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Grassroots Lobbying



Lobbying Tips

DOs

DON’Ts

Thank legislators for meeting with you and for their
support or consideration, even if they are against you.
You may need their vote in the future on another matter.

Be professional, courteous, positive, direct, clear,
concise, factual, credible, and specific.

Do your homework.
Always follow up with information you have promised.

Be sensitive to partisan politics but always try to come
across as non-partisan.

Follow up with a visit or telephone call to a legislator
with a letter, thanking him/her for what you heard them
say they would do.

Use correct forms of address.

Type your fact sheets, letters, and testimony. Be sure
they include how you can be reached.

Try to establish a relationship of mutual trust with your
legislator.

Be very specific about action you need from your
legislator on an issue (e.g. vote “yes” next Tuesday on
HB1).

Remember to get results — not credit.
Present a united front. Work out compromises privately.
Treat you legislator as a friend, and an intelligent citizen.

Attend legislative hearings, committee meetings, budget
mark-up sessions, and floor votes on your bill.

Establish a reputation for reliability and credibility.

Be reasonable, and realize that everyone thinks their
issue is the most important one being considered.

Show your legislator how your legislative platform will
help him/her and his/her district.

Know what other issues or problems your legislator is
working on, and help him/her when you can.

Pass along anything nice you may have heard about
him/her, but don’t over do it. Get down to business
quickly.

Treat your legislator as you would like to be treated. Use
common sense.

Don’t go public on an issue until you’ve touched base
with all interested parties.

Don’t make decisions on your bill without first
consulting the bill’s sponsors (the legislators “carrying”
it).

Don’t give inaccurate information or purposely lie.

Don’t threaten, or be rude to, a legislator and/or his/her
aide.

Don’t make moral judgments based on a vote or an
issue.

Don’t ask the public to support or oppose candidates
based on their position on an issue.

Don’t waste a legislator’s or aide’s time.
Don’t begin by saying, “As a citizen and taxpayer...”
Don’t say, “I hope this gets by your secretary.”

Don’t send form letters or obvious computer/word
processed letters.

Don’t write members of the House when the vote is in
the Senate and vice versa.

Don’t ignore your legislator, and then contact one from
another district for help with your issue.

Don’t publicly or privately complain about your
legislator or a member of his staff. Never start or carry
rumors.

Don’t hold grudges or give up.

Don’t be argumentative or abrasive.

Don’t interrupt him/her when he/she is obviously busy.
Don’t cover more than one subject in a contact.

Don’t write a letter longer than one page.

Don’t fail to give the legislator the one-page fact sheet
when writing or visiting.

Don’t press for an answer on your first visit.

Don’t blame legislators for all the things that go wrong
in government.

Don’t be offended if he/she forgets your name or who
you are, even if it is just five minutes after your visit.
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Lobbying Tips

The involvement of physicians, medical students and alliance members is vital to the success
of TMA’s grassroots lobbying efforts. A vital asset to TMA’s professional lobbying team, only
you can give your state legislators the most accurate picture about how the issues really affect the
practice of medicine and the patients of Texas. Below are some tips for lobbying your legislator
on the issues of importance to you.

High-Yield Lobbying

1.

Get to know your audience. Who is your elected representative? Is your representative a
Republican or a Democrat? Liberal, Moderate or Conservative? Does he/she serve on a
key committee?

One issue at a time. Every communication — telephone, written or personal visit — should
stick to 1 issue. You should not present a laundry list of concerns; pick the most vital and
explore it in depth. You can always call/write/visit again with another issue.

Start with a letter or a phone call. Build a relationship with your elected leader before
making your actual visit. You can even organize a few of your friends to write or call on
the same topic — a dozen or more letters on the same topic will get a legislator’s attention.
When you call, ask to speak with the ‘Health LA’ (Legislative Aide). Politely explain
your concerns and ask for the representative’s specific position on the issue. For
increased effectiveness, write an original letter (form letters are more likely to be
ignored) and make the letter look professional.

Know your issue and bring effective handouts. Present your opinion and back it up
with facts—background information, including statistics and studies that support your
point of view. If there’s a bill you’re interested in, include the bill number. Know the
opposing arguments and ‘frequently asked questions’ and have answers ready to go.
Make your legislator’s job easier. First Tuesdays at the Capitol will arm you with
everything you need to be informed on the issues.

