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The word advocacy usually means the act of pleading 
publicly in favour or support of someone or some thing. Its 
most common forms in our society are seen in the legal 
system where a lawyer pleads on behalf of a client in 
court, or in campaigns, such as those about law reform.  
 

However people can advocate for something that might be 
considered morally good, such as freeing someone who 
has been wrongly imprisoned, or they can advocate for 
something that might be considered morally bad, such as 
the reintroduction of firing squads. The slant that is taken 
by the advocacy effort therefore depends upon the values 
of the advocate. 
 

When we talk about advocacy on behalf of people with 
disability, it is important to define what some of those 
values are so that the individual or group is not harmed 
even further by our advocacy efforts. The definition most 
commonly used by advocates here in Queensland is 
based on one that was developed by Wolfensberger about 
social advocacy on behalf of disadvantaged people. It may 
seem very wordy, but it captures many important concepts 
that allow us to develop good advocacy efforts. 
 

 

This is the definition we will be using to explore the values 
behind good advocacy,  the elements that make up a good 
advocacy effort, the different forms that advocacy can 
take, as well as some strategies that can help with 
influencing good outcomes when standing by, for and with 
people with disability and advocating on their behalf.  

1. What is 
advocacy? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy can be 
 used with good 

 or bad intent 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A definition to  
attempt to clarify 

working with 
good intent 

Social Advocacy is speaking out, acting or writing 
with a minimal conflict of interest on behalf of the 
sincerely perceived interests of a disadvantaged 
person or group, to promote, protect and defend their 
welfare and justice, by being on their side and no-one 
else's, being primarily concerned with their 
fundamental needs, remaining loyal and accountable 
to them in a way which is emphatic and vigorous and 
which is, or is likely to be, costly to the advocate or 
advocacy group.  
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People with disability can become vulnerable to harmful 
things happening in their lives. They are often denied 
ordinary experiences and can encounter discrimination, 
neglect, abuse and exploitation in everyday life. Their 
human rights are commonly ignored and access to 
enforcing the rights that others can take for granted, can 
be easily restricted or denied.  
 

Where there is this constant struggle for justice, something 
more is needed and that something more is advocacy. 
Advocacy challenges each one of us to take responsibility 
for each other and in particular those people living among 
us who are most vulnerable. By standing by, for and with 
vulnerable people with disability good things can happen 
in their lives. 
 

People’s vulnerability can be heightened by a number of 
factors. People with disability, especially those with 
complex needs, often find that the limitation of their 
functional ability can shape or even define their lives. For 
example: 
 

A person with a physical disability may not be able to 
move or gain access without changes to the environment. 
 

The lack of volition could mean that a person with deep 
depression might not have their needs for food, shelter 
and safety met. 
 

A person with difficulty in speaking may be unable to 
communicate their needs, or others may not take the time 
to find out what they need. 
 

A person with impaired decision making capacity may not 
understand an injustice to which they are subjected. 
 

These situations also mean that empowerment of the 
person is not enough. Others might need to be there and 
act on their behalf to redress the situation. 
 

Another cause of vulnerability is that people who are seen 
or labelled as different are often perceived negatively by 
many people within our society. The result can be that 
they become marginalised and powerless to address their 
situations.  

2. Why is 
advocacy 
needed? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

What makes people 
vulnerable? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The impact of 
impairment  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Empowerment 
is not enough 

 
 
 

The social situation 
facing people with 

disability 
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In particular, people with disability are often exposed to 
rejection, isolation and segregation, loss of control and 
autonomy over their lives, material poverty, loss of 
relationships, and physical and/or emotional neglect, 
damage or abuse. This means that their well being is 
precariously balanced, and if no one is in their lives to 
redress the harm, their vulnerability spirals with dire 
consequences as a result. 
 

Many people with disability have a heavy reliance on 
formal human services to meet many of their basic needs. 
Some services even take over the provision of all of life 
needs. However human services are imperfect in 
providing a life and therefore many safeguards need to be 
in place to protect the interests of vulnerable people, 
especially when services take over control.  
 

Services cannot meet all human need, especially the 
fundamental human need for relationships, affection and 
security which are unable to be provided by formal service 
structures. Service standards, quality assurance policies 
and principles of user and human rights do not change this 
fundamental fact and are not sufficient safeguards alone. 
 

