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Guidelines for Meeting with your Member of Congress or Their Staff
May 2009

The best way to get a message on a particular issue to your Senator or Representative is to schedule a meeting, either in Washington, DC or at a district office.  Politicians rely on these meetings both for input on pending legislation and to maintain credibility with their constituency.  A politician who doesn’t meet with his or her constituents simply won’t stay in office very long.

We have prepared this framework to provide you with some basic guidelines and strategies for setting up and holding a meeting with your Member of Congress (or staff).

Scheduling a Meeting:
If you want to meet personally with the Member of Congress, call his/her office, ask for the name of the scheduler and if you can speak to him/her (always keep track of the names of everyone you talk to).  When the scheduler gets on the phone, explain that you are calling as a representative of your P&A/CAP and individuals with disabilities and their families.  Indicate that you would like to meet with the Member to discuss your particular issues.  Answer any questions politely, but be firm in the fact that you want to have a meeting.

A typical response from a scheduler may be, “Let me check with the Senator to see if a meeting can be arranged.”  When they say this, you should ask when you can expect to hear back from them, get a date, verify that they have your phone number, thank them and tell them that you’re looking forward to their phone call.  If they don’t call you back when they said they would, call them the next day to follow up.

Alternatively, you may be asked to send a letter requesting a meeting.  If this happens, fax, e-mail, or hand deliver the letter as soon as possible.  After sending the letter, follow up with a phone call two or three days later.  Be persistent, but polite.  (E-mail and fax are best because screening and delivery of mail is a lengthy process.  Hand delivery can be a problem since many offices will not accept anything – especially if it is in an envelope.)

Some offices have LA’s that specifically target disability issues.  However, if your issue also has generic implications – such as program funding, or community integration, or Medicaid – you may ask that other staff who target those issues attend the meeting with you.  

Elected officials and their staffs have limited time, so limit meetings to a half hour, and don’t be offended if a meeting only lasts fifteen minutes.  Avoid bringing too many people to your meeting.

Meeting with an Aide VS. Meeting with the Member:
While it may seem preferable to meet with a Member, in all likelihood you will end up meeting with one of his/her legislative aides.  Don’t be discouraged- these meetings can be just as effective as meeting with a Member directly. 

When you meet with an aide, try to create a rapport, as you will probably want to contact them again in the future.  Treat them with the same respect you would a Member of Congress.  Even if they are much younger than you or do not seem to understand the issue, don’t be condescending or talk down to them.  It will definitely decrease the likelihood of a favorable response.

If you do end up meeting with the Member, you will have to be much more succinct in your explanation of the issues.  While you might be given 30 minutes to meet with an aide/aides, you may only get about 10 minutes with the Member.  If you get your picture taken with the Member, put it in one of your publications and share it with her/him. 

Preparing for a Meeting:
It is absolutely critical that you spend time preparing for your meeting.  Use your own knowledge of your region and your elected officials to make your meeting as successful as possible. Determine what you will say and how you will answer any anticipated questions, and focus on your key message.  Many people often feel they can be effective by just “winging it”, but this is always a mistake.  No one should meet with a Member of Congress -- or an aide -- if they are unwilling to prepare. 

Expect the Member or aide to ask you questions about the P&A/CAP in their state and your specific issues and concerns.  Try to think of every relevant question that you may be asked, and have a concise answer ready.  Make sure that your answers clearly show that you provide a service for the Member’s constituents with disabilities.  Most Members respond favorably to statistics, so be sure to bring some along (how many people the P&A serves, etc).

Decide what written materials you want to leave for the Member.  An issue-specific fact sheet that provides background and includes policy recommendations is a good idea.  You should also leave a fact sheet or brochure explaining your programs and what they do.  Do not overload the Member with paper or none of it will get read.  Everything you provide should be in plain English and not jargon. 

It is important to remember that your issue is only one of many that compete for attention in a Congressional office.  Therefore, it is critical that you find ways to make your issue stand out, while at the same time maintaining credibility with the elected official.

Avoiding Common Pitfalls:
These are many mistakes people frequently make when meeting with a Member or aide. They can be easily avoided through good planning.  Here are some tips:

· Stay on Message: One of the easiest and most common mistakes is to stray away from the message you want to deliver.  Sometimes the Member or aide may even try to drag you “off message” with questions about topics that are not related to your issue.  Be prepared for this.  For example, you could be discussing needed funding increases for the P&A/CAP when the aide suddenly asks, “Do you think that people with mental illness really should live in neighborhoods with normal people?”  While it may be tempting to try and expand the Member’s or aide’s thinking, you simply don’t have the time – in this meeting – to do so.

