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Take a look at the record that Congress has posted in the first six 
weeks of the new session and one thing rings clear: nothing is going 
to come easy.

Lawmakers have squared off over funding for the Department 
of Homeland Security, arguing over immigration provisions in the 
bill. They have approved Keystone legislation that is destined for 
a veto, without the votes for an override. And there are weighty 
issues ahead, like how to handle the Islamic State and how to fund 
transportation infrastructure. 

For associations and advocacy groups, it’s a challenging landscape, 
made even more so by an election last year that brought scores of 
new faces to Capitol Hill, including both lawmakers and staff. 

And that’s why efficacy matters. No serious organization is going to 
stop advocating for its issues, but they will have to work harder to 
ensure that the resources they spend hit the mark.

“Our issues can’t wait for government to pull itself out of the mud 
and get moving,” wrote Rob Leggat, senior vice president at the 
issue advocacy firm Goddard Gunster, in a recent post. 

His conclusion: “We need to give our 
advocacy tools a sharper edge.”
That’s what this special report is all about. Here, we present 
hard data -- not just tips and tricks -- on how to get more out 
of Congressional visits and lobby days; how to create email 
correspondence that will be read and generate response; and how 
to gain the attention of Congress through social media channels. 

It’s never easy. But for those with an issue or a cause, it is the 
good fight -- an effort worth the trouble. As Leggat put it, “The 
businesses and causes we represent need to push forward. The 
people we’re fighting for are depending on us.”
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Meeting With Congress
Face-to-face meetings and lobby days, in which organizations bring in constituents, are an extremely 
effective tool for communicating with Congress. It helps build relationships with staff and gives lawmakers 
the critical backing -- and the personal stories -- they need from constituents to support a policy position.

The Congressional Management Foundation released a study recently that draws on interviews with 
roughly 450 congressional staffers explaining how to best handle these meetings. That means they have 
data — not just opinions and suggestions — on how members of Congress and their staff want to be 
contacted and what procedures are likely to result in influential face time.

As the report put it, “getting on their calendars and influencing the 
policy decision-making process requires preparation and a little 
finesse on the part of advocates.”

Lawmakers work as many as 70 hours a week when Congress is in 
session and take up to 13 meetings a day, the research shows. “They 
are bombarded from all sides with data and opinions, many of them 
unsolicited,” the report said.

But in-person meetings with constituents carry the most weight 
when it comes to influencing policy decisions. In fact, in a separate 
Congressional Management Foundation study, fully 95 percent of 
House members said that staying in touch with constituents was 
critical to their effectiveness.

“Whether someone is a member of an association, an employee of 
a business, a supporter of a nonprofit or interest group, or just a 
constituent with something to say, Senators and Representatives 
want to hear from their constituents,” the report said.

The Importance  
of Constituents
When contacting a congressional office, the report recommends 
some basics: know the congressional schedule, be flexible about time 
and place and make the request far in advance. More than half of the 
staffers surveyed said that three to four weeks of lead time was best. 
More than a third needed at least two weeks of notice.

Understanding the schedule is important because you’ll need to 
know whether the lawmaker is in Washington or the district, and 
many lawmakers have separate schedulers for each. Interestingly, the 
research shows that more than 70 percent of lawmakers indicated no 
preference as to where meetings take place.

What they do care about is meeting with constituents.

CASE STUDY: SHAPE America

Mounting the Charge on Capitol Hill

The Society of Health and Physical 
Educators, commonly called SHAPE 
America, is the largest organization of 
physical education and school health 
professionals in the country. 

They recently held their 7th lobby day on 
Capitol Hill, in an effort to get Congress to 
support physical education and health as 
core academic subjects nationwide, and 
to co-sponsor bills that provide funding.

To do so, they sent 150 of their members 
-- most of them teachers -- to meet with 
lawmakers from their states.  

CASE STUDY: SHAPE America

Leveraging the Constituent 
Connection

The easy connections and relationships 
that constituents bring can make all the 
difference when taking meetings on 
Capitol Hill. 

Sara Haney Thurston, a SHAPE America 
member from Maine, didn’t have to think 
too hard about what to say when she met 
with Sen. Angus King. He spoke at her high 
school graduation back home. And it was a 
good ice breaker.

In fact, King remembered the speech — 
even the name of the school. It was “pretty 
wonderful that we could have that quick 
connection,” Thurston said.
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Almost two thirds of the chiefs of staff surveyed said that the request for a meeting should come from a 
constituent — and that the constituent should be present at the meeting when it takes place.

