


Overview 

What Is It? 

Internet advocacy is the use of online tools to move your advocacy agenda, whether it’s 
getting the facts about a problem, communicating with supporters and allies, mobilizing 
action, getting your message out, creating a forum for discussion, raising funds, reaching 
the media, or educating the public.  

All of these activities can be accomplished through two basic Internet tools: e-mail and a 
website. The key is knowing when and how to use these tools—individually or in 
combination—most effectively to achieve your goals. With e-mail you can reach and 
communicate with large numbers of supporters and potential supporters, especially when 
backed by a website that provides additional information and opportunities for people to 
get involved. 

This chapter focuses on using the Internet for public education, discussion, and action. For 
information about how the Internet can support your research and media efforts see the 
Getting the Facts and Media Advocacy sections. 

Why Use It? 

It’s fast. You can use e-mail to send information to hundreds—even thousands—of 
supporters with the touch of a button, and they can forward it to others in an instant. You 
can use it for last-minute reminders to attend an important hearing or to organize a 
community-wide response to a crisis.  

It’s inexpensive. There may be instances when you need to spend time and money 
copying flyers, stuffing envelopes, and mailing materials. But you can also post to your 
website information that people can read online or download and print on their own. The 
cost of getting online—hardware, software, and website space—is less than a few years 
ago, particularly if you are a nonprofit and can get the technology donated. More on this 
below in How much will it cost? 

When to Use It? 

As soon as you begin planning your campaign, think about the value of establishing a web 
presence. Acquire domain names and tie them as closely as possible to your key message 
or to popular phrases associated with your issue. If there’s a reference to your issue that 
has currency in the media—and isn’t already in use by another organization—seize it; it 
will help in attracting attention from the media and other audiences. Software tools can 
allow you to track online activities and compile data that documents growing support for 
your issue.  

Email is an excellent way to reach a variety of audiences, to keep your constituents aware 
of your activities, enlist support, and share successes. Early on, you should consider ways 
to expand your email lists through the use of viral action tools, which provide tell-a-friend 
capabilities to spread your message beyond your initial email lists and thus enlarge your 
constituency. Remember that the success of your campaign will often rely on successfully 
engaging several different audiences, not all of whom will be online. Your communications 
strategy should integrate online and offline efforts so that you reach the broadest 
audiences and potential supporters (legislators, media, advocates, community residents, 
etc.) as possible. 

When you’ve developed the strategy, you can use the Internet at anytime and at any point 
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in an advocacy effort. Use it to: 

Stay in touch with your supporters and keep them informed  

Provide a documentary record of your campaign activities  
Facilitate and support actions of your constituents  

Announce new publications or other accomplishments  

Communicate with advocates in other cities  
Conduct online conversations with coalition members  

Recruit volunteers or get people to take immediate action  

Coordinate traditional grassroots organizing activities  
Distribute news releases or submit op-ed articles and letters to the editor  
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Points to Consider 

How much will it cost? 
You will need access to a computer with Internet service, an e-mail account, and space to 
host your website. Computer costs vary widely. But if you are a nonprofit, you may be 
able to get one donated. If you acquire a computer, you will need to sign up with an 
Internet Service Provider (ISP) to get connected to the Internet. You may also be able to 
access a computer with Internet service at little or no cost at a local library or Community 
Technology Center (CTC). For a CTC near you, check the “Member Directory” at 
www.ctcnet.org or enter your zip code in the “get connected!” box at 
www.digitaldividenetwork.org. Once you have Internet access, you can get a free e-mail 
account online. Sometimes you’re provided with free e-mail accounts and website space 
when you sign up with an ISP.  

For more information on getting equipment and software donated, free e-mail accounts, 
an ISP, technology funding, websites and more, take a look at “Getting Started on the 
Internet” at http://www.idealist.org/getting-started.html. Other helpful resources: “Find 
donated and discounted products!” section of the TechSoup website at 
http://www.techsoup.org and the “Tech Tips for Activists” section of the Organizers’ 
Collaborative website at http://organizenow.net.  

