




Points to Consider 

What is the legislative process in your city or state?  

Before you dive into the legislative process, you should know how it works. How are 
ordinances and bills drafted and introduced? What committees, if any, do they have to 
clear? When is public testimony permitted? How and where does the budget process fit in? 
When and where are ordinances and bills signed into law? City council rules are different 
from those of the state legislature, which are different from those of the federal 
government, although there are similarities.  

In addition to the procedures, try to understand the politics and potential pitfalls of each 
phase of the legislative process. When should you be on the lookout for amendments? 
Where can your ordinance or bill get stuck in limbo or die? At what point might your 
legislative sponsor trade your ordinance or bill for another one with a higher priority?  

You can get some of this information on the Internet, at your local library, at government 
offices— such as the clerk’s office of the city council or state legislature—or from nonprofit 
organizations that support civic participation, such as the League of Women Voters and 
Common Cause. Some of it you will need to learn from others who have lobbying 
experience. Often, you will have to learn as you go. Find out as much as you can in 
advance so that you can anticipate challenges and develop a plan for addressing them. 

In California, most other states, and some cities, you can find most of what you need to 
know about the legislative and budget processes on the Internet. California resources 
include websites, such as the Office of the Chief Clerk of the California State Assembly at 
http://www.assembly.ca.gov/clerk/BILLSLEGISLATURE/LEGPROCESS.HTM; Dollars and 
Democracy: An Advocate’s Guide to the California State Budget Process from the California 
Budget Project, available at http://www.cbp.org/order.htm; The Legislative Process: A 
Citizen’s Guide to Participation and The Budget Process: A Citizen’s Guide to Participation 
by the League of Women Voters, available at 
http://ca.lwv.org/lwvc/edfund/govtinfo/state.html).  

For information on the legislative process in Congress, see How Congress Works: A 
Handbook on Congressional Organization and the Legislative Process by Marlowe & 
Company, available at http://www.netlobby.com/resources.htm. 

 
Do you have sufficient resources and capacity?  

The level of resources you need depends upon the role you intend to play. Will you be 
leading the charge, or will you be supporting another organization that’s taking the lead? 
If this is your first time participating in the legislative process, you may want to have 
another organization (if one exists) lead the effort from beginning to end, but play a close 
supporting role so you can gain experience. If you are taking the lead, you will need to 
devote a staff person to keep the ordinance or bill moving forward (or the effort to defeat 
your opponent’s legislation), keep partners and allies informed and engaged, and support 
legislative sponsors. Many organizations use existing staff or dedicated volunteers to 
lobby, people who already have knowledge and experience or whom they train. Some 
groups hire full-time or part-time staff or consultants to increase their lobbying capacity. 
In addition to your staff you will need to consider: who will join your efforts? What 
resources will they bring? What constituencies and how many constituents can they 
mobilize?  
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Is this the right time?  

If you are lobbying defensively—opposing bad legislation—there usually is no right time. 
You have to make a choice whether to enter the fray. Consider: is there another 
organization that can take the lead or take on tasks? Do you have confidence in that 
organization’s ability? How central is this issue to your work? How harmful will it be if the 
legislation passes? Can you gather the resources and galvanize the public support you 
need to build meaningful opposition?  

If you are thinking about proactively seeking legislation, consider not only your resources 
and capacity to move legislation but also: what level of public support can you realistically 
count on? Who will your opponents be? How powerful are they? How much political will is 
already present, and how much can you build? Public support is essential to persuade 
legislators to vote for an important bill or ordinance, especially if there is opposition.  
 
Do you want to hire a professional lobbyist?  
You do not need a professional lobbyist to pass legislation; anyone can lobby. However, 
organizations sometimes hire a lobbyist because they lack the in-house capacity or they 
want to leverage the lobbyist’s contacts and get advice on strategy and tactics. If you are 
considering hiring a lobbyist, make sure you find out his or her reputation and any 
conflicting interests she or he may have. Find out whether the lobbyist or his or firm works 
for any individuals or groups that may be on the other side. Probe deeply since some 
lobbyists will try to minimize any potential conflicts. If such conflicts exist, they will 
surface later and might lead to the lobbyist having to withdraw at a crucial point in the 
legislative process. Treat the lobbyist like a consultant: stay in the driver’s seat, be clear 
about what you are trying to achieve, and make sure she or he keeps you informed. Don’t 
completely abdicate the role: show up at strategic moments to communicate with 
legislators or to testify at hearings. Also find out whether another advocacy organization 
with a similar mission already has a lobbyist on staff with whom you could work to support 
or oppose legislation. 

Red flags  

Pay attention to legislation introduced by others that you may want to support or oppose. 
You may find that another organization is already working on passing needed legislation or 
trying to stop harmful legislation. If so, you should support those efforts.  