“One of the biggest pet peeves expressed by House Schedulers was a constituent ‘bait and switch,’ when 
a constituent is promised but does not materialize when the meeting occurs,” the report said. “Groups’ 
reputations with Members have been ruined through this sort of duplicity.”

Focus on Your Issue
Meetings with a lawmaker are likely to be brief — 
say, 15 minutes — and often take place in cramped 
congressional offices. Interruptions are common.

Bring a small group, including one or more constituents, 
and stay focused on the topic you came to discuss. 
Have a clear goal for the meeting and what you want 
the lawmaker to do.

“It can be tempting for attendees … to raise issues other 
than the one they came for,” the report said. “However, 
they need to focus on the issue at hand. The limited 
time allotted should be used to accomplish the goals for 
the meeting by making a clear, focused, and persuasive 
case and asking the legislator to do the thing they feel is 
most important to advance the issue.”

CASE STUDY: SHAPE America

Preparing the Troops in Advance

SHAPE America holds webinars weeks prior to meeting 
with lawmakers, and many state chapters go even farther. 

Sandra Sims, who represents the Alabama branch, said 
they hold something called ‘Advocacy 101’ for their board 
members. “We talk to them about how to talk to them,” 
she said. 

SHAPE America members are also given two packets. 
The blue one contains talking points and guidance — 
including how to deal with pushback, if that scenario 
comes up. The red one is material for the lawmaker  
to read. 

SHAPE America members also have a two-hour meeting 
the night before they visit Congress, to make sure 
everyone is confident.

Applications like CQ Roll Call’s 
Knowlegis can identify lawmakers, 
send requests, generate calendars 
and track an entire lobby day all 
done in one place.
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The report suggests leaving politics out of the meeting.

“Winning a Representative over depends on effective communication, engaging dialogue, and persuasive 
arguments,” it said. “A meeting in a legislator’s office is not the time or place to bring up elections or 
campaign contributions.”

It also suggests that advocates show some flexibility, and be ready to meet with a staffer if scheduling 
gets tricky. If that happens, you can conduct the meeting exactly as you would have with the lawmaker. If 
the lawmaker walks in, simply include them. There’s no need to start over.

As one House scheduler told the Congressional Management Foundation, “a meeting with staff can be 
VERY beneficial.”

Building a Relationship
Of course, advocacy doesn’t end at the exit door. Roughly 94 percent of those surveyed said that leaving 
a one- or two-page issue brief is helpful, and 86 percent said that an email with attachments is helpful.

“Many people leave reports, marketing folders and 
longer issue briefs behind, but these are not likely to 
be read,” the report said. “Keep it simple and short, 
and it will be useful.”

Send thank-you emails after the meeting and, if 
the lawmaker asked for more information, be sure 
to provide it. You don’t want to become what’s 
known as a “pen pal,” or an advocacy oversharer. 
But a meeting can be a springboard to a deeper 
relationship with the lawmaker and his or her office, 
if handled correctly. The report describes one such 
scenario:

“If attendees show up, from time to time, at town hall 
meetings and other public events the legislator is 
hosting or attending, they start to build a relationship 
with the office. If meeting attendees are seen visibly 
engaged in advocacy and public policy in the 
district or state — especially in a constructive, non-
confrontational way — legislators and their staff view 
those individuals as more trustworthy advocates for 
their issues.

“If attendees are in a position to plan an event or site 
visit for the Member, even better. The Member can 
see, first-hand, what the group is advocating for and, 
if other constituents are involved, both the issue and 
the Member receive broader attention.”

It’s a great deal of work, and it can at times be 
frustrating. But as the report says, “meetings still 
trump any other interaction between legislators and 
their constituents.”

CASE STUDY: SHAPE America

Making ‘The Ask’

Keith Bakken, a SHAPE American member from Wisconsin, 
says it is important to acknowledge that lawmakers are busy.

“I start by saying ‘I fully understand with the current situation 
in the Middle East, there are more important and urgent 
issues before Congress right now, but with that said, our 
message that physical education is an academic subject 
and deserves quality teachers still has value and I hope 
our message doesn’t get completely lost because of other 
things that are more urgent,’” he said.

Members of SHAPE America say the key is to make the 
request local and personal, emphasizing that your issue is 
important back home in the district.

Getting Results Over Time
Rarely does anything happen overnight in Congress. 

But many groups, including SHAPE America, have seen 
results over time. For example, the PHYSICAL Act, a bill 
that would enhance physical education in elementary and 
secondary schools, had very little backing in the early days. 
For a long time, there were no sponsors in the House.