Use personal anecdotes. Nothing drives home the importance of an issue like a personal
story. Students can offer credible anecdotes from their own medical school experiences.
Tell your legislators how the issue affects your colleagues and patients. This is the best
way to persuade your legislators that what may seem like an abstract or arcane point
really affects his/her constituents deeply.

Offer solutions. Don’t just talk about how bad a problem is; tell your legislator what
you’d like to see done to fix it. In addition, let the representative know what he/she
should do: make speeches, cosponsor legislation, write to the appropriate agency or vote
for/against a bill, etc.

Build a relationship. Making contact repeatedly and being credible and reasonable every
time will help build a relationship between you and your legislator. The legislator’s aide
will know you by first name and your legislator will try much harder to be present when
you visit. You’ll quickly become part of your legislator’s support system and he/she
might even come to you for advice. Nothing is more valued than an informed, active, and
friendly constituent!
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8.

10.

Act locally. Every legislator has a district office and most hold local meetings. Starting
and building a relationship with your legislator at home, before or after the legislative
session, is critical to establishing the long-term trust you need to effectively ask for his or her
vote at the Capitol. Meeting with a local staff member is a great way to raise your
concerns and is the next best thing to an Austin visit.

Timing. The most eloquent letter or call does no good if it comes after a vote. If a letter
arrives too early, it is forgotten. Letters should generally arrive a few days before the
vote, whether in committee or on the full chamber floor. However, don’t let waiting for
the right time to come along keep you from writing. It is better to reach someone early in
the debate then after they have made up their mind or not at all.

Follow-up. Be polite and persistent by following up with a thank-you letter. Legislators
clearly remember the constituents that follow up. It reminds your legislator of how
passionate you are about the issue. Ask for an update on where the issue stands. Some
issues take time and they’ll come up again and again. It’s the nature of public policy.

High-Yield Personal Visits

The personal visit is the single most effective lobbying technique. Like medical staff,
overworked aides and legislators have triage systems for handling constituents and issues. Form
letters and emails get the least attention. Next are phone calls and original letters. The personal
visit rates highest priority and the issues brought up are attended to more quickly and seriously.
Your representative will be impressed with the effort you’re putting forth and will usually make
time to meet with you. A visit to Austin makes a powerful statement, and no legislator wants to
say no to you in person!

Common Sense Rules

Courtesy and Respect

Issues

Be fair, realistic and reasonable.

Kill them with kindness. Start with a compliment.
Introduce yourself.

Address your legislator as "Representative" or "Senator"

Make your appointment well in advance. Indicate the date you’ll visit and what you’d
like to discuss.

Be honest. If you lose your credibility, you won’t get it back.
Be a good listener — don’t do all the talking; have a conversation.
Arrive on time.

One issue per meeting.

Be brief. Don’t let the legislator or staffer sidetrack the meeting.

Be prepared when you arrive. Know what you are going to say.

Present your opinion, bolstered by facts, figures and a personal story.

Know and understand opposing arguments. Be prepared to discuss them.

Fifteen minutes (possibly 20) is a realistic expectation for your meeting. Do not be
surprised if your meeting starts a bit late or is cut short or you are not able to speak
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directly to the legislator. Often, staff members meet with constituents — treat them in the
same manner as you would the member.

Never lie, never guess. Just say "I don’t know, but I’ll get back to you", and then get back
to them!

Gently remind your representative that you’re a constituent and that you always vote. All
politics is local.

Be passionate (not emotional), and never leave in anger.

Closing

Leave when your time is up.

Ask for a commitment from the member to support your position, but do not apply
pressure or be threatening.

Have a short statement or fact sheet to leave behind. If it’s in writing, its has a better
chance of being remembered.

Never end in harsh words or personal remarks. You will damage your credibility and
hamper further communications.

Say "thank you" and indicate you’re looking forward to following up on this issue.

Afterwards

Write a brief thank-you note.

Indicate that you will be monitoring the issue closely.

Answer any questions you couldn’t answer in the meeting.