If a question like that comes up, your best response is to immediately bring the meeting back to your central message.  In this case, say something like, “All people with disabilities have the right to live where they want and the opportunity to get the best supports.  The P&As/CAPs help ensure those supports for people and really need additional resources to address growing needs”.  Be polite, but firm.  If they persist, you can say you’d be happy to come back for another meeting for that purpose. 
Sometimes, members of your own group may begin straying off message.  The best way to avoid this is to rehearse the meeting and make sure everyone understands the importance of staying on message.  
· Don’t Get Tripped Up by Questions that are too Detailed:  Often an aide will pick out a small aspect of your issue and ask detailed questions that almost get you off topic and are impossible to answer.  Sometimes this happens because the aide is genuinely interested, sometimes it occurs because they want to put you on the defensive by pointing out your lack of knowledge.  In either case, it is best to direct the meeting back to the areas you know best.  Politely point out that you have no specific answer right now, but would be happy to get back to them with the information. 
It is also perfectly appropriate to say that you just don't know.  Never lie, you're there to talk about the aspects of disability policy that you do know.  Restate the main message for your meeting.  Hence your best response might be to say something like, "I really don't know about that but I do know how the P&As/CAPs address the needs of people with disabilities.”
· Clearly Identify Your Request of the Member:  When you meet with the Member or his/her aide, you will spend a considerable amount of time explaining who you are and giving background information about your issue.  During this initial introduction you may find that the Member or aide seems very agreeable and concerned.  However, that does not mean that they will actively support your position.  It is absolutely critical that you clearly communicate your request of the Member.  You may have to directly ask, "So, can we count on you to vote for this bill when it comes up in committee?” or “Can we count on you writing a letter in support of more funding for the PAIR program?”.  The member may try to hedge and may never answer your question directly, but at least they should know exactly what you want them to do. 
· Don't Waste Time:  At the beginning of the meeting, you will probably be asked your name, where you're from, etc.  Try not to allow this to take too much of your time, as the meeting is time-limited.  Strike the delicate balance between making sure the aide or Member understands what you are saying and not repeating yourself. 
· Don't Overplay Your Hand:  There are two ways in which people frequently do this.  The first is by trying to answer a question that they really don't know the answer.  If you don't know an answer, you should offer to get the information, then immediately get back to the point of the meeting. 
The second mistake is trying to threaten the legislator electorally (i.e. "If you don't do what we say, we'll get you voted out of office").  This tactic is both offensive to the Member, and can turn him off from your organization even if he’d otherwise support it.  Advocates representing organizations should never, ever do this.  Use grassroots pressure to generate heat on an elected official -- not an individual meeting. 
· Don’t be too Casual, Shrill or Rude:  Again, anytime you meet with an aide, treat them with the same respect you would reserve for a Member of Congress.  When referring to a Senator, if she or he is present always say "Senator Smith."  Say "the Senator" when she or he is not present.  Unless the Member tells you to, never refer to him/her by first name. 
It is important that you remain composed.  This is not to say that you can't express emotion - you should, as it helps convey how serious an issue is.  But you must still be able to make a clear case for your point.  Sometimes an aide or Member, generally out of ignorance, will say things that seem outrageous, inappropriate, or even offensive.  Don't let this put you on the defensive or shake your train of thought.  Remember, you know the true impact of this program better than they do. 
· Wrap-Up the Meeting Effectively:  Often, people will come away from a meeting with a Member or aide still not sure what was agreed to or which way the Member will vote.  To avoid this, at the end of the meeting, recap anything you think was agreed to by the Member or aide.  For example, you might say to an aide, "So you'll be talking to the Senator this week and you'll let us know if she will write a letter of support by next Wednesday?"   Make the aide answer yes or no, or even "I'm not sure".  Just make sure they understand you expect them to follow through on what they've promised.  Offer to help in any way possible, such as volunteering to draft the letter. 
If the aide or Member agrees with your position and tells you this during the meeting, make sure you ask that the Senator or Representative talk to other Members of Congress about your issue.  A strong ally in Congress is always your best lobbyist. 
After the Meeting: 