Services will also often serve their own or others’ interests 
before those of the people they support. Because of many 
competing demands such as those of staff, unions, 
funding bodies, political climate, communities, regulatory 
bodies etc, a person with disability may come a poor last. 
This can be very apparent in big organisations where 
allegiance is often to a bureaucracy rather than to the 
people who are at a great distance from the decisions 
being made about their life.  
 

Many services also promote and reinforce negative myths 
and stereotypes about people with disability, leaving them 
in particularly vulnerable and powerless positions. One 
typical example is the reinforced need for congregation. 
When people cannot move easily, or cannot speak easily 
or challenge by their behaviour, congregation will add to 
their vulnerability, as the competing complex needs of 
many are unable to be met in ordinary, typical ways. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Effects of human 
service systems 

 
 

Services are 
imperfect 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Services cannot 
meet all 

human needs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Services can 
serve their own 

interests 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Services can  
reinforce negative 

stereotypes  
and myths 
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Human services can easily lose their way and decline over 
time. They may not adapt to changes, may lose vision, 
lose staff, or may not embrace the findings of critical 
feedback and evaluation. The day to day struggle of 
providing services in atypical and less that ideal situations 
can also lead to hardness of attitude towards people being 
served and the hardships they endure. 
 

Finally human services are not always available and do 
not have fair means for deciding who can have access to 
their supports. There are often gaps, non-responsiveness 
and poor coordination leaving people without adequate 
supports, again increasing their vulnerability. 
 

People’s worth is often a reflection of societal values and 
is measured in our society by such factors as health, 
wealth, productivity, intelligence, individualism and 
attractiveness. People with disability often score poorly on 
these attributes, leaving them more open to greater non-
acceptance and indifference to their situations, especially 
at times of economic or social stress.  
 

So advocacy on behalf of people 
with disability will always be needed. 

 
People involved in advocacy efforts believe that people 
with disability have the same human rights as others. This 
means that there is recognition of inherent dignity, and of 
equal rights of all members of the human family, forming 
the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.  
 

There is also recognition that disregard and contempt for 
human rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have 
outraged the conscience of humankind. As these 
despicable acts can happen regularly in the lives of people 
with disability, people involved in advocacy believe that 
these acts need to be brought to wider attention, as they 
continue to work against a world in which all human 
beings can enjoy freedom of speech and belief, and 
freedom from fear and want. These aspects have been 
declared by the United Nations as the highest aspirations 
of all people and should be protected by rule of law.  

 
 
 

Services can  
lose their way 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Services lack 
comprehensiveness 

 
 
 
 

Social and  
political values 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What values 
drive 
advocacy 
efforts? 

 
 
 
 

The principle of 
fundamental  
human rights  
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• All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.  

• Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person. 

• No one shall be held in slavery or servitude. 

• No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment. 

• Everyone has the right to recognition everywhere as a person before the 
law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of the 
law.  

• No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with privacy, family, 
home or correspondence, nor to attacks upon honour and reputation. 

• Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence. 

• Men and women of full age have the right to marry and to found a 
family.  

• The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is 
entitled to protection by society and the State. 

• Everyone has the right to own property.  

• Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. 

• Everyone has the right of equal access to public service.  

• Everyone has the right to social security and is entitled to realization of 
the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for dignity and the 
free development of personality.  

• Everyone has the right to work and the right to equal pay for equal work. 

• Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health 
and well-being of self and of family, including food, clothing, housing 
and medical care and necessary social services. 

• Everyone has the right to education.  

• Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be 
given to their children.  

• Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the 
community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and 
its benefits. 

• Everyone has duties to the community. 

 

Key Tenets of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights 
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The principle of social justice embraces the concepts of 
equity, access, participation and equality, and involves: 
 

• Not only having the same basic human rights as other 
members of society, but also having the power to 
exercise those rights 

• Recognising the need to redress the balance of power, 
so that a fair distribution of economic resources and 
political power give a level playing field in comparison 
with other citizens 

• Having fair and equal access to quality goods and 
services in areas essential to achieving and 
maintaining a decent lifestyle 

• Participating and contributing in personal decision 
making and in wider social, economic and political life  

• Having equal opportunity and the capacity to live 
without discrimination and achieve according to 
potential. 

 

People involved in advocacy efforts therefore promote the 
notion of a civil society and of active citizenship of people 
with disability. 
 

