
The Ten Informal Rules of Advocacy or 

Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Advocacy But Never Thought to Ask

1. Consider yourself an information source. Legislators have limited time, staff, and interest on any one issue. They can’t be as informed as they might like on all the issues – or the ones that concern you. You can fill the information gap.

2. Tell the truth. There is no faster way to lose your credibility than to give false or misleading information to a legislator.

3. Know who else is on your side. It is helpful for a legislator to know what other groups, individuals, state agencies and/or legislators are working with you on an issue. 

4. Know the opposition. Anticipate who the opposition will be – organized or individual. Tell the legislator what their arguments are likely to be and provide them with answers and rebuttals to those arguments.

5. Make the legislator aware of any personal connection you may have. No matter how insignificant you may feel it is, if you have friends, relatives, and/or colleagues in common, LET THEM KNOW. Our legislative process is very informal and though it may make no difference in your effectiveness, it may make the difference.

6. Don’t be afraid to admit you don’t know something. If the legislator wants information you don’t have, or asks something you don’t know, tell them and then offer to get the information they are looking for.

7. Be specific about what you are asking for. If you want a vote, information, answers to a question – whatever it is – make sure you ask directly and get an answer.

8. Follow up. It is very important to find out if your legislator did what he/she said they would. It is very important that you then thank them if they did, or ask them for an explanation as to why they did not vote as they said they would, etc…

9. Don’t “burn any bridges.”  It is very easy to get emotional over issues you feel strongly about. That’s fine, but be sure that no matter what happens you leave your dealings on good enough terms that you can go back to them. Remember, your strongest opposition on one issue may be your strongest ally on the next.  And be patient!  The legislative process can be very laborious.  
10. REMEMBER YOU ARE THE BOSS! Your tax money pays the legislators’ salaries, pays for the paper they write on, the phone they call you on. You are the employer and they are the employee. You should be courteous, but don’t be intimidated. They are responsible to you and nine times out of ten, legislators are grateful for your input. 
 TIPS FOR CALLING YOUR LEGISLATOR

WHEN TO CALL:

Through the Act Alerts we will be coaching you about when there is a discussion on a topic or when a vote will be occurring that will need your advocacy.
HOW TO CALL:

TRY TO SPEAK DIRECTLY WITH YOUR LEGISLATOR OR ASK TO SPEAK WITH A LEGISLATIVE AIDE.  You can contact your legislator at his/her office.  Please see the attached list of legislators and contact information.    If you are unable to speak to either your legislator and/or aide, always leave a specific message with your name, number, where you are from, why you are calling, and ask to be called back.

Don’t forget to contact the regional staff located here in our region.  The regional staff is very well informed and also are valued sources of information to the legislators.

WHAT TO SAY:

1.  IDENTIFY WHO YOU ARE, WHERE YOU ARE CALLING FROM, AND
IN WHAT CAPACITY (i.e., as a constituent, agency Executive Director, board member, consumer or a combination thereof!).    And don’t forget to give your name, address, email and phone number at the beginning or end of the conversation.

2.  STATE WHAT YOU ARE CALLING ABOUT (i.e., the specific bill, budget item 

or issue).  When possible, know as much about the bill title, where it is in the legislative process and what action is pending (i.e., “currently in the House Ways and means Committee,” “coming up for a vote on the floor of the House today,” or “will be voted on next week”).  Although it is not necessary and often not needed, it may help to orient your legislator and/or aide to that particular bill and whether action is a clear priority.

3. STATE WHAT YOU WANT.  Request that a legislator take a specific action (e. g.,

“move a bill out of committee,” or, “or support a budget line item” or “vote for or against a bill”).  Be sure to thank your legislator if he/she is a sponsor or co-sponsor of the bill you are calling about – but still ask them to take a specific action!

4. TELL THEM WHY YOU WANT IT – Speak from your own experience, beliefs,

and convictions!  Use a compelling statistic to bolster your case.  Share a “real life” story about how this issue will or has affected you or others and state how this proposal could either help or hurt.  The more personal you can be, the more impact you will have.  If you 
can, make your case from a “local” point of view and present as  specific a picture as possible of how your issue affects people in your legislator’s district.

5. ASK ABOUT HIS/HER STAND OR OPINION ON THE ISSUE.
6. THANK THEM FOR THEIR TIME AND EXPRESS YOUR APPRECIATION
IF THEY ARE SUPPORTING YOUR ISSUE!  If your legislator’s position does not agree with yours or if they are undecided, you may want to politely inquire about their concerns – but always ask if there is any additional information you could provide them.  If the decision will affect an organization or group that you belong to or work with, you may want to invite your legislator for a visit.  This is often an opportunity to create a more powerful impact, as “seeing is believing.”  After the visit, be sure to thank them and ask them to let you know when they expect to make their decision on how they will vote.