The most important thing to do after a meeting is fulfill any promises you made during the meeting.  If you agreed to get more information, do it as quickly as possible, and then get it to the aide or Member.  You may be able to get another meeting to discuss the new information.  It never hurts to try.  Send the Member or aide a note thanking them for the meeting and recap the points that were raised.
If you met with an aide who promised to deliver your message to the Member, it is fine to call in a week or so to follow up.
Keep the Members office informed of your agency’s activities.  Invite the Member or staff to come and meet with people with disabilities, advocates, etc.  Work to build a mutually beneficial relationship.
Hill Appointments
Helpful Hints

Coming to Washington gives you the opportunity to set up meetings with key members of your state delegation.  These face-to-face meetings can be critical.  For some of you these meetings will be first encounters.  For others they will be a follow-up to meetings held during previous legislative days or with Members and staff in district/state offices. 

1. Prioritize your visits, making sure you visit your Senators and Representatives who sit on the key committees with jurisdiction over P&A/CAP and other current major issues. 

2. Try to schedule all your Senate meetings in a row and all your House meetings in a row.  This will minimize back-and-forth travel time and make the day less stressful for you. 

3. Allow at least 20 minutes to travel outside between House and Senate buildings, which are on opposite sides of Capitol Hill.  When you are on the Senate side you can travel between the three Senate buildings, Hart, Dirksen, and Russell without going outside.  The same goes for the House side.  You can travel between Cannon, Longworth, and Rayburn via tunnels. 

4. REMEMBER -- Don’t be discouraged or put off it you meet with a legislative aide.  They usually are the experts on specific legislative issues and will relay your views to the Member of Congress. 

5. Call before you come to Washington to set up the appointments.  After your arrival in Washington, try and call each office to reconfirm the specifics of your visit.  NDRN staff will be happy to help you as much as we can.
Remember, Members of Congress enjoy meeting with their constituents.  They look forward to hearing your views.  They will expect you to know more about the subject than they do.  They will listen and appreciate your views (they do, after all, want your next vote).  
So don’t be afraid, make those Hill appointments now!!

General Contact Information:
House:  http://www.house.gov/house/MemberWWW.shtml
Senate:  http://www.senate.gov/general/contact_information/senators_cfm.cfm
Do’s & Don’ts When Dealing with Elected Officials

	Do’s
	Don’ts

	Make an Appointment:   

· By letter or phone.

· Confirm the appointment.

· If you do not know, ask for the aide responsible for the issue(s) you wish to discuss.

· Schedule meetings well in advance.   
	Arrive unexpectedly and expect to see the official. 

Be upset if your Member can’t see you personally. 

	Be on time for the visit
	Be late for the visit.

	Be positive and friendly
	Be confrontational. 

Don’t ever threaten or berate the Member or aide.)

	State the reason for your visit.     

· Be concise and specific.

· Introduce yourself and briefly identify what/whom you represent.

· Briefly describe the issue(s).

· Limit the number of issues to be discussed

· State your position and recommendation on the issue(s).
	Try to discuss several different issues. 

	Personalize the issue(s). 

· Tell how the action will affect people with disabilities and your agency’s ability to assist them.
	Talk only in terms of numbers and statistics.

	Provide reliable data/facts to support your position.
	Give incorrect information or answer questions that you don’t know.

	Provide the names of people who can be resources for the Member and give him/her additional information- tell him/her you will get the answer.
	

	Leave a written summary of your position. 
	

	Have a picture taken with the Member. 

· Send a photo print (if taken) identifying persons in photo and date. (Enlargements have a better chance of appearing on office wall/desk.)
	

	Write a thank you letter.

· Thank the Member/aide for the visit

· Summarize the visit.

· Identify follow-up steps committed to by official and yourself.

· Ask for the Member’s commitment.

· Request a reply
	Forget to write a thank-you letter.

	Arrange for the Member or staff person to meet people with disabilities and advocates in the state or district.
	Ignore the Member for the rest of the year.

	Have others write letters.

· Write about one issue only.

· If writing about a bill refer to the title and number

· Be brief. (One or two pages.)

· Be specific. (Tell your position on the issue and why you hold that position.)

· Share personal experiences.

· Ask for the official’s commitment.

· Request a reply.
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