People involved in advocacy efforts also believe that 
people with disability belong along with everyone else and 
play their part in the makeup of the wide diversity of our 
communities. The expectation is that people with disability 
are to be included and supported to participate and 
contribute to the rich fabric of family, neighbourhood and 
community life and to be treated in a fair manner with 
respect for cultural and other differences.  
 

The values inherent in these three principles help to keep 
the clarity about what drives good advocacy on behalf of 
people with disability. However, these values, although 
often espoused in the rhetoric of our society by our 
governments and by our service providers, often do not 
match the reality or form the basis for thinking, planning or 
support of the lives of people with disability. Therefore 
people involved in advocacy efforts will often find that they 
are going against the status quo.  

 
The principle of 

social justice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The principle of 
inclusion in 

community life 
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Consider the following: 
• What does our society value? 
• What do you value? 
 

Think of negative stereotypes of how people with disability 
are seen and treated as: 
• non human 
• being of another kind 
• a menace 
• less than worthy 
• an object of ridicule 
• an object of pity 
• a holy innocent 
• a burden of charity 
• seen as eternal children. 
 

These are stereotypes which advocates avoid, instead 
promoting positive imagery of people with disability as 
participating and contributing in valued roles in family, 
neighbourhood and community life. 
 

People involved in advocacy efforts with people with 
disability believe the following: 
 

• People with disability are as valuable as any other 
human being, regardless of what they can or can’t do 

 

• People with disability need to live well and have the 
same things in life as other people, such as their own 
home, being known, having relationships and having 
a sense of belonging, love affection and safety 

 

• People with disability are part of the connections of 
ordinary life and are to be included in the rich fabric 
of our communities 

 

• People with disability should not be segregated, 
congregated or isolated on the basis of their disability 

 

• People with disability are human and will make 
mistakes, have courage, be fearful, be likeable, be 
unpleasant like any other human is. 

 

Think about the ides that are presented above? 
Do you agree with them? 

 
 
 
 
 

How society 
views people with 

disability  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How advocates 
view people with 

disability  
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The definition of social advocacy mentioned earlier has a 
number of key elements that define its process. These 
elements guide the practice of advocacy efforts. 
 

Taking positive, ethical action means doing something 
constructive in an attempt to better the situation for a 
person/people with disability by some form of overt action 
such as speaking out, writing or raising issues of concern. 
However this action does not happen in a moral vacuum. 
The action happens in the context of the overriding 
principles of fundamental human rights, social justice and 
inclusive living. These guide the decisions of the advocate 
in concert with each element of advocacy.  
 

Often the action is contrary to the usual systems of 
operating and it is done because of a strong belief that 
what is happening is unfair or not right. The action is taken 
on behalf of others because there is recognition of the lack 
of voice and value attributed to the person/people and 
therefore they are credited with little authority and have 
little power to change their situation alone.  
 

Being on the side of someone who is vulnerable 
means being clearly biased in favour of that person/people 
with disability and articulating their needs and interests, 
remaining on their side and no one else’s. There is 
recognition of the inherent positive value and authority of 
the person/people, acknowledging their worth and treating 
them with respect and dignity. The focus of the advocacy 
effort is on promoting, protecting and defending their very 
being and personhood, emphasising their worth, their 
humanness, their wellbeing and their human rights. 
Advocates model positive language, interactions, 
interpretations and imagery of, and with, people with 
disability. 
 

Being understanding of the position and vulnerability 
of a person/ people means that those involved in an 
advocacy effort need to have good grounded knowledge 
of the struggles of people with disability. They need to 
understand the impact of their impairments and the social 
devaluation that they can face. 

4. What are the 
elements of 
advocacy? 

 
Advocacy involves 

taking positive, 
ethical action on 

behalf of a person/
people with disability  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy is clearly 
on the side of the 
disadvantaged or 

vulnerable person/
people with disability 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy is 
understanding of the 
position of a person/
people with disability 
and of their real and 

potential 
vulnerability 
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This includes the loss of relationships and valued roles, 
rejection, poverty, segregation, isolation, abuse, neglect, 
discrimination, exploitation and loss of control of life.  
 

Advocates may need to be well informed about the wider 
context of policy and law and how these affect life, and be 
mindful of the limitations of formal service systems to meet 
all human needs, including the threat of increased 
vulnerability when people become captives of institutional 
or controlling systems.  
 

