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Communicating With lawmakers
It is essential for every grassroots network member to maintain
periodic contact with members of Congress or their staffers. There
are many possible communication options, such as letters, phone
calls and face-to-face meetings. Some people are uncomfortable
speaking their minds to someone of such importance, and they are
not alone. Surveys shows 90% of American adults have never
written a letter to a member of Congress. This section is a guide for
communication clearly and properly for best results.
Communication is a basic key in a grassroots organization, and the
way constituents communicate is just as important as what they
communicate.

Letters and Emails
Letter writing has for decades been an effective way to get a point across to a
Member of Congress because a letter lets you fully explain your views and
concerns to your lawmaker. A letter is also the most effective way to ask a
Member of Congress to introduce, cosponsor, support or oppose specific
legislation.
Letter writing, is, for now, however, the worst way to reach members of Congress.
Mass distribution through the House and Senate post offices is currently
banned, and the systems for sanitizing mail are arduous. The time it takes for a
letter to arrive on Capitol Hill may be a few days or several weeks, and they
often arrive with an unflattering odor and texture that hardly encourages
handling or retention.
Instead of letters, send the same information by email - the delivery method Hill
offices prefer.
Letters must be written correctly. Long-winded letters are rarely read. Many
congressional offices also pay less attention to letters they receive dozens of
copies of, with the only difference being the signature at the bottom. Letters must
indicated clearly what it is you are requesting.

Addressing
For letters sent to Congress by US Mail, use a unique, simplified addressing
method:
Honorable Sally Smith
US House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515

Honorable John Doe
US Senate
Washington, DC 20510

It is unnecessary to put a building name or number on the address. Because most
constituents fail to keep up-to-date addresses for Members, who may move to new
offices at the beginning of or during a two-year congressional period, mailroom
clerks disregard this information even if it is included in the address.
To avoid sexist or awkward language, use the following salutation:
Dear Representative Smith:

Dear Senator Doe:

Emails are best sent directly to the staffer involved if you have that person's
address. If you want to send an email to a Member of Congress, you must go to
the Member's website (usually under the "Contact Us" section) and send a message
using a web form. Emails without information identifying the sender as a
constituent are, in almost every case, rejected by the office's computer system.
Other tips:
• If your issue is a federal tax bill that will affect your business, you should
contact officials in Washington. However, if it's a local zoning issue,
federal officials won't be able to help you.
• Also, make sure they write their elected official.
• Don't use company letterhead; a personal approach is always the most
effective.

Purpose and Content
Letters or emails to Congress must state in the first paragraph the reason for
which they are written:
• To express a stance on an issue and to ask for support,
• To congratulate them or thank them for a particular vote, and
• To express disapproval of a vote (politely).
Here are some helpful hints to remember when writing letters or em ails:
• Keep them as short and to the point as possible. One-page letters are best.
• Identify what the subject of the letter is and state the name and number of
the bill (such as HR100 or S 99).
• State the reason for writing, including any personal experiences that
pertain to the matter.
• Be sure to include an "ask." The legislator wants to know what type of
action you are requesting. (such as "I urge you to vote in favor of S 99 .. ")
• Use facts. Know your issue. No elected official can be an expert on every
issue. This is your opportunity to educated them and build a relationship
based on trust.
• Avoid being argumentative.
• Never resort to name calling.
• If you have met the Member of Congress personally or have some
connection over and above that of a constituent, draw attention to it in the
letter.
• Ask legislators to state their positions on the issue by written reply.
• Write as soon as possible, preferably while a bill is still in committee.
Senators and Representatives are usually more responsive to an appeal at
that time.
• Never threaten political repudiation if the member of Congress disagrees
with your position.
• Avoid standard phrases that give the appearance of form letters, which
have less impact than more personal ones.
• Ask family members and friends to also send letters.
After writing a letter, mail it or email it immediately. When a letter arrives is often
just as important as what a letter says.
To ensure that your email gets past the electronic fence, list your full name and
address-including the area code before your phone number and your ZIP code.
This information tells the congressional office that you are a constituent,
increasing the likelihood that your message will get a response.

