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FOREWORD
This report is one in a suite of four considering the needs and of victims and survivors
undertaken over a three year period during which responses to Covid-19 greatly affected the
way in which fieldwork could be conducted. This research was commissioned by the
Commission for Victims and Survivors (The Commission). The researchers engaged with
service providers, service users, health and wellbeing workers and sectoral stakeholders to
provide a clear understanding of advocacy service provision and the service user experience
of victims, survivors and their families accessing support in the historical investigations and
information recovery sector. The research aims to illustrate the role of advocacy around
victim issues in societies emerging from conflict, and specifically to assess the significance of
the Northern Ireland approach within the wider field of transitional justice and peacebuilding.
The Commission is grateful to all those who have contributed to the research process not
least because of the sensitivities and reflections these considerations require.
The research examines the effectiveness of advocacy services for victims and survivors and
their families in the areas of historical investigation and information recovery in Northern
Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland. It focuses both locally on improving current
approaches, and globally through academic and practitioner networks and publications, to
contribute to comparative lesson-learning and wider dissemination of findings. The study
draws from an extensive series of interviews, encompassing exploratory discussions and
semi-structured interviews, and case studies designed to highlight the advocacy process in
detail. To set the study in a broader context the research team engaged with international
experts in the field of transitional justice and truth recovery to consider the emerging
research for an international audience. The report presents findings and recommendations
that require serious consideration by service commissioners and providers, practitioners and
policy makers.
The recommendations emerge from an in-depth review of advocacy in theory and practice,
including five core principles underpinning advocacy service provision; advocacy should be
victim-led, build trust, avoid creating dependency, be compassionate and have empathy, and
value the lived experience and perspectives of the individual. The recommendations suggest
that advocacy services work should be valued, supported and expertise shared; flexibility and
responsiveness should be incorporated into future benchmarking and monitoring of funded
advocacy services; further provision for dealing with the past should draw on and learn from
the scale, diversity and experience of advocacy practice to date; and to improve confidence
of both advocacy groups and victims in existing and future processes, formal recognition and
response to systemic delays in information provision and cross-jurisdictional issues are
essential.
In treating victims’ needs as societal needs we build on a solid foundation towards a future
that offers peace, prosperity and growth for all who live here.
The Commission for Victims and Survivors Northern Ireland
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report sets out the research context, findings and core recommendations to emerge from
the Advocacy Services research project. This project was undertaken with funding provided
by the Commission for Victims and Survivors Northern Ireland (CVSNI) and carried out by a
research team at Ulster University. The key aims of the project were as follows:
•

•

•
•

to study and examine the effectiveness of advocacy services for victims and survivors
and their families in the areas of historical investigation and information recovery in
Northern Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland.
to provide an understanding of current advocacy service provision and service user
experience of victims and survivors and their families accessing support in the
historical investigations and information recovery sector.
to explore international best practice and considers how this can inform the
development of services in Northern Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland.
and, to understand the role of advocacy around victim issues in societies emerging
from conflict.

To complete this study, a qualitative research methodology was developed over 50 primary
semi-structured interviews were undertaken that were centred upon the effectiveness of
advocacy service provision in the area of historical investigation and information recovery.
This research team acknowledges that this was only possible due to the engagement and
participation of organisations and stakeholders that are engaged in providing advocacy to
victims and survivors in Northern Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland. Prior to the
commencement of research interviews a comprehensive literature review examined three
core themes:
•
•
•

how advocacy is defined and used outside of a victim context in the non-academic
literature.
how advocacy is conceptualised within the transitional justice academic literature,
and specifically considers how it is used in relation to the victims of war and civil
conflict globally.
the issues impacting upon victims and survivors of the conflict in Northern Ireland,
and how advocacy services have been developed to support their needs.