The advocacy effort is clearly done with the understanding 
that advocacy, if not well considered, can also do more 
harm or increase a person’s/people’s vulnerability by their 
presence or actions. Those involved are also mindful of 
their impact on the situations of others who could also be 
made more vulnerable by their presence or actions. 
 

Being independent with minimised conflicts of 
interest means that advocates make concerted efforts to 
minimise ways that their advocacy efforts can be 
compromised. To this end, advocacy needs to remain 
apolitical, as well as independent and distinct from service 
delivery.  
 

People need to identify and deal not only with real, but 
also with perceived conflicts of interest caused by having 
other roles and allegiances. They also need to identify 
factors that might compromise their own efforts by 
examining their attitudes, values, needs and relationships 
to minimise personal conflicts of interest. 
 

Focussing on the fundamental needs, welfare and 
interests means that the person/people and their state of 
affairs are deeply known so judgements about their 
wellbeing and situation can be made with full knowledge of 
their circumstances. Knowing the reality of their life/lives 
enables prioritising of their needs, and sincerely perceived 
interests, particularly those relating to their human rights. 
An advocacy effort is designed, having the potential to 
minimise harm and vulnerability, and change the negative 
nature of life.  

 
 
 
 

Informed 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Do no harm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy strives to 
be autonomous and 
independent of other 

systems that can 
cause conflicts of 

interest 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy focuses 
on the fundamental 
needs, welfare and 
interests of people 

with disability  
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Advocates constantly weigh up moral dilemmas regarding 
decision-making, leading to any action on behalf of the 
person/people being very considered and strategic. Such 
a task is difficult and fraught with many pitfalls. 
Consideration needs to be given to what it would take to 
act in the person’s/people’s best interest, and then doing 
so in good faith, usually within the context of an 
established relationship. Decisions are not taken lightly 
and are followed through as to their intended and 
unintended consequences.  
 

By holding a vision for a decent life and addressing 
fundamental needs of safety, health or a home, real life 
issues are tackled that can make a significant difference to 
the person’s/people’s welfare. In general terms, advocates 
need to be clear about what they are asking for, what they 
are prepared to compromise and what becomes a sell out 
that they will not accept on behalf of the person/people. 
 

Doing advocacy with vigour and a sense of urgency 
means acting with passion and strength, and setting time 
frames that show the importance of making positive and 
fundamental change. This does not mean being rude or 
inhospitable to others or going in with unrealistic demands. 
However it is about doing much more than what is done 
routinely and upping the ante if things are not addressed. 
Because of the nature of the action it is often done with a 
sense of urgency, indicating the importance of what needs 
to happen for the person/people in the scheme of things.  
 

Remaining loyal and accountable to the person/people 
with disability means being there for the long haul and 
being faithful over time when things get tough, or possibly 
even tougher. For some people with disability, life is a 
constant struggle and for others it throws up a series of 
situations where strong advocacy is needed episodically 
as issues keep reappearing whereby the person/people 
may become very vulnerable again. People doing 
advocacy often remain the anchor in the person’s/people’s 
life, knowing them well, knowing their history and being 
there when they are needed.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
What is in the person’s 

best interest? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Vision for a decent life  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy is done 
vigorously with a 
sense of urgency 

indicating its 
importance in the 
scheme of things  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy remains 
loyal and 

accountable to the 
person/people  

over time  
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Anchors are particularly important when people are 
isolated or only have paid staff in their lives and no other 
family members or other people who are prepared to take 
on this role.  
 

People doing advocacy also need to be around to share 
the good times and to be part of the ordinary celebrations 
of life, as well as to rejoice in the victories and positive 
changes together with the person/people with whom they 
have an advocacy based relationship.  
 

Acknowledging the costly nature of advocacy means 
being realistic about the negative consequences for the 
advocate, because strong advocacy efforts are usually 
working against the status quo by challenging 
circumstances, vested interests and conduct of others in 
relation to the life and vulnerability of a person/people with 
disability.  
 

Costs of doing advocacy typically include personal 
detriment such as amount of time and effort spent, the 
emotional rigor, or the sacrifice of rest, sleep, recreation, 
money, personal relationships or health. Broader costs 
include incurring resentment and hostility of others, being 
rejected and labelled by peers, losing earning capability 
etc. At the more extreme end of social advocacy there 
could be risk of violence, hurt, and losses which effect 
livelihood and life.  
 

As advocacy is not usually played out in the mainstream, 
advocates need to be prepared to cope with these 
personal and broader social costs when they take on 
these widely sanctioned systems. 
 