You may want to personally invite the member and his or her staff on an informal tour of
your medical school/hospital.
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Meeting With Your Legislator
The dos and don’ts when meeting with legislators and their staff

One of the most frequent ways people work with legislators and their staff is through scheduled,
formal meetings. Such meetings, may involve either individuals or groups, are generally held to
discuss specific requests, ideas, pieces of legislation, and proposals. To ensure your meeting is
effective and your message is clearly heard, follow the several specific pointers on style and
strategy below.

Be On Time

You are on the member’s (or staffer’s) turf, and most likely you asked for the meeting. Be aware
that the chances are good that you will have to wait when you get there — even for a meeting with
a staff member. Much goes on in the legislative environment that is beyond the control of
individual legislators and staff. Although some legislators and staff are notorious for not holding
to their schedules, most make a serious effort not to be late with their appointments. Build the
prospect of delay into your schedule; don’t take it personally or get upset. Use the time to relax
or chat with a staff member who offers conversation. On the other hand, don’t interrupt a busy
staff person or an overworked receptionist trying to cope with ringing telephones.

Be Adaptable and Flexible

The legislative environment is chaotic. In practice, this means that even if your meeting has been
scheduled for weeks, it may start late and is subject to interruption for any number of reasons —
floor votes, committee votes, or telephone calls from other legislators on urgent matters. Accept
such interruptions gracefully. Don’t be flustered by starting and stopping. Think in advance
about how to pick up threads of the conversation and weave them into your next point. Watch
and listen carefully to see if you’ve made the transition successfully. A very quick review of
your earlier points may occasionally be necessary, but don’t even think of repeating everything.

Be Concise

Don’t overwhelm them with details; instead, highlight the key facts. If they want more detail,
they will ask you for it. In the words of one senator, “Time is of the essence. Make your best
case quickly and up front — and let the rest happen.” Another lawmaker suggests that you not
forget a purpose of mutual value to you both: “Think in terms of providing a basic education
about your issue and its implication in your area, or to the state. Do this as clearly as possible.”
Putting the issue in broad context does not mean a lengthy background review. It means tying
your issue into one ore more of the handful of large concerns facing the state at any given time —
for example, the budget deficit, health care, the state economy — and doing it clearly and
concisely.

Organize Your Presentation So It Allows For Q&A

One representative said, “I expect to ask questions and I like straightforward answers.” A senior
staff person advises, “Give a short, clear answer first — and a long answer if the circumstances
lead to developing the latter. Only add details and qualifications with encouragement.” Another
staff member advises: “Be open to all questions even if you think they are stupid or ill-informed
— or reflect the views of your opposition.” One staff member has some unusual advice: “Consider
the legislator as rather bright intelligent students who are not terribly well informed on your
issue.” If you don’t know the answer to a question, say so. A staff member says, “Don’t
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pontificate” and don’t ever “fake it” with a guess or a confusing non-answer. Your credibility
can sometimes be enhanced by saying, “I don’t know” if you don’t. If pressed, you might
speculate and label your response appropriately. Enough people violate this rule to cause
legislators and staff to underscore how strongly they feel about trusting what a person says.
Legislators and staff work in an environment where one’s word is one’s bond. Do all of them
follow this principle? Of course not. But don’t misrepresent either your own or your competitor’s
positions; it will eventually come out. A related point suggested by a number of staff member is
“Don’t oversell your case.” Work hard at building your credibility; it is a tremendous asset —
even if your issue is weak or unpopular. To further enhance your credibility, acknowledge as
accurately as you can those who disagree with you or are opposed to what you are suggesting;
tell the member or staff person as best you can why this is so. Don’t make them research this
information or be surprised by your opponents.

Be Careful When Planning Group Presentations

It may be ego gratifying for every member of your group to have some part in a presentation (or
there may even be a valid technical reason for this), but group presentations should be used
sparingly, with caution and careful planning. One person must be in charge and manage the
individual presentations smoothly but firmly. A staff director advised: “Plan carefully who is
going to say what. Don’t have a confusing scene in the member’s or staff member’s office about
what is going on. Don’t get into side discussions within the group. And think about this
mathematical fact: three people cannot give a ten-minute presentation in a twenty-minute
appointment. This seems obvious, but it is tried often enough to boggle your mind.”