Letters Regarding Regulatory Matters
Although grassroots activity may be primarily focused on legislative issues, you
also can be effective in influencing the regulatory process that governs your
industry or agency.
Grassroots advocates can help build awareness of an issue and can help
determine votes on regulations by writing directly to the regulator or submitting
formal, written comments during the comment period specified in the regulatory
process statutory language. The most effective tool, however, is often a letter
from a Member of Congress to the regulator-a letter written at the request of a
grassroots advocate. Even more influential are multiple letters from different
Members, or a single letter signed by many Members-House, Senate or both.
Letters from Members can also be helpful in obtaining information from
regulators that are disinclined to offer substantive information to individuals.
Few regulators will deny a request from a Member asking why an agency may be
investigating an organization, reconsidering an existing process or considering a
new process.

Telephone Calls
Another effective way of communicating with legislators is through telephone
conversations. Every Representative and Senator has an office in Washington,
and at least on in the home district or state. Phone calls to a Member's office are
effective even when it is impossible to speak with the Member directly.
When constituents contact a Member's district or state office, the staff member
relays a constituent's views to Washington. Such reports are made daily when
there are a large number of responses on an issue.
In certain situations, such as when a closely contested bill is considered by the
full House or Senate, grassroots lobbyists may need to contact a Member's
Washington office directly. If you don't know the office number, call the Capitol
Switchboard (202-224-3121), which connects any caller to the appropriate
office (including committee offices).
Members of Congress and their staff are very busy and can receive hundreds of
phone calls daily when significant legislation is pending. Before calling, prepare
notes on the issue to be discussed. Always ask for the member's position on the
issue in question.
Other Tips:
1. Unless you are a personal friend of the legislator, it is not necessary to
speak directly with him or her. You can leave a message about your
concerns with the individual who answers the phone, or, better yet, with the
legislator's staff member who handle the particular issue in question.
"I’d like to talk to the individual in your office who handles chemical

site security legislation... "

2. Try not to argue. Just express your opinions. Say why you feel the way you
do, and state what action you want your legislator to take.

"I am against H.R. 5577 because it will cost my company important
business contracts – something we just cannot afford. Please let
Representative Smith know that I urge him to vote no on this bill."
3. Seek assurances that the message will be transmitted to your legislator,
and request a response in writing.

"Would you please pass this message directly to Representative
Smith, and also send me a letter about his views on the bill?"
4. It is very important when calling a legislator's office to give your full name
and address; and, keep your call short and to the point.

How to Work with Congressional Staff
Because of the hectic schedule kept by every Member of Congress and the number
of issues with which they must be familiar, constituents often meet with LAs. These
staff members usually cover 10-15 major issues and several minor ones. LAs
often are young (under age 30) and, because of their inexperience, may have only
a passing familiarity with SOCMA and its issues. Therefore, it is critical to provide
these individuals with background information pertaining to a bill, as well as
information on SOCMA's position on the bill.
Do not be disappointed when asked to meet with a staff member instead of the
elected official. LAs are sometimes more important than the elected Member, who
cannot possibly be an expert on every bill introduced in a particular Congress.
When a bill is up for a vote, the first person a Representative or Senator asks
for information is the LA responsible for that issue. Therefore, an LA's influence
and importance is considerable. They provide Members of Congress with reports
of constituents' positions, how organized the individual or group was, and the
number of constituents who expressed support for, or opposition to, a particular
bill.
Types of Congressional Staff

Personal Staff
•

•
•

Work directly for the member of Congress serving the constituents
represented in that district.
These are the most likely staff to take constituent appointments.
Routinely handle constituent inquiries, meetings, and casework.

Committee Staff
•
•
•
•

Work for a particular committee (i.e. House Committee on Education and the
Workforce).
Typically experts in the field of their committee's jurisdiction.
There is typically some coordination between committee staff and the
personal staff of the members of Congress assigned to that committee.
Not specifically charged with serving particular constituents or citizens.

Leadership Staff
•
•

Work for the leaders of the House and Senate, majority leaders, whips,
and conference and caucus chairmen.
Specifically tasked with helping the member of the leadership execute
leadership duties.

Personal Office Staffing Structure
Members of Congress have significant authority to organize their offices in
whatever way they choose. Therefore, not every office has the same number of
people doing the same job or handling the same set of responsibilities. However,
there is some consistency to the types of roles you will see. Typical roles and
functions you may see on the Hill include:
Washington, DC Staff

Chief of Staff (CoS}/Administrative Assistant (AA)

•

Typically runs the office, manages the staff, and serves as the chief
advisor to the member of Congress.