Social advocacy can be divided into two main forms: 
• Informal advocacy  

This form of advocacy happens as the result of the 
commitment of people to one another. It is always 
done in an unpaid capacity. This is the usual type of 
advocacy done by parents, partners, brothers and 
sisters and other family members, or it may be 
done by a close friend. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Advocacy is costly 

or likely to be costly 
to the advocate 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. What are the 

different 
types of 
advocacy? 
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• Formal advocacy  
This form of advocacy happens as the result of an 
organised response and is done by a person in a 
paid capacity or as a member of a collective 
advocacy effort. The typical types of formal 
advocacy in Queensland are:  
♦ Individual Advocacy, which is done on 

behalf of a vulnerable person with disability by 
a paid advocate. Examples of this form of 
individual advocacy are: 

Speaking Up for You, West End 
Gold Coast Advocacy, Southport  
Regional Advocacy, Toowoomba 
Independent Advocacy in the Tropics, 
Townsville 
Mackay Advocacy 
Rights in Action, Cairns 
North West Advocacy, Mt Isa. 

♦ Citizen Advocacy, which is done by an 
unpaid ordinary citizen who is recruited, 
matched and supported by paid staff of a 
citizen advocacy office. This person makes a 
long term voluntary commitment to a person 
with disability and offers friendship, new 
experiences, protection and speaks up on 
their behalf. Examples of citizen advocacy 
organisations are: 

Capricorn Citizen Advocacy, Rockhampton 
Sunshine Coast Citizen Advocacy, 
Woombye  
Citizen Advocacy, South West Brisbane 
Citizen Advocacy, Inner City Brisbane 

♦ Systemic Advocacy is about the big picture 
and is concerned with challenging and 
influencing fundamental change in the broader 
political, legal, economic, societal and service 
systems which impact on the lives of people 
with disability. Systemic advocacy can operate 
in either corporate or collective ways.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Individual 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Citizen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Systemic 
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Examples of systemic advocacy are:  
Queensland Advocacy Incorporated  
Queensland Parents for People with 
Disability 
Amparo Multicultural Advocacy. 

 
People often confuse other good things with doing 
advocacy. All these things in the diagram are important, 
but advocacy can be seen as separate from the other 
parts of the system and independent of them. 
 

Being a good service provider, support worker, case 
manager, coordinator, change agent, or community 
development worker is not doing advocacy. However 
doing the right thing by people you work with is about 
being a good worker, and is most important when in such 
roles. People with disability need good workers who try to 
ensure that they have a decent life and are not harmed.  
 

Information and referral agencies, professional bodies and 
representative or peak bodies are not advocacy groups 
either. They may do strong lobbying of the system about a 
particular cause, but they are not doing social advocacy in 
the way that is described here. Confusion also reigns 
about the difference between advocacy and complaints, 
mediation or arbitration mechanisms. Advocacy does not 
wield a big stick to try to clean up other people’s acts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. What are 

some good 
things that 
are not 
advocacy? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Doing other good 
things like providing 

or coordinating 
services is not 

advocacy 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy is not 
about complaints or 

mediation 

Better Communities 
attitudes, values, 

inclusiveness 
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The role of advocacy therefore is not that of big brother to 
watch over services to make sure they are doing the right 
thing. Although advocates may take on this role from time 
to time in the context of their relationship with a person or 
group, the focus still remains on the person or people and 
their fundamental needs, not on changing the service, or 
government or society or any other particular cause.  
 

The formal system of protection through government is 
also different from independent social advocacy and 
should not be seen as similar to it or as a replacement for 
it. The Adult Guardian, Community Visitors, the 
Ombudsman and the Public Advocate all have different 
protection roles and functions, and have a mandate to 
raise issues, but are still housed within the current system 
of government, being party to the bureaucratic and 
political climate of the times and therefore can be seen as 
having an allegiance to both the people and to society.  
 

Social advocacy’s strength is that it is embedded in the life 
of community and is not working to government or service 
system agendas, although it will at times react to them. 