It is even more important for a group to have an advance dry run than it is for a single presenter.
Use a detailed checklist that the group commits to beforehand. One long-winded presenter can
ruin your entire show by forcing a carefully crafted closing of five minutes to be done in one
minute — with the resulting loss of focus and force in achieving your objectives.

Staff members can be powerful and influential, often serving as gatekeepers who can help you
communicate with legislators. Don’t underestimate their value by thinking you have been passed
off to an underling if a member did not agree to your request for a meeting. In the words of a
committee staff director, “Staff members have a lot of discretion on who sees legislators, on who
testifies at hearings, on what is read by legislators, and on what goes into legislation in the form
of specific words and sections.” In setting up meetings with your lawmakers, it is often useful to
enlist the aid of a staff member before approaching the member.

Remember, though — not all staff members are equal!

This is a basic fact of life at the Capitol. As part of your intelligence gathering, assess the roles of
those staff members who appear to be important to you and use the information effectively.
Include in this assessment member-staff relationships. Some staff members have wide latitude in
speaking for legislators; others aren’t authorized to tell you the time of day. Some staff members
can directly influence multimillion- or multibillion-dollar programs; some simply gather
information for others to use. A senior staff person advised: “Make sure you are talking with a
person who can really do you some good.” However, a companion to this advice is not to be
upset or put out if you end up with a less influential person; there is always another day and
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people do get promoted! Finally, as another senior staff person suggests: “Don’t confuse staff
interests in a meeting on your project or issue with automatically leading to a favorable outcome
for you.”

While a personal staff member can be the conduit for you to see a legislator, and he or she can
serve as a liaison to appropriate committee staff member, a personal staffer will less often be the
focus of major legislative or budgetary actively, especially in the house. Committee staff are
likely to be more legislative orientated or technically informed than are personal staff. Personal
staff are likely to be more member orientated and district or state orientated. All of this means
you must do different kinds of homework and plan your meetings accordingly.

Informal Visits

Not all circumstances lend themselves to formal, scheduled meetings. Sometimes it’s useful to
visit with a legislator or a staff member for purposes more limited and less formal than a
presentation or a request for action or help.

Occasionally — and on a selective basis — brief “stop-by” or “pop-in” visits may be used. Either
with an advance telephone call or on an impromptu basis, your visit should be advertised as a
short one-minute-or-so affair. Such visits can be for a simple “Hello, I’m in town and hadn’t seen
you in some time,” or, for example, passing along some favorable or valuable news, or to
provide an advance copy of an important report, or for saying that a report has come out or is
coming out and asking, “Would you like a copy?” However, stop-bys or pop-ins are seldom, if
ever, to be used unless you have some relationship with a staff member who may place value on
the connection you represent. So, be careful about getting yourself into an awkward or
embarrassing situation. For a member, unless you are a visiting constituent or have a good
personal connection (e.g., a role in a campaign), forget pop-ins. While many of the points
discussed earlier apply to informal visits, there are also some additional items worth
highlighting.

Informal visits can play an important role in building and maintaining good working
relationships. Visits can help you avoid the mistake of not being seen until you have a problem
and need help. (This doesn’t mean that first-time visitors or requests will not receive a fair
hearing. Negative comments by legislators and staff about those who are “invisible until they
need help” tend to be aimed at organizations and individuals who make a practice of this.)

Overall, the matter of informal visits calls for finesse and good judgment. On the one hand,
building a relationship is important, but on the other, you certainly don’t want to be seen as a
pain in the neck who hangs around an office wasting time or who stops by to kill time while
waiting for an appointment elsewhere. This kind of behavior can alienate staff legislators and can
virtually ensure that if you ever need help, it will be difficult to get it.

Informal visits in their district and state offices are often your best opportunity to meet with a
member and command a decent attention span. Legislators and staff observed that “too many
people don’t understand that legislators can be seen in their district and state offices.” As noted
by one senior staff member, “This is where you can walk in and see my boss without an
appointment. A lot of legislators hold ‘open-office’ sessions for their constituents.”
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