Exercise caution with compromise. Compromise is part of the legislative process. The way 
an ordinance or a bill begins is hardly ever the way it ends. This means you should start 
with a version that leaves room to give up some provisions and still end up with one that 
achieves something meaningful despite your concessions. Decide with your coalition on 
your bottom line. Sometimes it will be out of your control, and the result will be 
unsatisfactory. You may even find that your legislator compromises your ordinance or bill 
over your objection. In that case, you will have to decide whether to oppose the ordinance 
or bill you once advocated if it is still moving through the legislative process.  

Be mindful of funding. What resources are required to implement your legislation? Where 
will the funds come from (e.g., new taxes, bonds, fees, redirection of existing monies, 
other sources)? Will the funding be sustainable year after year? Identify and advocate for 
funding, but don’t lose heart if the immediate source of funding is not immediately 
apparent: anything can happen if there is strong public and political support for change. 
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What else do you need to know?  

Be absolutely clear about tax rules on lobbying limits. Nonprofits can lobby elected officials 
and the public, as long as it is not a significant part of the work that they do. Make sure 
you understand the rules before you engage in any lobbying so that you do not exceed 
your limits and you comply with any reporting, disclosure, and documentation 
requirements. That way, you can lobby to the fullest extent permitted by law without 
crossing any line, especially the ones that might cost you your nonprofit status if you do 
so. A number of publications and organizations provide detailed information on nonprofit 
lobbying. A recommended place to start is the Alliance for Justice. Visit its website at 
http://www.allianceforjustice.org/nonprofit/index.html or call 202-822-6070.  

Learn more about lobbying generally. There are numerous resources on the Internet and 
at your local library to walk you through the legislative process and provide sample letters 
and testimony and additional tips and tactics. For starters, take a look at Learning to 
Lobby: Steps to Successful Legislative Advocacy on the PolicyLink website at 
www.policylink.org/publications.html; The Nonprofit Lobbying Guide, available on Charity 
Lobbying in the Public Interest’s website at http://www.clpi.org/toc.html; and How—and 
why—to influence Public Policy: An Action Guide for Community Organizations, 
http://www.communitychange.org/publications/pubpolicy.htm. 

Page 5PolicyLink -- Advocating for Change - Lobbying and Legislation: Enacting Better Laws 



Laying the Foundation 

Identify an issue  

Anyone can propose legislation. In fact, legislators often introduce ordinances and bills as 
a result of problems that have been brought to their attention by individuals and 
organizations in the community. In choosing an issue, consider: 

Is the issue immediate, specific, and winnable? Will your members be hurt or helped 
by what’s proposed? Do your members have firsthand experience with this issue? Will 
working on the issue help or hurt your organization and its work? Can you make a 
difference if you get involved? Will involvement build alliances with individuals and 
organizations that you would like to work more closely with? Will it build your 
organization in other ways? Will staying out of this fight hurt your credibility? What 
messages would you communicate? These and other issues are explored in “How to 
choose issues” in the Center for Community Change’s manual, How—and why—to 
influence Public Policy: An Action Guide for Community Organizations, 
http://www.communitychange.org/publications/pubpolicy.htm.  
What are the facts? What are the politics? Who is affected by the problem? How? Are 
there realistic and achievable solutions? What real-life stories can you tell?  

Galvanize partners and allies  

Lobbying strength is usually demonstrated by both the number and the range of people 
who stand with you. The broader your public support, the more likely legislators will pay 
attention and the more likely they will hesitate to side with the opposition.  

Build a broad-based coalition. Seek racial, ethnic, geographic, and organizational 
diversity and also a range of skills, resources, and contacts. For more this see the 
Organizing and Coalition Building section.  
Reach out to nontraditional allies. Joining forces with organizations that you normally 
do not work with will show broad support for your issue and your position.  
Develop a network. Your coalition partners can lay the foundation for building a 
broader network of organizations and individuals who can be moved to action when 
needed, to make phone calls, write letters, attend hearings. Be sure to keep the larger 
network informed, engaged, updated, and prepared to take action quickly. For more 
on legislative networks, see “Developing Grassroots Action Through a Legislative 
Network” in The Nonprofit Lobbying Guide, available on the Charity Lobbying in the 
Public Interest website at http://www.clpi.org/toc.html.  
Brainstorm about supporters who are not active members of your coalition but who 
would be willing to support or oppose legislation you are working on.  

Assess the political landscape  

Gather intelligence about where different legislators are likely to stand on your issue. 
Never go into the legislative process uninformed. You may find that officials you assumed 
would be with you are not and that officials you would not have thought to approach are in 
your camp.  