That changed a few years back after a group of constituents 
from Ohio visited Rep. Marcia Fudge and she agreed 
to introduce the bill. “Having that face-to-face with the 
constituent really helped,” said Carly Braxton, senior 
manager of advocacy for SHAPE America.

In the last session, the bill had more than a dozen sponsors 
in the House and Senate. And while not a groundswell, 
advocates see it as solid progress.
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Emailing Congress
Even with the growing sophistication of social media platforms, stodgy 
old email remains the most important form of communication for 
Congress. Though mass emailings have made the tool a blessing and 
a curse for congressional offices, email still remains the most cost-
effective way to communicate. And advocates need to know how to 
use it effectively.

The sheer volume of electronic communications that most offices 
receive mean that congressional staff place a priority on efficiently 
sorting and prioritizing incoming messages. How much email does 
Congress get? The Senate received almost 143 million communiqués 
through Oct. 21 of last year, and the House received roughly the same 
amount through September, according to officials in both chambers. 
In the Senate, that’s more than eight emails for every one incoming 
phone call.

But despite the volume, it is still possible to initiate two-way email 
dialog with Congressional offices, by understanding how they process 
communications and using a few techniques to insure you are taken 
seriously. While staffers rarely speak publically about how email is 
parsed and addressed inside the Congress, CQ Roll Call spoke privately 
to sources, including those still working on Capitol Hill and former 
staffers, in order to compile some strategies that can help insure that 
your email—and your message—has a fighting chance. 

Social and Email Are Different 
There is gathering evidence that social media is being taken more seriously as a communications tool 
in congressional offices. While email is still the dominant form of communication, one recent survey of 
congressional staff by the Congressional Management Foundation showed that 63 percent said they 
expected communications with constituents over social media to increase over that via email or phone 
calls in the next five to 10 years.

But for now, email is still king—and that means it is important to 
know that in most Congressional offices, social media and email still 
operate in separate communications silos. Social media accounts are 
generally the domain of press teams, and not legislative staff. Social 
media is still more often used as a general barometer than a two-way 
communications tool. And so Twitter blasts about issues are perhaps 
less likely to grab the attention of staffers who are helping lawmakers 
on policy decisions. A good communications team, though, will 
route thoughtfully-written emails that express concerns about policy 
choices to the appropriate legislative aide. 

There’s nothing wrong with using multiple channels. But if you are 
trying to influence a lawmaker, email is a must-have communication 
stream—the one to use if you only use one.  

EMAIL:  Best Day to Send

What day to send email is a topic often 
discussed. 

A Mail Chimp study last year found that 
weekdays are optimal, with Thursday 
enjoying a slight advantage and Friday 
showing a slight disadvantage. But no 
weekday was a runaway winner, and only 
the weekends were runaway losers.

Of course, this is only a guideline. If your 
own analytics are telling you something 
different, bet on that.

For more great tips, download 
CQ Roll Call’s  Special Report: 
Answers to Your Toughest 
Email Question.
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Make It Personal 
Correspondence, even if it’s done by many people all at once, is still a human endeavor. And 
personalization counts, especially to a staffer who is wading through hundreds of emails on the same or 
similar topics. The ones that stand out will be the ones that are different, where the sender took the time 
to give it some character.

This personalization can be as little as mentioning a sender’s profession or professional experience. 
Members of Congress value the perspective of their constituents on how policy will affect them 
personally, particularly if it’s in the pocketbook. Staffers want to keep tabs on whom from the district is 
commenting on specific issues, be they local merchants, bankers or teachers. Emails that explain clearly 
how an issue impacts real people may be compelling enough for a staffer not just to write back, but pick 
up the phone and call.

Thanks to technology, this kind of personalization can be done 
even if your organization is engaged in a large-scale letter-
writing campaign. Though it was not directed at Congress, The 
Electronic Frontier Foundation’s campaign targeting the Federal 
Communications Commission on “net neutrality” is instructive.  

The group generated tens of thousands of letters to the FCC 
concerning the agency’s proposed rule to allow Internet service 
providers to charge different rates for higher-speed traffic content. 
The letters were generated through the EFF’s DearFCC.org website. 
What made the campaign unique was the ability for users to 
customize the messages they send. 

“We didn’t do the typical thing of making it as easy as possible to 
sign onto these comments where you just give an email address 
and you’re done,” EFF activism director Rainey Reitman said. “We 
wanted to have the comments we generated help people articulate 
what it was about net neutrality that was so important to them and 
why they were concerned about the issue.”

The EFF site provides several messaging choices in two drop-down 
menus that spoke to how the end of net neutrality would affect 
consumer choice and future entrepreneurship. Before firing off their 
message, signees could also write their own personal testimony in a 
dedicated text box.