 
 
 

Advocacy is not  
big brother 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Advocacy is not 
government 

protection systems 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Different 
ways of 
meeting 
people’s 
needs 

Nature 
 
 

Individual 
Need 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Collective 
Need 

Support 
Services 

 
Service 
provider,  
direct support 
worker,  
case manager, 
coordinator, 
change agent, 
therapist, 
community 
worker, 
information 
and referral 
agency  
 
Representative 
peak body, 
professional 
group, lobby 
group 

Protective 
Services 

 
Complaints 
services 
Adult 
Guardian 
Community 
Visitor 
Ombudsman 
Anti-Discrim-
ination 
Commission 
Mediation 
services 
 
 
Public 
Advocate 

Social 
Advocacy 

 
Citizen 
advocacy 
Individual 
advocacy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Systems 
advocacy 
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Different 
assumptions about 
vulnerable people 

 
 
 
 
How the person with 

disability is seen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How their difficulties 
are seen 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How the core 
problem is seen 

 
 

 
Traditional 

Medical And 
Psychological 
Approaches 

 
The Advocacy 

Approach  

 
The 

Empowerment 
Approach 

The person with 
disability is seen 
as: 
Sick 
Unable to cope 
Dependent 
Broken 
Helpless 
Irrational 
Not valued 

The person with 
disability is seen 
as: 
Unable to act on 
their own behalf in 
major decisions 
affecting life 
Easily exploited 
Vulnerable to 
neglect and abuse 
Lacking power to 
work the system 
to benefit their 
basic needs and 
their human rights 
as citizens 

The person with 
the disability is 
seen as: 
Having individual 
rights 
Able to control 
their own life 
Needing support 
in their personal 
choices 

Their difficulties 
are caused by 
their: 
Impairments 
Disability 
Inability to 
function as others 
do 
Lack of skills 
Inability to cope 

Their difficulties 
can make them 
extremely 
vulnerable by: 
Their devalued 
status 
Their loss of 
human rights 
The lack of 
committed others 
in their lives 

Their difficulties 
are caused by the 
person becoming: 
Dependent 
Controlled by the 
systems which are 
there to support 
them 

The problem is 
located in the 
individual 

The problem is 
located in the 
inadequacies of 
the present 
systems of 
helping which 
have played into 
the negative 
stereotypes of 
society 

The problem is 
located in 
society’s 
unacceptance of 
difference and the 
inequity of power 
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What role the  
person with 

disability takes on 
 
 
 
 
 

What role their 
workers take on 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How their needs are 
determined 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What assistance 
they are given 

Traditional 
Medical And 

Psychological 
Approaches 

The Advocacy 
Approach 

The 
Empowerment 

Approach 

The person is 
viewed as: 
A patient 
A rehabilitee 
A trainee 
A counselee 

The person is 
viewed as: 
A vulnerable 
citizen 
A protégé 
A ward 
A legal client  

The person is 
viewed as: 
A consumer 
An able citizen 

The helper is: 
A carer 
A doctor 
A nurse 
A psychiatrist 
A therapist 
A trainer 
A programmer 
A counsellor 

The helper is: 
An advocate 
A guardian 
A solicitor 

The helper is: 
A peer 
An attendant 
A facilitator 
A supporter 
A friend 

Needs are 
determined by: 
Systems of care 
and what they can 
offer 
Professional 
workers 
Direct care 
workers 

Fundamental 
needs are 
determined by: 
The advocate on 
behalf of the 
person in the 
context of their 
relationship and 
commitment to the 
person and vision 
for life 

Needs and wants 
are determined 
by: 
The person with 
the disability 
themselves 

The person is 
viewed in a 
“health illness 
health” continuum 
and therefore 
assistance is 
aimed at personal 
improvement or 
betterment by: 
Medication 
Treatment 
Counselling 
Training 
Programmes 
Routine activity 

The person is 
viewed as 
vulnerable so 
assistance is in 
the form of: 
Protecting the 
person from harm 
Promoting their 
humanness and 
citizenship 
Defending their 
human rights 
Meeting their 
fundamental 
welfare needs 

As the person is 
viewed as the 
major contributor 
to their well being, 
assistance is in 
the form of: 
Self help 
Peer support 
Personal Income 
security 
Problem solving 
Increased 
opportunities 
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You may be wondering how you can become involved in 
an advocacy effort, either on behalf of an individual or as 
part of the movement of people who advocate collectively. 
 

If you are a family member, you may already be involved 
in advocating on behalf of a person in your family who has 
a disability, but you may want to be more strategic about 
how you do your advocacy.  
 

If you are a worker, you may want to consider how you 
could be part of a vulnerable person’s life to get to know 
and understand them deeply. Remember you may try to 
minimise conflicts of interest by not working with the 
person. You may have known the person in a prior job role 
but no longer work with them or you may have got to know 
someone in some other personal way. 