Press Secretary/Communications Director
•
•

Manages the member's media relations and public communications.
This often includes press releases, event and floor speeches, newsletters,
and responding to and tracking media inquiries.

Executive Assistant/Scheduler
•
•

Manages the member's official schedule and travel.
Scheduling often entails constituent meetings, committee meetings and
hearings, district travel, receptions and special events, and press
conferences.

Legislative Director (LD)
•
•
•

Supervises the legislative staff and operations of the office.
Advises the member on legislative activity in all areas.
Frequently approves correspondence.

Legislative Assistant (LA)
•
•
•
•
•

Handles legislative/policy issues in a select number of issue areas.
Monitors and analyzes specific legislation and recommends action to the
member of Congress based on the member's position.
Topics are typically divided based on the member's committee assignments
and general committee breakdown of issues.
Frequently meets with constituents regarding issues in their assigned area.
Frequently drafts and or edits correspondence.

Legislative Correspondent (LC)
•
•
•

Receives, logs, and drafts response to all constituent generated
legislative mail.
Frequently coordinates written response to constituents with LAs and
LDs.
Some typically handle one or two issue areas as well.

Systems Administrator
•
•

Responsible for the office technology- database, computers, and
equipment.
This position often overlaps with the LC or an office manager position.

Staff Assistant/Receptionist
•
•

•

A position not to be overlooked.
This person is often the first one you speak with on the phone, meet when
you walk in the office or talk with regarding general requests (flags,
tours, and mail).
They are frequently a gatekeeper to all of the inner offices and many move
up in the office at a later date.

•

Be one of the smart ones who develops a relationship with this important
staff member and gatekeeper.

District Staff

District Director
•
•

A position not to be overlooked.
Responsible for all activities outside of Washington, DC.

Caseworker /Field Representative
•
•
•

Handles personal constituent issues with a federal agency (i.e. social
security checks, veteran's benefits, etc).
Often coordinates district events, office hours, and meetings throughout
the district.
Serves as in in-district contact when the member is in Washington for
legislative session.

What's Going on in their Heads- How to Work with Congressional Staff

First and foremost, staff is hired to represent the member- not their own issues.
•
•

It doesn't matter where they stand personally on an issue as they are not
the ones voting and it is their job to advise the member in the member's best
interest.
So while you may ask what a staff member personally thinks about an issue,
they shouldn't tell you.

In that vein, staff is representative of the member.
• They are representing the member "in absentia."
•

Talk to them as if they were the member.

They may not give you a guaranteed commitment on their final vote on a bill well

before the vote takes place- and that's okay.
•
•

•

Try to get their commitment to your position in general instead.
This is because bills often change significantly up until the very end. If one
particular amendment passes, it may force the member to vote differently
on final passage.
Forcing a member or staff to absolutely say they will vote for or against a
particular bill before they have the final bill could borrow trouble that
may not be necessary or even relevant.

Look to speak to the staff member responsible for that piece of legislation.
•

•

•

Don't automatically seek the highest pay grade person you can speak to in
the office.
Look to speak with the person assigned to that topic, regardless of level in
office - they are the one advising the member ass/he goes to vote. That
briefing often includes information on who in the district is advocating on
that legislation.
If you haven't talked to that staffer, your message may not be passed
along.

Yes, they are young.
•
•

Yes, they have not necessarily developed their issue area expertise by
actually working in the industry.
They work on the Hill because they have an expertise (sometimes developing)
on the legislative process. They know the ins and outs of how a bill
becomes a law, how to amend a bill, and the politics of politics. As an
advocate, embracing this situation opens the opportunity to offer yourself
as that issue area expert while you get the benefit of an interested and
open ear in return. A true advocacy opportunity.