Do you have sufficient resources and capacity? 
Before you build a large base of supporters online, you should consider what capacity you 
have to follow through on the potential volume of responses. Who will promptly respond to 
e-mail replies, website queries, and requests for additional information? Who will have 
time to add new supporters to the e-mail database, and delete people who have asked to 
be removed from the list? Once you have created your website, who will maintain and 
update it? You can consult TechSoup, a technology website just for nonprofits, at 
http://www.techsoup.org for information about technology resources and technical 
assistance and also forgetting donations and discounts.  

Are your supporters online? 
While increasingly many people are online, a lot of people still do not have access to the 
Internet. In fact, it’s possible that most of the people you need to reach are not online. 
Encourage key supporters to get online if they are not. For others, you will need a 
traditional outreach plan to make sure they are engaged: host meetings, mail flyers, 
knock on doors, make phone calls. 

Don’t rely on the Internet as your sole source of communication and outreach. The 
personal touch still matters, whether people are online or not. If your only contact is 
through e-mail, some people will eventually just hit delete.  

Keys to success 
Seize the benefits of the Internet but recognize its limitations. The Internet is a 
supplement to, not a substitute for, traditional advocacy strategies, such as grassroots 
organizing and coalition building, one-on-one lobbying, and picking up the phone to call a 
reporter. It can help you support, coordinate, leverage, and follow up on these activities, 
but it does not replace them.  

Red flags 
IRS rules for nonprofits (see discussion in Lobbying and Legislation section) also apply to 
Internet advocacy. For an overview of the rules of cyberspace, order a copy of E-Advocacy 
for Nonprofits: The Laws of Lobbying and Election Related Activity on the Net from the 
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Alliance for Justice at 
http://www.allianceforjustice.org/nonprofit/research_publications/index.html. 

What else do you need to know? back to top  

This chapter outlines the basics. You can find lots more information online. Two resources 
to help you think about using the Internet most strategically are “The Virtual Activist 2.0” 
by NetAction (http://netaction.org/training/) and the “Online Organizers Manual” by 
TechRocks (http://www.livemodern.com/Members/Marshall/resumefolder/manual). 
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Using Email 

E-mail is a fast and inexpensive way to communicate with a large number of people at one 
time and it saves the time and expense of printing and postage. It can be used for one-on-
one exchanges, group discussions, distributing information, and getting people involved. 
To make the most of this tool: 

Collect e-mail addresses at every opportunity. Add an e-mail space and a request for 
e-mail addresses to every page of your web site, not just membership forms and sign-
in sheets. Create a field in your database for storing e-mail addresses. Start gathering 
the information now, even if you are not ready to begin online communications.  
Encourage your supporters to get online, especially those likely to respond to a call to 
action.  
Use a tell-a-friend application—which can be part of your website or the emails you 
send to constituents—that allows the campaign to take advantage of a technique 
called viral action. The application enables you to track how often and to whom emails 
you send are passed along to others.  
When composing e-mail messages, never leave the subject line blank; keep messages 
clear and concise; and always identify yourself with a signature line that includes the 
name of your organization, mailing address, phone and fax numbers, and e-mail and 
website addresses.  
Be discreet with group e-mail. Make sure you always put recipient e-mail addresses in 
the “bcc” line instead of “to” or “cc.” Otherwise the e-mail addresses will be visible to 
everyone on the list, making it possible for others to use the list for other purposes. If 
that happens, people may become annoyed with you and ask to be dropped from your 
list.  
Don’t overdo it. If your e-mails are too frequent or too long, people will not read 
them. Even worse, people will come to think of your e-mails as junk mail or spam, 
which will turn them off or away from your cause and hurt your credibility.  
Don’t put anything in an e-mail that you don’t want the world to know. Since they can 
be forwarded on and on in an instant, you never know where your e-mails’ final 
destination will be. They may wind up in the hands of the opposition.  