7. FINALLY, TRY TO KEEP THE PHONE CALL SHORT AND COURTEOUS!
-- Unless, of course, they’re keeping you on the phone with questions.
TIPS FOR E-MAILING YOUR LEGISLATOR
· Many people ask us about the effect of e-mailing your legislator.  More and more it is becoming commonplace, but you may ask the legislator’s aide what is his/her opinion of how effective e-mail is.

· Certainly more legislators are using e-mail and are comfortable with it as an effective tool for communicating with constituents.
· In general, follow the same guidelines outlined above for writing your legislator.
· Never use a “form email” that is not personalized to the recipient and from you
TIPS FOR WRITING YOUR LEGISLATOR

(Due to the Anthrax scare several years ago, the process for getting written correspondence is so cumbersome that this is no longer a particularly timely or relevant method to communicate)

1. INCLUDE YOUR NAME, ADDRESS, PHONE NUMBER AND E-MAIL ON YOUR LETTER.  Put your home or business contact information (depending upon the capacity in which you are advocating) directly on your letter.  Remember, envelopes can be thrown away!  When writing to your own legislator, be sure to identify yourself as a constituent!

2. INCLUDE THE TITLE OF THE BILL, BILL NUMBER, OR BUDGET LINE ITEM NUMBER AND WHERE IT IS IN THE PROCESS – e. g. “in the Human Services Committee” or “coming up for a vote on the floor of the Senate next week.”

3. STATE YOUR REASON FOR WRITING AND BE CLEAR ABOUT WHAT IT IS YOU WANT.  Request a specific action or ask your legislator to commit to a particular position – e. g., “report a bill out of a committee favorable,” “support or oppose a bill or line item,” or “vote in favor of a bill on the House floor.”

4. STATE WHERE YOU STAND ON THE ISSUE – State your position of support or opposition clearly.  Give a brief statement about what effect the proposal will have on you, the population about which you are concerned, or that legislator’s district.  Include compelling statistics, if available.  Give a short paragraph about yourself, what your situation is.

5. OFFER TO PROVIDE ADDITIONAL INFORMATION IF NECESSARY, AND THANK THEM FOR CONSIDERING YOUR VIEWS.

6. INCLUDE A PICTURE OF YOUR FAMILY.
TIPS ON MEETING WITH YOUR LEGISLATOR
 (or regional staff)
WHY DO IT?

· To “put a face with the name/organization” or issue for your representative.  

· To show how seriously you care about the matter you are there to discuss.

· To begin to develop a real relationship with your own legislator.

(NOTE: if your legislator is not available, it is JUST as effective and important to meet with his/her staff.)

WHERE TO MEET:
You can make an appointment to meet with your legislator at his/her State House office, or you can inquire if your legislator holds regular “constituent office hours” in his/her district.

WHO SHOULD GO?
· Constituents, Constituents, Constituents! (people who live in your legislator’s district).

· People who work in your legislator’s district.

· People who are directly affected by the issue or who care about and understand the issue.

· Influential “players” who are allied to your cause.

WHAT SHOULD YOU SAY?

· Thank them for making time to meet with you and be sure to acknowledge if your legislator has been supportive in the past.

· Who you are and/or who you represent – always introduce yourself (even if you’ve met him/her before!) and be sure to introduce the others with you by name, title, and affiliation.

· State your case.  Make your points in an organized way.  Try to boil the issue down to its essentials – and be clear about what you are asking for! Leave a handout.

· Ask how he/she perceives the issue.  Inquire about what questions they might have, and offer to be a resource to your legislator.  If they are supportive of your issue, ask how you can be helpful to him/her within and outside of the State House.

WHAT SHOULDN’T YOU SAY?

Don’t issue an ultimatum!  No matter how compelling the issue, do not press a legislator to commit to a certain position in your meeting (like all of us, your legislator may need more information, or there may be other political factors of which you’re not aware).

WHAT YOUR LEGISLATOR MAY WANT TO KNOW:

“What is the bill/budget item or issue?”  “How much would it cost?”  “How many people in the district are affected by this issue?” and “Who, or which groups, support it and who’s against it, and why?” (if available).

WHAT TO BRING:

· A fact sheet about the bill/budget item or issue on which you are advocating.
· A fact sheet about who you represent (your agency/organization/network, if applicable).

· Information that is clear, informative, and supports the point you are trying to make
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