What issues are various legislators interested in? How have they voted in the past? 
Whom do they usually listen to, if not you? Other elected officials? Clergy? Business? 
Other constituents? What do their constituents care most about? Who are their major 
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contributors? You can get some of this information from legislators’ websites and 
newsletters. Websites such as Project Vote Smart (http://www.vote-smart.org) also 
contain useful information.  
Know whether each legislator is decidedly for, decidedly against, or undecided. Is a 
legislator with you? Undecided? Staunchly opposed? Some legislators will already be 
with you, some you will never win over most will likely be somewhere in the middle. 
It’s the ones in the middle that you usually need to focus on most. Remember: You do 
not need to win everyone over; most times, you need only 50 percent plus one.  
Do not hastily rule out any possibility. Legislators who do not sit on any of the 
relevant committees may feel strongly enough about your issue to fight for its 
passage through the legislature.  

Size up the opposition  

It is always worth assessing what you are likely to be met with on the other side. 

Who are your likely opponents? Are they effective? Aggressive? How well-organized 

Targeting Legislators 

The Democracy Center divides legislators into five basic 
categories, each requiring its own strategy: 

1. Champions All issues need a group of lawmakers dedicated to 
being tireless, committed advocates for your cause. What they 
can do for you is make the case to their colleagues, help develop 
a strong inside strategy, and be visible public spokespersons. 
What they need is good information and visible support outside 
city hall or the legislature. 

2. Allies Another group of legislators on your side can be pushed 
to do more, to speak up in party caucuses or on the floor. 

3. Fence-Sitters Some legislators will be uncommitted on the 
issues, potentially voting either way. These are your key targets; 
your lobbying strategy is to put together the right mix of inside 
persuasion and outside pressure to sway them your way. 

4. Mellow Opponents Another group of legislators will be clear 
votes against you but not inclined to be active. With these 
legislators, what’s key is to keep them from becoming more 
active, lobbying them enough to give them pause but not so 
much as to anger them. 

5. Hard-Core Opponents Finally, there are those lawmakers who 
lead your opposition. What is important here is to isolate them; 
to highlight the extremes of their positions, rhetoric, and 
alliances; and to give other lawmakers pause about joining with 
them. 

Edited excerpt from The Democracy Center, “Lobbying—the Basics,”
http://www.democracyctr.org/resources/lobbying.html 1997 
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are they? How well-funded? Who are their allies and supporters? Are they well-
connected? Are they big political contributors?  
What are the opposition’s arguments likely to be? How will you counter them?  

Consider meeting with the opposition. You may gain valuable information about their 
position or find grounds for compromise at a later date. If you decide to meet, decide 
beforehand what you will cover and what you will keep confidential.  

Prepare materials and spokespersons  

Although sometimes you may have to wing it, long-term success in the legislature 
depends upon being prepared. 

Prepare your key arguments and messages. You have to both make your case and 
appeal to legislators’ self-interest since they usually have their own agenda. Know the 
opposition’s arguments and be prepared to refute them. Use facts, data, and personal 
experiences.  
Educate your partners and allies about the legislative process, lobbying, and your key 
arguments and messages. Suggest that they communicate with key legislators before 
important decisions are made.  
Prepare materials for partners and allies, legislative supporters, and the media: fact 
sheets, frequently asked questions (FAQ), sample letters, legislators’ contact 
information, talking points.  
Stay in close communication with your partners and allies to track the responses they 
receive. Any statements of support or opposition they hear or indications of what 
might sway undecided legislators to your position is all important information to 
gather and use to craft next steps.  
Support your sponsors. Keep them interested, engaged, and committed. Offer to do 
as much of the work for them as possible: prepare them for hearings, find cosponsors, 
draft documents. Equip your sponsors and their staffs with the tools they need to 
effectively move your legislation forward.  
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Lobbying Legislators 

Write letters, send faxes and e-mails, and phone legislators  

Letters are definitely worth the time. Legislators know that each letter they receive 
represents several additional constituents who feel the same way but have not taken the 
time to write. That’s why, in addition to writing your own letter, you should get your 
partners and allies to write letters as well. 

Be clear and concise. Keep your letter to one page, at most two, and address only one 
issue per letter, if possible. Clearly identify the bill you are writing about and the 
position you are urging (vote yes or no). Make two or three of your strongest 
arguments for or against the proposed legislation. Remember: Legislators receive 
many letters on many different issues; your letter should be easy to read and 
understand if you want any chance of grabbing their attention.  
Identify yourself and your constituency. Say something about who you are and whom 
you represent; you want the legislator to understand that you are someone she or he 
should listen to. Give an example of a personal story—preferably from the legislator’s 
district—that shows how the bill affects real people and that the problem is not just an 
isolated incident. Legislators hear about what’s good and bad policy all the time; real-
life experiences grab their attention.  
Avoid using form letters whenever possible. Avoid them altogether if you cannot 
deliver extraordinary volume. Personal individually signed letters are far more 
effective. When you are soliciting letters from partners and allies, provide a sample 
with a request that they use it as a guide to writing a letter in their own words.  
While letters tend to be most effective, you can also fax, phone, and e-mail your 
legislators. Usually, you use e-mails, faxes and phone calls right before a bill is 
coming up for a vote to remind legislators of the importance of their vote to you. If 
you are planning to organize a fax, phone, or e-mail chain, in which your partners and 
allies ask their constituents and supporters to take action, be sure to provide the 
contact information for the appropriate representative because the most effective 
contacts are those that come from legislators’ own constituents. For more on e-mail 
advocacy see the Internet Advocacy section.  