“What we were really trying to get at was personal stories of 
internet users affected by this [proposed rule] and how their 
businesses might be affected, how their research opportunities 
might be affected so that the FCC can see that this is actually a very 
human issue affecting everyday internet users,” Reitman said. By 
encouraging substantive, personal comments, Reitman said, the EFF 
hoped to make the FCC pay attention “in a way they might not with 
a one-sentence form letter.”

Even if your group is using form letters, make sure the organization 
sending the email is identified clearly. Staffers may have friends 
or contacts in the organization they can reach out to on the issue. 
Advocates that have personal relationships with staffers should 
obviously make that clear as well. 

EMAIL:  Best Time to Send

Organizations in Washington love to send 
early-morning email. But is that optimal? 

A Mail Chimp study shows that 10 a.m. in 
the subscriber’s own time zone is an optimal 
time, and that very early sends -- like 3 a.m. 
or 4 a.m. -- are something to avoid. But it 
also added a heavy caveat: 

“No matter what time you choose to send 
to a list, the majority of subscribers on your 
list have some other time that’s optimal for 
them,” it said. “There’s no one time during 
the day when everyone (or even half of 
everyone) drops what they’re doing and 
says, ‘Now is the time, and this is the place, 
to engage with email.’ That’s just not going 
to happen.”

EMAIL:  Better Subject Lines

Here’s something counter-intuitive in this 
era of click-bait headlines: plain subject 
lines may perform better than their jazzy 
counterparts. 

So says Mail Chimp after a study of 40 
million emails. 

“So what’s our advice when it comes to 
email subject lines? This might sound dead-
simple, but here you have it: Your subject 
line should (drum roll please) describe the 
subject of your email. Yep, that’s it,” the 
study said.

It continued: “the best subject lines tell 
what’s inside, and the worst subject lines 
sell what’s inside.”

http://corporate.cqrollcall.com/products-services/cqrc-engage/?src=pdf
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For a mass email campaign, researching the name of the staffers who handle specific policy areas for 
lawmakers is helpful. It’s much more likely a staffer will open an email with their name in the subject line, for 
instance, than it is if the email has a generic subject line that looks like it went to a mass of people on the Hill. 

Know the Audience 
Remember, the first set of eyes reading any email is a staffer who’s likely a little overwhelmed. Enough 
compelling, well-written emails on a topic may cause them to run the issue up the office chain of command. 

Advocates sending “thank you” or “spank you” emails—those praising or chiding members for votes on 
specific legislation—should be certain how the lawmaker voted. And while a thank you is a nice gesture, 
emailing support before a tough vote is likely to have more impact on a lawmaker than communiqués sent 
afterward.

Also, direct correspondence to an individual lawmaker. By rule, committees cannot perform constituent 
services. Blasting the entire committee will only catch messages in spam filters set up to discard emails from 
people outside of a lawmaker’s district. 

There’s also a strong argument to direct the bulk of your efforts at the member of Congress who represents 
you. 

“During my time managing a congressional mail program, it was regular practice to screen mail and phone 
calls based on the person’s residence,” said former Capitol Hill staffer and political strategist Travis N. Taylor. 

Contacting the right staffer 
is critical. Apps like CQ Roll 
Call’s Knowlegis can make 
that much easier.
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“If they didn’t live in my boss’ district, their correspondence didn’t make it past me, and responding to our 
constituents kept me plenty busy. Only the concerns and opinions of our constituents were passed up the 
hierarchy and stood a chance of reaching the boss’ desk.

“A second reason for contacting only an individual’s personal representatives stems from a representative-
democratic theory. Members of Congress are elected from explicit geographic confines and represent a 
specific constituency. They are duty-bound to the people back home who cast their ballots for (and against) 
them. Constituents expect—and deserve—superior constituent service; they expect to be heard by their 
representative. Thus, members don’t have an interest in representing the opinions of people from outside their 
district or state.

“For constituents, it is important to build a rapport with their member’s office. Constituents should find 
out which staff member in the office handles the policy for their issue. Then the constituent can share their 
opinions and thoughts with that staff member. If citizens build a relationship with the congressional staffer, he 
or she will be more likely to remember the constituent when their particular issue comes up.”

If your representative is not a member of a committee dealing with a specific piece of legislation, it still is 
worth sending an email about it. Remember, lawmakers lobby each other, and everyone has a piece of the 
appropriations process, even if they’re not on the Appropriations Committee.

“When citizens help drive an issue with their individual representatives,” Talyor said, “chances are members will 
share their position with their colleagues.”