Once you have set up an e-mail account and begun to collect e-mail addresses, you can: 

Establish a Listserv™  

Join other Listservs™  
Distribute newsletters  

Send out action alerts  

Gather signatures for a petition  

Establishing a Listserv™ 

Listserv is a kind of software that allows you to create an interactive opportunity for you, 
your constituents and colleagues to sign up and exchange information with each other. To 
provide this feature on your web site, you can purchase Listserv software or you can use a 
free list hosting service from Google (www.googlegroups.com) or Yahoo 
(www.yahoogroups.com). Tools that are called Listservs allow you to send out mass e-
mails that can disseminate information, facilitate an online conversation, or request action. 
It can help you to build, engage, and activate your supporters. In establishing a Listserv: 
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Choose the type of Listserv based on your objectives. Do you want to initiate a 
dialogue? Do you want everyone on the list to have access to and use of the list? 

o Announcement-only lists are for one-way communication; you send out 
information without expecting a response or revealing the list. Recipient e-mail 
addresses are included in the “bcc” line, not “to” or “cc.” In your e-mail, you 
should tell people not to reply to the message. Otherwise, they may be 
discouraged when they don’t receive a response from you.  
Moderated (and unmoderated) lists encourage discussion among the people on 
the list. Moderated lists provide a screening mechanism for posts to the list; the 
moderator reviews and replies posts those to the list that are relevant. If you 
decide to establish a moderated list, make sure you to designate a moderater who 
will carry out this function in a timely, consistent manner.  
Unmoderated lists are very low maintenance in that they allow for free-flowing, 
unrestricted conversation. Unlike announcement-only and moderated lists, 
recipient e-mail addresses are included in the “to” or “cc” field so that people can 
reply to the whole list. Because the list is wide open, unmoderated lists run the 
risk of having information posted that is irrelevant and annoying to other 
members. So be sure to include some guidelines for appropriate use of the list.  

Create different categories of lists—by topic, recipients’ interests, geography, or 
constituency—to be more strategic and focused. 

If you are working on different topics, you may want to create different lists, 
depending on who is working on which issue.  
If you are trying to get people out to a protest, to write a letter to the editor, or 
to testify at a city council hearing, you may want lists broken down acording to 
their interests in volunteering for specific types of activities or willingness to take 
action.  
If you are trying to influence a local elected official, you will need action alert lists 
based on where people live, since phone calls, faxes, e-mails, and petitions from 
people who aren’t constituents are not effective.  
If you want to mobilize specific constituencies, specialized lists such as youth, 
religious leaders, and seniors will help you achieve your goal.  

Don’t put people on your lists without asking them first.  
Give people an option to unsubscribe in every e-mail you send, and promptly remove 
them when they do.  

Joining other Listservs 

There are already thousands of Listservs online. By subscribing to those that are relevant 
to your work, you can find out what is happening in other communities, pick up promising 
practices and lessons learned, find out about new reports and other publications, and—
depending on the type of Listserv—ask questions, solicit advice, and build relationships 
with advocates in other places.  

Distributing newsletters 

E-mail newsletters are an effective way of staying in touch with your supporters, sending 
information and updates, and building momentum. They’re cheaper than printed 
newsletters and are easily forwarded to others for wider circulation: 

Be concise and consistent. Newsletters should be short and distributed with some 
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regularity, whether quarterly, monthly, or weekly, depending on your capacity and the 
phase of your advocacy effort.  
Make them interesting and easy to read. Headings are helpful in allowing people to 
scan a newsletter and focus on the parts they are most interested in. Consider putting 
the content in the text of the e-mail instead of an attached document. Photos are nice,
but use them sparingly: they may be difficult for some people to download.  
Use them to help build your base. Include information in a newsletter about how to 
subscribe, so those who received it from someone else can sign up on their own.  
Reinforce them with your website. Include your website address in newsletters for 
those who want more information. And post the most recent newsletter on your 
website. Also, if possible, post an archive of all previous newsletters.  

