
JESUIT SOCIAL SERVICES ADVOCACY EXPERIENCE EXAMPLE 
 
1. Dropping off the edge: The distribution of disadvantage in Australia 

An advocacy research project of Jesuit Social Services in partnership with 
Catholic Social Services Australia. 

 
2. Summary/Abstract 

 
Following two previous research reports on locational disadvantage undertaken 
by Jesuit Social Services ie ‘Unequal in life’ (Vinson 1999) and ‘Community 
adversity and resilience’ (Vinson 2004), Jesuit Social Services partnered with 
Catholic Social Services Australia to undertake a national study to map the 
geographic distribution of disadvantage across Australia ie ‘Dropping off the 
edge’ (Vinson 2007). The study uses a range of statistical indicators to document 
the relative disadvantage of different local areas within Australia, including a 
complete ranking of localities from the most to the least disadvantaged. In 
addition to a summary report, detailed ‘Dropping off the edge’ data and maps are 
available through a website, www.australiandisadvantage.org.au. 
 
‘Dropping off the edge’ has been influential in shaping Australian Government 
approaches to addressing locational disadvantage as a core component of social 
policy under the banner of ‘social inclusion’. Our earlier reports had significant 
impact in encouraging the Victorian and New South Wales Governments to 
pursue place-based community development and neighbourhood renewal 
initiatives. 
 

3. Overall objectives 
 

Through our grounded experience in working with disadvantaged people, families 
and communities over the decades from our inception in 1977, we noticed 
significant commonalities in the disadvantaged backgrounds of many of the 
young people we were working with who had become involved with the criminal 
justice system, including the geographic location of their upbringing. 
 
This lead us to seek opportunities to document the distribution and key 
components of disadvantage in Australia, with a view to encouraging 
governments and communities to reflect on the range of ‘place-based’ strategies 
and other action that may best tackle entrenched intergenerational disadvantage. 
 
We sought to convince governments about the importance of ‘place-based’ 
strategies to address entrenched disadvantage. 

 
In addition to the importance of ‘place-based’ community development strategies, 
as the research developed and we reflected further on the components of 
disadvantage evident in the research and from our own experience, our attention 
focused on the importance of the following areas: 
 

• Early childhood services such as pre-school and improved primary school 
services - and parenting support programs for families with young 
children; 

• Education and the development of labour market skills and credentials of 
young people; 

• Holistic (‘wrap around’) services for adolescents eg health (including 
mental health/substance abuse), housing; 

• Public and community transport particularly in outer suburban and rural 
areas; 

http://www.australiandisadvantage.org.au/


• Adequacy of income support and access to affordable housing and 
essential services such as power and water. 

 
Our major message in the ‘Dropping off the Edge’ project is that high rates of 
disabling social conditions are stubbornly concentrated in a limited number of 
localities throughout Australia and therefore: 
 

• There is significant social and economic value in locality-specific policy 
interventions that include programs targeted at individuals/families living in 
such disadvantaged localities and facing social exclusion in different 
spheres of their lives, and: 

 
• Because the areas in question frequently evince limited or deteriorated 

social infrastructure and environments, renewal and development 
programs focusing on public spaces, housing, transport systems and 
business are also priority areas for government to consider. 

 
Moreover, when social disadvantage becomes entrenched within a limited 
number of localities the restorative potential of standard services in spheres like 
health and education can diminish. A disabling social climate can develop that is 
more than the sum of individual and household disadvantages and the prospect 
is increased of disadvantage being passed from one generation to the next. In 
such cases general social and economic policies need to be supplemented by 
locality specific ones. 

 
4. Elements of the context 
 
Having established the key questions we wished to investigate, we sought a 
partnership with a well credentialed academic researcher to lead the research, 
Professor Tony Vinson who is an Emeritus Professor at the University of New South 
Wales and an Honorary Professor in the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 
Sydney University. In this decision, we were most influenced by the national 
Australian context, including that governments here have historically been more 
prepared to engage in our policy ideas when they are backed up by ‘hard facts’ 
presented by well credentialed independent sources. 
 
Professor Vinson had the required level of technical and analytical expertise to lead 
the complex research design and data analysis process. We remained actively 
involved at every step of the way, playing the lead role in negotiating with various 
government departments to gain access to the relevant data and liaising with them to 
keep them informed of progress and inform them of the outcomes. We relied on 
Professor Vinson’s judgement regarding all research-related and technical data 
matters. 
 