 
 
 
 
 

What the desired 
outcomes are 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Where people with 
disabilities are seen 

to belong 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. Taking a 
personal 
stance to 
stand by, for 
and with 
people with 
disability 

 
 
 

Traditional 
Medical And 

Psychological 
Approaches 

The Advocacy 
Approach 

The 
Empowerment 

Approach 

Assistance aims 
at achieving: 
Wellness 
Wholeness 
Good physical 
care 
Improved skill 
Improved 
behaviour 

Assistance aims 
at achieving: 
Protection and 
safeguarding of 
the person 
Recognition of 
their valued 
personhood yet 
vulnerability 
Human rights, 
social justice and 
community 
inclusion 
Improved formal 
and informal 
support systems 

Assistance aims 
at achieving: 
Options and 
choices based on 
preferences 
Equality 
Community living 
Wider acceptance 
of difference 

They belong: 
With others who 
are similar—’their 
own kind’ 
In places where 
there is seen to be 
adequate care 
and support 

They belong: 
With people who 
value them 
In families, 
neighbourhoods, 
local communities 

They belong: 
In their chosen 
lifestyle in the 
least restrictive 
way. 
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Get others with similar beliefs around you 
• Help to clarify: 

• your values 
• the vision of life for the person 
• the information you need 
• strategic action to be taken on the person’s 

behalf by thinking through the action and the 
moral dilemmas involved 

• Don’t do important things alone—take someone with 
you, even if they only sit there or take notes 

Be clear about what you are asking for 
• Develop a vision for life for the person 
• Be able to explain to others about the vision you hold 

and have ideas about what it would take to achieve 
that vision  

• Have specific expectations and questions relating to 
what needs to happen now that help to move 
towards the vision 

• Be clear about the bottom line about what you will 
accept and the difference between a compromise 
and a sell out 

• Don’t get caught up in the agendas of government or 
services by trying to solve things for them 

• Anticipate their answers and develop 
counterarguments to their excuses 

Be respectful and truthful in your dealings with others 
• Challenge the legitimacy of decisions that are unfair 

or unjust, or have harmful consequences, or take the 
person out of ordinary life 

• Don’t attack people personally or be rude—take 
issue with what is happening to the person you are 
advocating for and be polite but firm 

• Don’t be confrontational and go to the most attacking 
solutions first, but up the ante when ordinary 
common sense does not prevail 

• Keep records of phone calls, meetings and other 
significant events—Ask for certain things to be 
followed up 

• Thank people who do the right thing by the person  

Some general 
advocacy strategies 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

These strategies 
should be set in the 

context of the values 
and elements of 
social advocacy 
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Be positive and hopeful 
• Believe in the justness of what should happen for the 

person so that they have a decent life, free from 
harm 

• Believe in yourself and your commonsense ability to 
stand by with and for the person 

• Take care of yourself 
Become involved with others in the advocacy 
movement 
• Become a member of an advocacy organisation 
• Attend advocacy based events 
• Support the work of advocacy groups by being 

involved in campaigns 
• Go to other events that advocates are likely to attend 
• Find a mentor 
• Consider getting to know the work and values of an 

advocacy organisation  
• Consider being on a governing committee of an 

advocacy group 
• Consider starting up an advocacy study group with 

the intent of developing a new advocacy group. 
 
The following is a list of funded advocacy groups in 
Queensland and their phone numbers: 
 

Speaking Up for You, West End            3255 1244 
Gold Coast Advocacy, Southport             5564 0355 
Regional Advocacy, Toowoomba            4616 9700 
Independent Advocacy in the Tropics, Townsville   
                4725 2505 
Mackay Advocacy               4957 8710 
Rights in Action, Cairns             4031 7377 
North West Advocacy, Mt Isa.            4749 0022 
Capricorn Citizen Advocacy, Rockhampton       4922 0299 
Sunshine Coast Citizen Advocacy, Woombye   5442 2524 
Citizen Advocacy, South West Brisbane            33683815 
Citizen Advocacy, Inner City Brisbane             
Queensland Advocacy Incorporated            3236 1122 
Queensland Parents for People with Disability  3368 3055 
Amparo Multicultural Advocacy             3394 9304 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Contacts for 
Queensland 

Advocacy Groups 