Social Media and Congress
Advocacy campaigns have relied heavily on email for more than two decades, but a recent survey shows that a 
handful of well-conceived comments on social media may be just as effective as thousands of emails.

In a poll of House and Senate offices by the Congressional Management Foundation, three quarters of senior 
staff said that between one and 30 comments on social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter were 
enough to grab their attention on an issue. Thirty-five percent said that fewer than 10 comments were enough.

“The contrast is shocking between Twitter volume and email volume,” CMF President and CEO Brad Fitch said.

Replacing Email
The study polled Capitol Hill communications directors, legislative directors and legislative assistants about 
their current use of social media at work and how they expect to use these platforms in the near future.

The survey, Fitch said, demonstrated that staffers see social media interactions as authentic communication. 
Because of the volume of messages, they did not always see email in the same way. While email is still the 
dominant form of communication, 63 percent said they expected communications with constituents over 
social media to increase over that via email or phone calls in the next five to 10 years.

One of the major attractions of email in advocacy campaigns has traditionally been the ability to use volume to 
boost the authority of individual voices. Whereas one or a few constituents writing into a Hill office may receive 
momentary attention, thousands of constituents delivering a similar message amplified it immensely. As a 
result, many Congressional offices have become adept at processing bulk email campaigns, recording both the 
subject and volume of incoming messages.
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A Single Constituent
Researchers asked staffers whether different types of constituent messages on social media were influential 
to the representatives and senators they serve. While respondents were most likely to say that multiple 
constituents participating within a group were influential, a majority of those polled said that even a single 
constituent commenting on their own was considered influential.

The following percentages of poll participants said that these different constituent types were influential with 
members of Congress when commenting on social media:

77 percent cited multiple constituents commenting within a group

75 percent cited leaders of a group or organization

69 percent cited a single constituent self-identifying with a group

68 percent recognized the official account of a group or organization

68 percent noted multiple constituents commenting similarly, but not under the banner of a group

58 percent cited a single constituent on his or her own

The polling is part of a larger study of congressional staffers’ use of social media that CMF will conduct into 
2015. The foundation revealed a snippet of the data it gathered from these surveys at a recent Advocacy 
Leaders Network meeting.

During the meeting, congressional staffers said that, although social media’s influence is rising among 
Congressional offices, seeing an issue pop up in tweets or comments in just one instance is generally 
not enough to get their attention. At the same time, so-called “thunderclaps,” when advocates tweet a 
prearranged message at an account all at once, are not seen as authentic communication. 

But if tweets and comments on an issue appear over the course of many days on social media accounts, 
staffers will notice. These repeated interactions have to have a human element: simply tweeting or posting 
the exact same language over and over again will not convince staff that a real constituent concern is being 
expressed.

Advocacy software like CQ 
Roll Call’s Engage can help 
direct social media toward 
Congress in an effective way.

http://corporate.cqrollcall.com/products-services/cqrc-engage/?src=pdf
http://info.cqrollcall.com/cqrc-engage-free-trial.html?src=pdf
http://corporate.cqrollcall.com/products-services/cqrc-engage/?src=pdf


Guide: How to Get What You Want Out of Congress

‘Have a Conversation’
Unlike email, technology does not yet allow staff to separate constituent comments on social media from 
those coming from outside a district. Fitch said that that lack of capability doesn’t really matter much 
to lawmakers, who see social media more as a barometer of public opinion. The organic nature of social 
media helps, too. Someone leaving a comment or tweeting is ostensibly a real person taking a more 
significant action than simply clicking on a “send” button attached to an online petition or call to action.

For example, Fitch noted that lawmakers became extremely wary of the Stop Online Piracy Act and the 
PROTECT IP Act in early 2012 when the copyright infringement measures received enormous criticism on 
social media. Both bills ultimately went nowhere.

Because many staffers have grown up with the media, Fitch said they are adept at separating out 
constructive comments on Facebook and Twitter from the noise. Just as in email, the tone and level of 
influence a sender has will boost the likelihood of a message being heard.

In terms of preference for a social media platform, Fitch said that “Facebook is still king, and Twitter is 
crown prince.” Lawmakers particularly like when constituents interact with content their staff posts on 
Facebook. “They want you to have a conversation,” he said, “not change the subject.”
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GET THE  
FRESHEST
CONGRESSIONAL 
STAFF DATA.
CQ Roll Call’s Knowlegis is a powerful online suite of services that enables you to access the most 

complete and accurate congressional staff data, and to manage all your interactions with legislators 

and congressional staff.

Visit www.cqrollcall.com/Knowlegis to request a demo or call 202 650 6559 for more information.
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