At the point we began working on the Project, the most noteworthy aspect of the 
situation was that this type of detailed locational disadvantage analysis had not been 
previously undertaken with any degree of precision by government or other research 
bodies, despite their being far better resourced than we were to attempt such an 
ambitious project. Data existed but was held separately by various government 
departments and was not shared across these.  
 
In keeping with our Jesuit and Ignatian ethos, we identified a gap in knowledge, 
policy and service delivery that had serious consequences for the most 
disadvantaged; we recognised that as a medium-sixed organisation (Australian 
standards) we were taking on a large task that we hoped would have large impact 
but the project might prove beyond our means; we were determined to press ahead 



so sought to address these risks by: partnering with a large national organisation 
(CSSA); only embark on this national research once we had successfully completed 
the work at the state level on previous occasions; engage key stakeholders 
(government and bureaucracy) at critical point throughout the work. 
 
5. People involved and affected, our accompaniment 
 
The main centres of power we engaged were the governments at both national and 
state levels, and the opposition political parties (potential future governments). As 
much as possible, we were keen for our advocacy work to be considered as bi-
partisan and for implementation by whichever political party was in power. 
 
We engaged these centres of power collaboratively wherever possible, building on 
existing relationships. Where we met with opposition (eg refusal to provide the 
necessary data) we appealed to those parties where good relationships existed to 
support our application for the material required. If necessary we confronted those 
who were not willing to cooperate. We drew on our earlier research findings to 
demonstrate the benefits of having such findings readily available for policy and 
planning purposes. 
 
Through a combination of our existing networks and contacts within government, plus 
the intellectual rigour of the research itself, once key results from the research were 
documented, we found it relatively simple to organise for our message to be heard by 
key government decision makers. 
 
However, it should be noted that success in being heard and achieving action from 
government decision makers was achieved only after many years of persistence 
throughout the research process and, significantly, a 30 year track record of 
commitment to and service delivery to the most disadvantaged .  
 
6. Our organisation 
 
In addition to a range of direct support services for disadvantaged people, families 
and communities (where our workers undertake individual advocacy support with the 
people they are working with) Jesuit Social Services has a dedicated Research, 
Policy and Advocacy Unit with paid staffing. 
 
This aspect of our work is central to our approach and crucial to our strategic 
directions. Each year our annual plan and budget reflects this commitment ie we plan 
for the human, material and financial resources to do research, policy work and 
advocacy and in line with our overall organisational planning, within the context of a 
broader three year Strategic Plan. This planning also includes the capacity to 
respond quickly to new and emerging issues that may emerge.  (Having said this we 
do not consider that this work is funded at an optimal level). 
 
The main areas of focus for our advocacy work are in relation to government policies 
and programs for disadvantaged people, families and communities, including: 
 

• Locational disadvantage 
• Housing/homelessness 
• Education, training and employment 
• Mental health 
• Drugs and alcohol misuse 
• Criminal Justice 

 



The central role of advocacy as part of our ‘core-business’ is well established and 
accepted at all levels of the organisation. We believe that having entered into 
relationship with people where we learn about the injustices they experience, we not 
only have the mandate to advocate with and for them, but the responsibility.  We 
view this work at critical – to address the structural injustices that contribute 
to/produce the pain and suffering experienced by the people we engage with. 
 
Importantly, our approach to advocacy is grounded in our direct experience of 
engaging with disadvantaged people, families and communities through the direct 
services we provide. The choices we make about our advocacy priorities are always 
guided by our direct experience, and the priorities evident in the lives of the people 
we are working with. 
 
Our approach to advocacy includes the elements of the Ignatian model’ under 
discussion - contemplation, self-awareness, study, discernment. It begins from 
grounded experience and relationship; incorporates an understanding and analysis of 
context; incorporates ongoing reflection, discernment and evaluation; and 
significantly results in action – for us the latter is essential. 
 
A crucial part of this process is discerning those issues on which leadership from us 
is required to achieve advocacy outcomes for our constituents (e.g. locational 
disadvantage and Dropping off the edge) and other areas where we believe 
advocacy outcomes will best be achieved though joining forces with others as part of 
an alliance. A recent example of the latter is our participation as a partner in the 
Australians for Affordable Housing Alliance. 
 