 
Sending out action alerts 

Action alerts are e-mails that urge your supporters to take a specific and immediate 
action, such as writing a letter, making a call, or sending an e-mail or fax to a public 
official. In sending out your action alerts: 

Have a clear and compelling subject line. With all the e-mail people receive, you want 
to make sure they take notice when urgent action is needed.  
Keep the text short and focused. Use accessible, clear language; no jargon. Ask for a 
specific, concrete action. If the alert is cumbersome or confusing, people will not take 
action.  
Provide sufficient information. Include a brief background with a link to your website 
for more information. Give people talking points if you ask them to make phone calls 
or lobby.  
Make it easy for people to respond. Include sample text for a letter, e-mail, or fax. 
Provide contact information for the decision-makers you want people to reach.  
Use time-saving tools. If you want an e-mail action, use the “mail-to” function with 
the decision-maker’s e-mail address, such as mailto:info@policylink.org, so supporters 
can just click a highlighted link in the text of the alert. If you have a website with a 
fax server, include a link to it so supporters can easily access the site. Consider using 
an online hosted fax service (e.g. www.greenfax.com) so policymakers receive faxed 
letters that originate as emails from your supporters.  
Include a deadline for action. You want people to respond in time and to stop 
forwarding the alert when the time for action has passed.  
Let people know how to contact you with questions. Since your alert may be 
forwarded to people who do not know you, include your address, phone number, and 
a link to your website.  

Gathering signatures for a petition 

E-mail petitions are just like paper petitions, except that they are transmitted 
electronically. They usually include a request that you sign your name at the bottom, 
forward the e-mail to others, and send the petition to a specific person once it has a 
certain number of signatures.  

A lot of people use e-mail petitions. They are frequently ineffective because the 
instructions are not always clear: the petition isn’t signed properly, it ends up having lots 
of duplicate signatures, or it bounces around in cyberspace indefinitely without ever 
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reaching its intended target. 

To increase your likelihood of success with your petition: 

Include background information and a link to your website for more information, a 
cut-off date, and a clear recipient to send the petition to once you have the requisite 
number of signatures.  
Host the petition on your website. Instead of sending the petition out into cyberspace, 
send an e-mail with a link to your website, where an online petition can be signed that 
you can forward to the appropriate decision-maker.  
Consider using an action alert instead for a more individualized response, which may 
have greater effect.  
Use an old-fashioned paper petition.  
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Using Your Website 

Websites can serve multiple functions: provide background information about your 
organization and issues; create a venue for recruiting volunteers, facilitating action, or 
soliciting contributions; connect and convene people in cyberspace; and much more. Make 
sure your website gives people enough information to get them up to speed on the issue, 
gain an understanding of what you are trying to accomplish, and quickly figure out how 
they can participate or otherwise support your effort. Consider including sections such as: 

Home The first page of your website with links to the other sections.  

About Us Background information about the mission and work of your organization.  

Media Room Links to news releases, newspaper articles, op-ed articles, and other 
media-related information.  
Publications Downloadable reports, newsletters, pamphlets, and any other material 
you have produced.  
Take Action Now Fax, e-mail, phone call, petition, or other action alerts. Sample 
letters. Downloadable talking points and flyers.  
Contact Us Address, phone and fax numbers, an information e-mail link or links to 
individual staff members.  
Support Us Sign up to volunteer, make a donation, or join the action alert list.  
Subscribe Sign up to receive notice of new publications, newsletters, or action alerts. 

Resources Links to coalition members, other organizations working on similar issues, 
or reports on relevant topics.  
Search Search the website by key words or topics.  
Join the Conversation Discussion forums and bulletin boards.  

And finally: 

Announce the launch or redesign of your website. Send an e-mail out to your 
Listserv™ and to other appropriate listservs.  
Publicize your website as often as possible. Put your website address on all 
communications: brochures, newsletters, action alerts, press releases, flyers, 
publications. Include it on your letterhead, business cards, and the signature line of 
your e-mails.  
Ask coalition members and other organizations working on similar issues to include a 
link to your website on their website.  
Don’t go overboard. Build a quality website, but don’t include so many bells and 
whistles that your site is confusing, visually distracting, or so large that potential 
supporters—who may not have the same level of technology—cannot load the site.  
Keep it fresh. People expect to see new content when they come back to a website; 
it’s the nature of the Internet. If someone visits your website three or four times over 
a few months and nothing has changed, it’s possible that she or he will not return for 
another visit.  
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