
This fact sheet examines the concepts of advocacy and civic 
participation and the individual and collective advocacy undertaken 
by women who participated in Our Community, Our Rights.

Advocacy & participation 
FACT SHEET 5

Our Community, Our Rights is a project by Women’s Health West that 
engages refugee and migrant women in human rights based advocacy 
training and project work and promotes participation in Australian society.  

Find out more:  whwest.org.au/rights

http://www.whwest.org.au/rights


There are a myriad of skills and strategies useful for 
modelling good advocacy. During Our Community, Our 
Rights workshops we worked with women to learn and 
practise things like direct conversations, letter writing, and 
assertive communication. 

Pre-requisites for advocacy
Undertaking advocacy requires skills, but first it requires 
confidence and freedom from fear; confidence and 
understanding of your rights and that you are worthy of 
dignity and respect; confidence in your own ability to 
speak on behalf of yourself or others; confidence in being 
part of a group and working with others to achieve a 
goal. It is critical to model good advocacy that takes risks 
into account and manages fear of reprisals and negative 
consequences. 

Women from Burma identified the following pre-requisites 
for advocacy that are also relevant to other communities: 

Steps in the advocacy pathway

Human rights based projects and 
participation in society: participants 
planning an advocacy project  
Being an idealist by nature this project has given me some 
skills in channelling my idealism and passion in a practical 
and organised manner to make my ideas into a reality. Having 
been a volunteer in various projects I have had an idea on 
how to implement plans but I got some insight on what 
service providers do to plan a project. 

Aisha, from India

For me, it’s been confidence building to take risks and 
challenge myself to new adventures. I am motivated to try 
new things and be open to possibilities. I hope I am able to 
take and build this project up further and bring our leaders on 
board. 

Kavita, from India

Following workshops that were designed to build women’s 
knowledge, skills and confidence, Our Community Our 
Rights participants were assisted to plan and implement 
their own human rights based advocacy projects in small 
groups. 

Participants could ‘practise’ in a supportive environment 
and continue to build skills and confidence to make 
decisions, influence outcomes and participate in society, 
and take action on human rights problems concerning their 
communities.

An action plan template provided a structure for groups 
to work within as they developed project plans on human 
rights concerns important to their communities.

The project worker provided support that sought to build 
groups’ confidence and encourage independent work. It 
included: 

•	 Supporting groups to be realistic about what they 
could achieve in the timelines and to clarify goals and 
objectives 

•	 Providing a fortnightly meeting space with computer 
and phone access where groups could meet

•	 Being available to groups during face-to-face meetings 
and planning and via phone and email 

•	 Helping groups to work out conflict resolution 
processes, often around roles and responsibilities. 

Group advocacy in action 
A group of Karen women from Burma who participated 
in Our Community Our Rights planned and ran a Karen 
cultural awareness training session. This was attended 
by 110 service providers. Hobsons Bay City Council 
recognised the value this project could add to work by 
service providers in the area, and invited the Karen women 
to deliver another session.

My project has really lifted our Karen community because 
before people were working with the Karen community but 
they don’t have any knowledge of how to work with the Karen 
people. So now after our project… we know that they know 
more about the culture and they know more about how the 
Karen people feel, their challenges and their strengths. I 
got to know more… service providers that are working with 
the Karen people, and then I said if they have anything they 
can contact me. Currently, I’ve got someone from Werribee 
Secondary College, she rang me and she said, ‘do you want 
to work in the school as a multicultural aide?’ Yes, so I said I 
think that’s a good idea… They said because they think that 
I am really engaged with the community so they want… that 
person in this position. 

Christina, from Burma

Participants reported that taking an active role in the 
wider community led to an increased sense of belonging 
in Australia. They also became aware of possibilities like 
working with service providers to make change, and felt 
that others were affirming the valuable social contributions 
they could make.

Advocacy and refugee and 
migrant women 

Individual advocacy 
After participating in an Our Community, Our Rights 
advocacy workshop, one participant from South Sudan 
explained how her approach to individual advocacy had 
changed: 

At my work place almost three weeks ago, there was 
a new supervisor who kept sending me around for five 
hours to manage two to three tables and kept assuming I 
do not know what to do. He just kept on giving me tasks 
like washing dishes and cleaning the floor and yet I have 
experience in serving tables. I think he kept doing this 
because he assumed that I am an African who doesn’t 
know what to do at work. 

So when it came to signing out time, he approached me 
and told me, “oh Mary, you really work hard, who taught you 
how to do this work?” That is when I told him I did a course 
and I have been working there for five years. He apologised 
and said he is very sorry because he assumed I was new 
and did not know what to do.

So what changed is that, this pushing around at work has 
been going on for years but I had never been able to speak 
out for myself. But after I got the confidence to do this … I 
was able to get an apology from my supervisor which has 
pleased me a lot. 

Mary, from South Sudan 

An advocacy response is most effective if driven by communities and citizens, 
as active participants responding to their own concerns1. ‘The collective 
struggle against injustice can be in itself an empowering process’2, that is, 
both individuals and population groups can use grassroots approaches to 
achieve equity and social justice outcomes. 

Often refugee and migrant women indicate that they have been discouraged 
from developing and using advocacy skills in their country of origin. To access 
power for change in their lives and communities, women need information, 
resources and tools to make decisions, opportunities to influence systems 
that affect them, and strategies to further human rights struggles.

Find out more about human rights based advocacy 
projects run by women from South Sudan, Burma 
and India at whwest.org.au/rights

1 Being involved and engaged 
in your own community

4 Increased confidence to 
take action

5 Advocacy: acting when human 
rights violations occur

2 Increased knowledge of human 
rights theory and application

3 Increased confidence to identify 
when rights are breached
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1  Australian Human Rights Commission 2010, In our own words. African Australians: A review of human rights and social inclusion 
issues, Australian Human Rights Commission, Sydney. 

2  World Health Organisation 2008, Closing the gap in a generation: health equity through action on the social determinants of health, 
World Health Organisation, Geneva. 

Useful links and references

•	 ‘Skills for direct conversations’ activity [link]

•	 ‘Developing assertiveness and skills for difficult conversations’ activity [link]

•	 Action plan template [link]

•	 ‘Making advocacy safe and achievable’ activity [link]

http://www.whwest.org.au
http://whwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Skills-for-direct-conversations.pdf
http://whwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Developing-assertive-communication-skills.pdf
http://whwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Project-planning-guidebook.pdf
http://whwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Culture-and-advocacy-outline-Advocacy-Factsheet.pdf