 
7. Impacts / Outcomes 
 
‘Dropping off the edge’ has had a profound impact on the landscape of social policy 
in Australia. We consider that we have succeeded with our main objective to ensure 
that ‘place-based’ strategies to address disadvantage are a priority for government. 
 
In the lead-up the most recent national election in late 2007, both of the main political 
parties formally cited the influence of ‘Dropping off the edge’ in their social policy 
platforms. 
 
The newly elected Labor government under the leadership of Prime Minister Rudd 
has established a new Social Inclusion Unit and a Social Inclusion Board. The author 
of ‘Dropping off the edge’, Professor Tony Vinson has been appointed as a member 
of the Social Inclusion Board. 
 
Locational disadvantage is included as one of the six Australian Government social 
inclusion priorities: 
 

• Addressing the incidence and needs of jobless families with children  
• Delivering effective support to children at greatest risk of long term 

disadvantage  
• Focusing on particular locations, neighbourhoods and communities to ensure 

programs and services are getting to the right places  
• Addressing the incidence of homelessness  
• Employment for people living with a disability or mental illness  
• Closing the gap for Indigenous Australians. 

 
See also www.socialinclusion.gov.au 
 

http://www.socialinclusion.gov.au/


In addition, this work has benefited disadvantaged communities, organisations and 
local governments directly as they have drawn on the work for their own purposed eg 
policy development, service delivery planning and application to various funding 
bodies using the research to demonstrate their level of disadvantage. 
 
 
8. Reflecting on lessons learned & Project evaluation 
 
Our success with ‘Dropping off the edge’ has re-affirmed our belief in the importance 
of ‘hard data’ and rigorous research as part of the advocacy process. 
 
To continue to achieve success with advocacy in the Australian context, we will need 
to continue to blend well crafted moral and political arguments with thorough 
research and data. 
 
Throughout the research we were very fortunate to have access to the services of 
Professor Vinson. His skill and credibility as an independent research analyst added 
considerable value to the research and advocacy objectives and were instrumental to 
the outcomes that were achieved. 
 
For priority projects in future years, we will continue to seek partnerships with 
university based researchers and like minded organisations and advocates for 
positive social change. 
 
We were able to conduct this work at very reasonable costs due in part to the low 
expenditure associated with staff eg Professor Vinson’s commitment to the project 
meant he did much of the work pro bono; one Jesuit  played a key role (stipend). 
 
The project would have been improved if clear, strong policy outcomes were 
developed as the findings were being finalised. The focus was on the research and 
advocating for this to be taken up by key decision makers for them to use in their 
various capacities. The work could have been enhanced if we were able to deliver 
well thought and specific recommendations at the time of the publication of the 
research. This did occur but this component was more rushed in development and 
did not have the rigour that the research had. We then moved to undertake this work 
more thoroughly post-publication of the research. 
 
Due to limited resources we engaged an external data analyst and had serious, 
ongoing problems with him which could have been minimised if he were a member of 
staff bound by the organisation’s policy and procedures. 
 
We definitely grew as an organisation as this work took us into new arenas forcing us 
to be more rigorous and more polished and articulate in our advocacy. This research 
has borne other fruits eg Jesuit Social Services is perceived as being an organisation 
of integrity producing high quality work. We are known for our research when the 
reality is that this particular project is of a much higher quality than our day to day 
program-related research work. It has opened doors for us, giving us a seat at the 
table of influential discussions beyond what could be expected given the size and 
capacity of the organisation.  It has also given us credibility which has given comfort 
and a sense of pride to our staff, volunteers and donors/supporters. 
 
Our commitment to justice has been strengthened because we have witnessed how 
such research combined with advocacy can really make  a difference, shaping policy 
at the highest levels of government and improving service delivery on the ground for 
the most disadvantaged people. We constantly make links with a ‘faith that does 
justice’ and tie our activities back to this regularly.  To be frank though I am not sure 



what ‘spiritual’ lesson has been learned – other than learning to be patient and put up 
with difficult people!  On a more serious and subtle note – there is one lesson that 
needs to be continually grappled with and that is balancing being an outspoken 
advocate, showing leadership and engaging with centres of power while ensuring 
that we do not get corrupted or seduced by our ‘wins’, becoming arrogant and 
inflated with self-importance. Fear of this though must not keep us from engaging at 
the levels we do where we can contribute to large scale social change for the greater 
good. 