This research report has drawn upon data from more than 50 interviews and discussions. This
has included exploratory discussions, semi-structured interviews and case study interviews.
On occasion this involved multiple engagements with the same individuals for further
information and clarification. Forty interviewees participated in 32 semi-structured interview
sessions within this research process. The report had also provided three case studies to
highlight in more detail the advocacy process in these particular cases. The key findings relate
to the following core areas:
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Definitions of advocacy
Participants offered definitions of advocacy and what it meant to them. These included:
‘giving a voice’, ‘providing support’ and ‘helping people find out the truth’ when trying to
qualify the nature of advocacy work, with the ultimate goal being described as achieving ‘selfadvocacy’ and ‘equip people to speak for themselves’. Within this definitional aspect, there
was also discussion around definitions evolving in response to the political context in which
advocacy was taking place. Definitions of advocacy were not linked expressly to outcomes yet
are clearly underpinned by the pursuit of justice, acknowledgement and information
recovery.
Principles of advocacy
The report outlines that five core principles underpin advocacy service provision: it should be
victim-led; build trust; not create dependency; be compassionate and have empathy; and
value the lived experience and perspectives of the individual.
Methods of advocacy and what the process typically entails
Advocacy services tend to be sought out by victims and survivors and the key method of
securing advocacy services is through self-referral. A key first step in the methodological
approach is face-to-face engagement with victims and survivors that commences with the
sole aim of establishing contact to build up a relationship of trust and confidence: this is a key
element of effectively assessing the best approach to respond to individual needs. Advocacy
service provision involves substantive research as well as providing emotional and practical
support. Key methods of providing effective practice are linked to a do no harm approach
that is reinforced by supporting meaningful contact and dialogue with the victim and survivor
during the information recovery or historical investigation process. The methods are
underpinned by the principles above, including empowerment.
Identifying good practice
The report illustrates areas of good practice in advocacy service provision, including to:
manage expectations; be trauma informed, abide to the principle of primum non nocere (do
no harm) – or at least minimising harm and avoiding re-traumatisation; educate victims and
survivors (both with regards to their rights and the processes and structures of the bodies
they are dealing with); communicate ethically and sensitively with service users; and have an
aftercare package/exit strategy1 in place.
Support offered to victims, survivors and their families
Advocacy service provision offered substantive support to victims, survivors and their families
and this support can be wide-ranging. This support has been in relation to information
retrieval, advocacy services also helped address critical issues of social isolation that some
victims and survivors experience. A byproduct of engaging with advocacy is that some victims
and survivors may perceive a sense of comfort and reassurance by meeting other victims and

It should be noted that interviewees themselves tended not to use the terminology of an ‘exit strategy’ as
their ‘door was always open’ for victims and survivors. This terminology is used here by the research team
merely to highlight the preparations put in place by advocacy workers once a case has progressed as far as it is
likely to go.

1
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survivors. Increasing links between advocacy services and health and well-being interventions
were also noted.
Challenges with policy and practice
There was unanimity amongst all service users and service providers that the biggest
challenge was the delay and the slow nature of legacy investigation and information recovery.
The difficulty in accessing information, as well as the problem of unanswered
correspondence, was also identified as a priority challenge. The case studies outlined in the
report offer important insight into the traumatic and practical impacts on victims and
survivors of these systemic delays. The systemic nature of delays should be acknowledged
and steps taken to improve response time. There is also a need for top-down level
accountability for delay.
Improving advocacy services and structure
Advocacy service providers and health and wellbeing caseworkers identified one area of
improving advocacy services and structures. For example, they indicated that the exchange
of information both internally and externally between organisations could be improved. A
further area for improvement is that statutory agencies engaged in historical investigation
and information recovery could be more proactive and engage in outreach work to break
down barriers for advocacy services and those utilising advocacy support. The biggest scope
for improvement in advocacy services was the accessibility of information and more
streamlined and quicker responses from statutory agencies.
Views on the Stormont House Agreement and legacy mechanisms moving forward
The potential implementation of the Stormont House Agreement drew diverging views from
the advocacy service managers and providers interviewed in this research study. Of the six
groups with advocacy workers included in the study, four groups were broadly supportive of
implementation of the Stormont House Agreement, whilst two groups had serious concerns
over the content and intent of the proposed legislation. If however, the Stormont House
Agreement is implemented, much of the knowledge gained by advocacy service providers
could be used to support victims and survivors utilising any processes that arise.
Each of these findings are discussed in detail below, drawing upon data collected as part of
the project. Building on the research findings and literature review within the remit of this
study, four final recommendations are proffered. These include:
1. Advocacy services work should be valued, supported and expertise shared.
2. Flexibility and responsiveness should be incorporated into future benchmarking and
monitoring of funded advocacy services.
3. Further provision for dealing with the past should draw on and learn from the scale,
diversity and experience of advocacy practice to date.
4. To improve confidence of both advocacy groups and victims in existing and future
processes, formal recognition and response to these systemic delays and crossjurisdictional issues is essential. Steps need to be taken to minimise and address
systemic delays and cross-jurisdictional issues.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
This research report has drawn upon data from more than 50 interviews and discussions. This
has included exploratory discussions, semi-structured interviews and case study interviews.
On occasion this involved multiple engagements with the same individuals for further
information and clarification. 40 interviewees participated in 32 semi-structured interview
sessions within this research process. The report had also provided three case studies to
highlight in more detail the advocacy process in these particular cases. An online workshop
with ten international experts in the field of transitional justice and truth recovery was also
held in December 2020, and this event enabled us to consider the wider significance of some
of the emerging findings from the Northern Ireland context for an international audience.
The following are a series of recommendations to inform the delivery of advocacy services in
the area of historical investigation and information recovery moving forwards.

Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Advocacy services work should be valued, supported and expertise
shared.
Firstly, advocacy work should be expanded and appropriately resourced. This report found
no indication that what is currently being supported in terms of advocacy should not be
supported going forward. Instead, support should be expanded, and more appropriately
resourced. This report notes that advocacy service groups are rapidly progressing towards a
saturation point in relation to their expanding caseload. Although there were various political
concerns from a range of quarters about different groups and their political intentions or
perspectives (which were difficult to disentangle and beyond the scope of this research), it
would be difficult to sustain an argument that what the current groups does not support
victims in their desire for truth, justice and reparation at an individual level. Positive
impacts for victims and survivors, as well as broader societal processes of historical
investigation, accountability and acknowledgement, are detailed within this report. Yet these
positive impacts are often made less severe by structural factors. Within this
recommendation, the expansion of and resourcing of advocacy support within VSS should be
considered, especially as an alternative for victims who have opted not to engage with
victim and survivor groups.
Secondly, embed and enhance advocacy work. What emerged from this research is a high
level of experience and expertise in supporting victims and survivors with advocacy related
issues. For some contemporary groups, this experience pre-dated the recent tranche of EU
PEACE monies for advocacy work. Many of the desired areas for improvement emerging from
this research relate to the wider context (engagement or lack thereof from public
bodies), rather than specific and detailed improvements that advocacy workers could make
8

