When Your Elected Officials Seem “Hopeless”

Here’s a familiar line: “My representatives won’t listen to me no matter what I say. They believe the opposite of everything I believe.  We’re total opposites.  I’d be wasting my time talking to them.” Familiar yes, but wrong.

While it is true that successful political movements work with traditional allies and “swing votes” in the political middle, good advocacy is about winning over (or neutralizing) the opposition. Here are 6 reasons for approaching elected officials who oppose your view.

...conveying your position is basic to good advocacy.

As citizens and voters, our job is to ask them to vote a particular way, and explain our reasons why; their job is to be asked. They can’t represent you (your issue, your group) unless you tell them how you wish to be represented, and why. That’s basic.

...opponents dismiss us when we aren’t clear about what we are for.

Someone who fails to spell out their position can be written off as a “knee-jerk liberal;” a well-articulated position is harder to ignore. Besides, elected officials often reflect the views of their voters -- people you also have to win over.

...they and their colleagues respect constituent pressure.

If and when you DO win your legislators over to your side, they’ll need to be able to say their constituents pressed them to do it. This is especially important if you are asking them to take a position with which their own political party disagrees.

...good advocacy is a way to educate and build relationships.

Legislators’ positions often reflect what they believe their constituents want and value.  Your letters, telephone calls, and visits inform your elected representatives about your issues, while also conveying that there is strong support for your position. Never give your elected representatives the right to say, “I never heard from anyone on this issue.”
...people and minds change.

Even the most apparently immovable legislators have been known to change their position on issues -- particularly when the voters back home make clear they want a change. Twenty-five years ago almost nobody in public office was pro-choice, pro-diversity, or anti-tobacco; today, growing numbers of elected officials are.  They didn’t change by accident, and didn’t change overnight: the persistent work of good advocates was key.

...we can’t give up.

Part of our job is to be a presence. The people elected to represent all the people should NOT be allowed to cast votes affecting children, families, and other vulnerable people safe in the knowledge they won’t have to face them or their advocates.  Our elected representatives should always feel that someone is watching -- and that someone is us.
When Your Elected Officials Seem Like “Sure Votes”
Here’s a familiar line: “My representatives are already on my side. I’d be wasting my time and theirs talking to them.” Familiar, but wrong.

While it is true that successful political movements build new allies and neutralize opponents, all good advocacy efforts include ways to work with the legislators who agree with you. Here are some ways to think about elected officials who support your view.

...saying thank you is basic to good advocacy.
Thanking supporters is essential to any political movement. Saying “Thank You” tells legislators you noticed their actions and appreciated their effort -- even when you lose.

...people (and their minds) can change.
Even the most principled politicians have been known to change their position on issues.  As time passes, a politician’s values can change or opponents’ advocacy can take its toll. Also, there is always pressure on politicians to compromise on controversial issues. Don’t let your inaction give your supportive legislators a reason to change their minds!

...your advocacy gives supporters a basis for their position.
Legislators take positions based on their perception of what their constituents’ value. The more letters, telephone calls, and visits your elected representatives receive, the more you both can claim support for your position. This will help in recruiting other supporters and in diffusing any opposition. For example, you can put a human face on your issue by introducing a constituent who would be directly affected by the upcoming vote.

...their colleagues respect constituent pressure.
It strengthens an elected official’s hand when they can tell a colleague: “I support this, and I’m getting piles of mail and telephone calls from my voters. They really want this.”

...advocacy is a chance to educate and build a relationship.
Legislators juggle lots of subjects. They may be very supportive of an issue but be unaware of it - or have little knowledge. You can help make them better advocates by arming them with your best arguments. This is a chance to be a resource, and to build a solid relationship – one that may help you in the future. For example, provide your legislator with a Fact Sheet summarizing recent research or its impact on the district, or arrange a site visit to let your legislator see your efforts in his/her Legislative District.

...there is always more to do.

Good advocacy efforts do not stop when you hear that your representative supports your cause. For example, you can ask them to talk to other legislators..., publicize your cause in their District newsletter...., co-sign an editorial piece..., advise you on approaching other legislators..., speak

up on the Floor of the legislature or in their caucus....
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