Meeting Face-to-Face
The face-to-face meeting with a Member or staffer remains the best way to
communicate your positions on legislative issues. Legislators appreciate
constituents giving their opinions. Many decisions made by legislators are based
on public response-whether in person, by letter or phone.
Legislators and staffers meet with constituents both in Washington and when
they are back in their home district or state. The most effective visits involve an
entire delegation, but individual visits also are effective. When preparing for a
meeting, plan out the interview in advance. Legislators and staffers must feel
that the meeting with constituents was time well spent.
Remember to be friendly and cordial. Personal contacts are the basis for
successful lobbying.
When you decide to take the initiative and set up a meeting with an elected official,
you may wish to keep the following suggestions in mind:
1. When you call your legislator's office, try to provide as much advance
notice as possible, preferably a month or more.
2. Be prepared to estimate the length of time your meeting will take, who will
be with you and who they are, and the subject you want to discuss.
3. Be sure you have some background information on any public official with
whom you plan to meet.
4. If you cannot arrange a mutually convenient time for a meeting with the
legislator, don't hesitate to mention the reason for your visit and inquire
whether someone else on the legislator's staff can help you. A common
mistake is underestimating the influence which staff members can have,
and -if you want to discuss an issue-it can sometimes be more beneficial to
have your meeting with the legislative assistant assigned to that issue.
5. If several people are going to the meeting, select one person to act as a
spokesperson ahead of time and agree on what the company position is and
how it should be presented.
6. Be sure you understand any related legislative proposals pending on the
issue you plan to discuss, as well as specific reasons why you support or
oppose it. The impact of the issue on a community, region, or business is
important, particularly in terms of its effect on economic growth,
employment, and the long-term public interest.
7. When meeting with a legislator to discuss an issue, prepare whenever
possible a fact sheet or letter describing your views which can be left with
the legislator. This ensures that the legislator will remember your views
after the meeting.
8. While it is certainly acceptable to disagree with a legislator or staff
member on an issue, do not be argumentative. There are always two sides
to every issue, and if you have not been able to sell the merits of your
case, remember that other issues will come along. It is better to leave on
friendly terms so that you will be welcome next time. It's also true that,
even though you did not win your case, the fact that you made an effort and were gracious in accepting the legislator's opposing views - may affect
the strength of his or her position.

9.

Do not hesitate to ask questions or solicit questions. Public officials will
be impressed by your willingness to learn more about an issue from them,
and they will appreciate your ability to answer any questions they may
have.
10. While it is all right to ask how a legislator expects to vote on an issue, do
not try to force a commitment. Quite justifiably, many legislators prefer
to hold their decisions in abeyance until hearings on a bill and the final
debates are completed.
11. Follow up your meeting with a personal letter, thanking the legislator
and staff members for their time and attention to your views.

Meeting with Legislative Aides
Because of the hectic schedule kept by every Member of Congress and the number
of issues with which they must be familiar, constituents often meet with LAs. These
staff members usually cover 10-15 major issues and several minor ones. LAs
often are young (under age 30) and, because of their inexperience, may have only
a passing familiarity with SOCMA and its issues. Therefore, it is critical to provide
these individuals with background information pertaining to a bill, as well as
information on SOCMA's position on the bill.
Do not be disappointed when asked to meet with a staff member instead of the
elected official. LAs are sometimes more important than the elected Member, who
cannot possibly be an expert on every bill introduced in a particular Congress.
When a bill is up for a vote, the first person a Representative or Senator asks
for information is the LA responsible for that issue. Therefore, an LA's influence
and importance is considerable. They provide Members of Congress with reports
of constituents' positions, how organized the individual or group was, and the
number of constituents who expressed support for, or opposition to, a particular
bill.

Constituent Gatherings
This last route of communication, the constituent gathering, is usually held when
the legislator is in his or her home state or district for a town hall meeting. It is
here the legislator and the constituent may come together in a more relaxed
atmosphere. Most legislators are eager to attend a gathering of voters, because
the legislator has the opportunity to learn voters' views and lobby for their
support at the polls.

How to Follow Up
After meeting with your legislator, follow up with thank you notes to all the
staff you met with, as well as the Member of Congress. If you took any photos,
send one or two digital shots to the Member's staff-most elected officials have
photo galleries on their websites with pictures from recent trips and meetings.
Here is a sample thank you letter:
Your Name and Address

Today's Date
The Honorable YOUR MEMBER OF CONGRESS
U.S. House of Representative OR Senate
Washington, DC 20515 OR 20510
Dear Congressman/Congresswoman/Senator:
I want to thank you for meeting with me on DATE, to discuss my concerns
regarding ISSUE TOPIC. As I mentioned in our discussion, RESTATE FACTS AND
CONCERNS.
IF POSSIBLE, INCLUDE A FEW LINES ABOUT HOW THE ISSUE YOU NOTED ABOVE
AFFECTS YOUR BUSINESS.
Again, thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to working with
you on ISSUE.
Sincerely,
YOUR SIGNATURE
First Name Last Name