in their day-to-day operations. However, a process of sharing lessons could be instituted
between the groups (there are already some structures that can do this). Some of this
learning could take the form of sharing of experience along some of the key issues identified
in this report: managing expectations; dealing with the differences in families; engaging the
next generation; dealing with age-related needs; being victim-led; promoting self-advocacy;
avoiding re-traumatisation; having aftercare packages/exit strategies in place;
communicating with victims; education with regards to rights and process; and dealing with
difficult political and social circumstances. An additional point is to provide bespoke training
and peer-support in the context of historical investigation and information recovery to better
assist new advocacy staff and to engage stakeholders in this process.
Thirdly, sharing the learning and expertise. We propose the development of a toolkit which
would also be informed by the Advocacy Principles identified in this report; including being
victim-led, building trust, not creating dependency, being compassionate and having
empathy, and valuing the lived experience of the individual. Developing such a toolkit is a
specialist activity and should be resourced accordingly. It is our contention, however, that
how to address these issues outlined above lies within the knowledge and experience of the
funded groups, and this should be affirmed and built upon rather than “bringing in” outside
advocacy experts to advise on these matters. We recommend that the learning programme
focuses on information retrieval and related processes, including accessing relevant
institutions in the Republic of Ireland and Great Britain. In supporting this learning, relevant
bodies that are involved in information retrieval and historical accountability could be
engaged to participate. A related point should be to enhance data collection at point of entry,
charting the process and distance travelled as well as better understanding the value of
impact on the victim and survivor. A key element of this could focus on not only the process
of advocacy but also aspects of self-care, Section-75 awareness and development of a
supportive network of practice.
Further, there is extensive expertise and experience of process and advocacy amongst
advocacy workers that could be utilised to inform the work of other organisations who are
engaged in advocacy with, for example, new communities to Northern Ireland and border
counties that have been displaced internationally due to conflict and violence.
A key outcome of this research is to consider whether the Northern Ireland approach has
something to offer the wider field of transitional justice and peacebuilding, as well as
comparative lesson-learning. What is clear at this stage is that the process of funded advocacy
work within NGOs is a rare occurrence and the researchers could not find
a directly comparable model. In addition, in the transitional justice field, although there are
many processes wherein victims and survivors are favourably supported in their quest for
truth or justice by third parties, there are also a range of criticisms in that regard in other
cases (e.g. top-down, victims treated as objects). In addition, much of this activity is not
framed as advocacy, but rather as victim participation. To this end, Northern Ireland may
have something to offer in terms of structural lessons (e.g. how to fund advocacy, etc.) and
hard lessons such as dealing with delays. More significantly, Northern Ireland has a body
of advocacy practice to draw upon that can be applied to the wider transitional justice field.
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The research team convened a small online workshop in December 2020 with select
international transitional justice experts which assisted in the process of sharing lessons from
Northern Ireland in the area of historical investigation and information recovery (and
also learning from other contexts). The uniqueness of the Northern Ireland approach was
confirmed, particularly that local groups are centrally funded and currently able to operate
with a high-level of independence and flexibility. This was seen as the real strength of the
Northern Ireland case. However, drawing on other international experience, international
experts argued against advocacy being turned into an overly-regulated activity (particularly if
funded externally by the state or governments) that loses its spontaneity, flexibility and
community-based approaches in favour of activities being overly monitored or evaluated
against benchmarks which are often difficult to attain (e.g. much of the outcomes of advocacy
such as justice are not in the gift of advocacy works, this is also discussed in Recommendation
2). A balance needs to be struck between sharing learning, using standardised toolkits and
approaches, developing mechanisms and standards to assess effectiveness, and flexible
funding and support for advocacy workers to do what they are most effective in doing, e.g.
building local trust, operating in an adaptable manner, engaging local communities in
solidarity, being able to pivot services based on conditions (such as Covid-19), etc.
Recommendation 2: Flexibility and responsiveness should be incorporated into future
benchmarking and monitoring of funded advocacy services.
As noted above, flexibility and the ability to adapt to local dynamics while maintaining local
trust in the format and delivery of their advocacy work is core to the advocacy groups’
efficacy. This research has demonstrated that the process and principles of advocacy are
worth reflecting. We recommend this approach, over and above prescriptive outcome-based
benchmarking. There is no standardised approach within advocacy services, both locally and
internationally, and therefore it is not appropriate to benchmark on outputs. This research
process surfaced tensions between definitions of advocacy and significant consequent
difficulties in benchmarking advocacy work through outcomes focused on accountability. It is
clear from this research that the relatively broad approach to advocacy currently taken allows