Meet with legislators  

Face-to-face contact with legislators is key to humanizing the problem, demonstrating a 
commitment to solving it, and developing relationships for the long haul. 

Organize a small, diverse group of participants, perhaps three to five people. Make 
sure at least some of them reside in the legislator’s district.  
Select your best spokespersons and message. Choose someone who will appeal to the 
legislators you are trying to persuade.  
Decide ahead of time how you will conduct the meeting. Who will introduce the 
participants? Lead the meeting? Close the meeting? What materials will you take to 
leave with the legislator at the end of the meeting?  
Get to know legislators’ staff. Legislators often rely heavily on the advice of key staff 
members. It is important to establish a good relationship with these staff members, 
make sure they have adequate information about your legislation, and try to learn 
from them any concerns you may need to address to keep your legislation moving 
forward. The staff will be your main point of contact if a legislator is unavailable or 
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inaccessible.  
For more tips on meeting with legislators, such as scheduling, preparing for, 
conducting, and following up after the meeting, see Tips on Meeting with Your Elected 
Officials, available at http://archive.aclu.org/action/lobby.html, and “Six Practical Tips 
on How to Lobby Your Legislator or Elected Official” in Lobbying—the Basics, available 
at http://www.democracyctr.org/resources/lobbying.html.  

Testify at hearings  

This is not one of those times when you can wing it! Always be prepared before you give 
testimony on pending legislation. 

Get a rough vote count of how legislators are likely to vote before you attend the 
hearing and try to find out about outstanding issues and concerns. Having this 
information will help you choose the best witnesses, know what points you need to 
emphasize in your testimony, and consider amendments you may need to offer or 
agree to.  
Choose witnesses who will be credible and effective. Put together a combination of 
people directly affected by the legislation, experts, and individuals and organizations 
that represent legislators’ constituents.  
Write out your testimony in advance so that it is clear, concise, and persuasive. 
Include personal stories whenever possible to show how the issue affects real people. 
Prepare a summary of your testimony for distribution at the hearing to legislators, the 
media, and other attendees. Anticipate questions legislators might ask and plan how 
to respond.  
Pack the legislative chambers with supporters and call the media. Wear buttons, T-
shirts, or other identifying items to show legislators and the media the strength and 
presence of your support in the hearing room.  
Have legislators who support your cause ask your opponents tough questions and 
make supportive statements on your behalf. You could offer to draft a list of questions 
or key points that you would like them to cover. Discuss in advance amendments that 
may be offered and the bottom line for any compromises.  

Staging public protests or other public events  

Consider organizing an event that energizes and mobilizes large numbers of supporters 
and captures legislators’—and media—attention.  

Public protests can sometimes turn up the heat on lawmakers to vote your way or at 
least think twice about siding with the opposition.  
Holding a Lobby Day is an opportunity to mobilize large numbers of people to meet 
with multiple legislators in one day to show your legislative power and gain media 
attention. The day usually begins with training in lobbying skills and a teach-in on 
your issues, followed perhaps by a rally and news interviews, a couple of hours of 
meetings with legislators, and an end-of-day debriefing session for supporters.  

Ignite Public Scrutiny  

Elected officials care about their public image. They want to be portrayed favorably in the 
news. Develop a media strategy around your legislation that includes news conferences, 
letters to the editor, writing opinion editorials, or other media strategies that will put your 
issue in the public eye, maintain public scrutiny throughout the legislative process, provide 
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a vehicle for keeping pressure on elected officials, turn up the heat on those who are 
against you, and applaud those who stick with you. For more tips on developing a media 
strategy see the Media Advocacy section. 

Be persistent  

Lobbying campaigns rarely come to a definitive end.  

If your proposed legislation is defeated, there is frequently another opportunity to 
reintroduce it. Don’t be discouraged. Often it takes several tries to pass a measure, 
especially one that seeks to bring about an important change.  
If you win, do not get complacent. Monitor implementation and make sure your 
legislation is fully funded. Look out for opposition attempts to undo or diminish your 
victory by trying to repeal your legislation, filing litigation to overturn it, or seeking 
regulations to significantly weaken its implementation.  
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