-tools/
http://advancefamilyplanning.org/sites/default/files/advocacy-portfolio-files/2 Develop a Strategy_Nov 2015_0.pdf
http://advancefamilyplanning.org/sites/default/files/advocacy-portfolio-files/2 Develop a Strategy_Nov 2015_0.pdf
https://tciurbanhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/FP-Child-Spacing-Service-Advocacy-Kit_Ibadan.pdf
https://www.urbanreproductivehealth.org/sites/mle/files/MLE India Agra_Dec 2011_FINAL_0.pdf
https://www.urbanreproductivehealth.org/sites/mle/files/kisumu_fact_sheet_final_0.pdf
https://www.urbanreproductivehealth.org/sites/mle/files/mbao_mid-term_fact_sheet_english.pdf
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/rapid-tools/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/NURHI-Advocacy-Model-Tools-Guide.pdf
http://www.advancefamilyplanning.org/resources/m-e
http://www.advancefamilyplanning.org/resources/m-e
http://www.advancefamilyplanning.org/resource/subnational-budget-advocacy-yields-first-time-financial-support-mayors-fp-7-communes-and
http://advancefamilyplanning.org/news/kitui-county-kenya-allocates-161500-family-planning
http://www.advancefamilyplanning.org/resource/case-study-revitalizing-village-level-family-planning-indonesia
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•	 Include family planning in local integrated plans

•	 Create more favorable public attitudes toward family planning, as evidenced in Nigeria
These results can in turn lead to greater contraceptive prevalence rates and lowered maternal 
mortality and infant mortality rates.

Tools Related to This Approach

•	 Nigeria: Advocacy Kits
•	 Nigeria: RAPID Tools
•	 Nigeria: Family Planning Effort (FPE) Score Assessment and Index Report
•	 Nigeria: The NUHRI Approach for Advocacy
•	 Family Planning Budget Tracking Tool
•	 Budget Questionnaire
•	 Key Informant Interview Questionnaire

To find out more, please visit TCI University at tciurbanhealth.org.

  Helpful Tips
•	 When local decision-makers are leaders of the Advocacy Working Group, the advocacy activities are 

likely to have more local ownership and be more sustainable.

•	 Avoid asking for too many things at once at advocacy meetings. Present one specific “ask” – for 
example, adding a budget line item to the district budget. 

•	 Engage with community members about issues that may be unclear – for example, private provision 
of contraception, use of or demand for long-acting methods.

•	 Adapt your messages to the needs of different decision-makers. 

•	 When working with decision-makers who are unsupportive of family planning, think about what 
might motivate them to change their mind. For example, you can frame family planning in terms of 
family health, child health or economic empowerment.

•	 Busy decision-makers are often influenced by those around them, such as their assistants or 
deputies. Build relationships with these people. 

 Challenges
•	 To overcome barriers related to staffing changes with the government, you can advocate for inclusion 

of family planning in the sub-national five-year strategic plans. This can help ensure government 
commitments for family planning, even when new staff join.

•	 Advocacy is a continual process and you may not see immediate results. To keep up momentum, it is 
important to focus on “quick wins” – small achievements leading up to your larger goal.  

•	 It can often be hard to get decision-makers to meet with you or listen to your message. Identifying 
the best messenger – perhaps it is someone on their staff – is often just as important as identifying 
the decision-makers themselves. 

https://tciurbanhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/NURHI-Advocacy-Approach-.pdf
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/advocacy-kits/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/rapid-tools/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/family-planning-effort-fpe-score-assessment-and-index-report/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/advocacy-the-nuhri-approach/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/family-planning-budget-tracking-tool/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/budget-questionnaire/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/topic/key-informant-interview-questionnaire/
https://tciurbanhealth.org/