for flexibility and a case-by-case sensitivity in the approach taken by advocacy workers.
Several examples of the value of this flexibility to service users’ needs were highlighted
(including recent adaptations to dealing with the impact of Covid-19 on victims and survivors).
Given the systemic delays and barriers advocacy groups encounter in their engagements with
official institutions and processes, it would be impossible to benchmark their
advocacy against institutional outcomes. The outcome (an inquiry, investigation, answers) is
beyond the control of the advocacy groups. Consequently, we recommend that any
evaluative framework be principles-based and focused on process, rather than
outcome as benchmarking can only be measured by the process advocacy groups are
undertaking. The findings of this research will have relevance for future evaluations, and
these should be considered, for example, how a process-driven evaluation model can be
developed to assess the advocacy work. This is also relevant for Peace Plus to ensure that
there is a suitable approach to data collection from the outset.
Recommendation 3: Further provision for dealing with the past should draw on and learn
from the scale, diversity and experience of advocacy practice to date.
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There is no agreed framework for dealing with the past in Northern Ireland and the border
counties. This creates problems for doing advocacy work and fosters a context of
uncertainty. Future policy and practice development around dealing with the past could
include the principles outlined in this document. It is recommended that CVSNI endeavour to
highlight the value of the advocacy work to date, even simply outlining the key principles and
unfolding debates, in any future discussions or consultations on dealing with the past. This
could also specifically feed into suggestions to date concerning “advocacy-counsellors” that
have been made in relation to the Stormont House Agreement.
Recommendation 4: To improve confidence of both advocacy groups and victims in existing
and future processes, formal recognition and response to these systemic delays and crossjurisdictional issues is essential.
The systemic nature of delays should be acknowledged. There is a need for top-down level
accountability for delays. Agencies and organisations with responsibility in the areas of
historical investigation and information recovery should continue to be engaged with by
CVSNI to develop a suitable approach to assist advocacy service-provision. This research has
demonstrated there is little confidence in actors and agencies which provide access to
information. There is an absence of generosity of spirit and a view maintained that delays and
barriers to information were deliberate and enshrined in evasiveness. This matter requires
urgent attention. The ‘do no harm’ approach could be reinforced and considered essential
across the stakeholders involved in information recovery and historical investigation.
A related finding of this research is that there is little appreciation of how damaging delay and
lack of confidence is for victims and survivors. Steps need to be taken to minimise and
address systemic delays and cross-jurisdictional issues. To address this, we recommend a
programme of education for those interfacing with advocacy services and victims and
survivors, to both recognise the impact of delay and obfuscation, as well as engage in
confidence-building workshops, to address misperceptions of advocacy services in historical
investigation and information recovery. This process would also provide statutory
organisations with the opportunity to brief organisations on any practical difficulties that they
face in terms of responding to requests for information. But the biggest scope for
improvement in outcomes for advocacy services is enhanced information-disclosure to
advocacy groups. Streamlined and efficient responses would aid information recovery. To this
end, this report recommends some options to consider:
A) CVSNI and VSS to convene information, relationship and confidence-building
sessions between advocacy groups and the agencies and bodies perceived by the
groups as deliberately delaying legacy processes.
B) CVSNI and VSSNI to work with advocacy groups to compile a dossier of cases
deemed to be unnecessarily delayed, including an outline of average waiting times for
specific agencies and bodies; and
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C) CVSNI to seek advice on how the delays in supporting advocacy work can be
addressed and reviewed across a range of institutions, thus taking a more central role
in challenging such delays.2
Included within this recommendation is for the CVSNI to work with advocacy groups to
consider the role of media,3 commentators and public debates regarding advocacy
services. Some of the public discourse regarding advocacy services is a deterrent for seeking
out advocacy services. A series of workshops engaging wider public debates around the role
of advocacy could be taken forward.
Finally, there is a significant issue regarding cross-jurisdictional information recovery and
historical investigation. As noted in the report, there were severe difficulties facing those
advocacy workers based outside Northern Ireland and an inequality in terms of the funding
of victims and survivors’ initiatives in the Republic of Ireland and Great Britain. CVSNI should
lead a review of this situation with the express purpose of enhancing services in other
jurisdictions, but also to ensure a cross-fertilisation of learning as outlined in the
recommendations above.

All recommendations were shared with Advocacy groups and their feedback significantly shaped the final
recommendations. However, it should be noted that there were different views, perhaps naturally, on the
recommendations. For example, with this recommendation some groups welcomed the idea of CVSNI playing
a more active role in cataloguing and challenging delays. However, other groups ”did not have faith” in CVSNI
to undertake such work.
3
See for example Lawther (2009) for work with the media and see
https://victimsandthepast.org/outputs/media-training-workshops/ (accessed January 12th 2021).
2
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