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Democracy is a dialogue, and having face-to-face meetings with elected officials is one way to actualize it.  Underlying a successful visit is a lot of preparation. By planning and anticipating everything we are able to, it makes it easier to address the unexpected, since politics, like life, rarely moves in a linear fashion.

Taking care of the practical details in advance allows you to focus on the message.  Ignoring them can slow down progress.  It’s especially important for grassroots organizations to build their knowledge base and create archives for on-going use.  We need to conserve our energy and not constantly reinvent the wheel.

And with that, here are eight steps to prepare for a visit:

1.   Know Your Elected Official

Do your homework, beyond what you know anecdotally.  Find out useful items such as:

· When and how did she vote on related issues to your concern

· What are her on-going causes?  Can you link your priority with the official’s?

· Who are her constituents, and which ones seem to have particular influence? What are her committee assignments?

· See handout #1 for a template.

2.   Be Intentional

· What is the purpose of the visit? 

· Are you building a relationship or asking for a particular action or vote?

· Articulate your goal.  Be sure it is shared by all members of the group making the visit.  

3.   Make the Contact

· Call to request a meeting.  For a federal official you must usually call 3-4 weeks in advance.  

· Get the name and title/position of the staffer you talk to.  

· Follow up the call with a confirmation letter or a written request, as directed by the staff.  

· Remember that the staff are your crucial links to elected officials and may wield greater influence than their title or status may indicate.  

4.   Do the Research

To avoid information overload, focus on three areas of research on a particular issue:

Background Materials

· Your BORDC regional organizer, and the BORDC website, are a great primary source.

Current Events 

· Scan the horizon for what is likely to catch the attention of your elected official, such as editorials and headlines in the local papers, relevant DC publications if you're meeting a member of congress.

Counter Arguments 

· What is being said in opposition to your position?  Read opposing materials to help you strengthen your case 

5.   Gather your Group

· For an effective group visit to an elected official, three people is ideal, five is the maximum. Beyond that, people will be physically present but unable to actively participate.  And others can certainly schedule separate visits to reinforce constituents' position on the issue.

· If you are fortunate to be part of an active local group, you’ll find that even those not attending the visit can directly support it.  This will more evenly distribute the workload of preparing for a visit, and let everyone be involved.  For example, others can prepare materials for the leave-behind packet, research the elected official or key issues, and connect with coalition members to recruit other volunteers for the visit.  

· If you do not have an active group, that does not mean you're stuck. This can be a starting point to build a group.  For the short run, that may mean contacting a group that has some overlapping interests to see if a member or two is interested in joining you for the visit.  For best results, make it a team effort if you can.

6.   Provide Training

· Whether done formally or informally, the three Rs come into play for good training:  Resources, Reinforcement, and Rewards (also known as Refreshments).  People need their heads, hearts, and stomachs to be fed.

· If you are a small group with few resources, look for materials and support from BORDC.  Help those without legislative experience translate advocacy skills they use in daily life to feel more confident (health care advocacy, advocacy for their children, etc.).  You can involve any experienced members by asking them to share what they’ve learned.

· If you are fortunate enough to have a large group, you can reference handout #3 for a sample of a two-hour training with some tips in terms of being attentive to learning styles and such.

7.   Strategize before the Visit.

· Everyone has a role and each role is important.  

· Determine the group visit outline (handout #6) in terms of participant roles.  Decide who is the visit facilitator, who's the note taker, and who speaks to the different issues/s being raised.  

· Three is the magic number of number of points to make.  

· A focused agenda is an effective agenda.  

· Whenever possible, illuminate a point with a human-interest story. 

· Provide numbers of how many of your organization or coalition members live in the official’s district, if you are able and if it is impressive.

8.   RAP – Rehearse, Anticipate, and Prepare

Rehearse:  

People tend to underestimate how long it will take to say something and then run out of time before getting to “the ask”.  Practice communicating your points, to be sure you are speaking clearly and effectively, and using appropriate language.  (Reference handout #4 on vocabulary)

Anticipate:

Prepare for the unexpected! For example, the official may not have as much time as was promised or may not show for the meeting at all but send a staff person.  Discuss among your group a few common scenarios.  Underscore the importance of being patient and flexible during the visit.

Prepare:

Make a final checklist of what you need to prepare for the visit.  

· Do you have a leave-behind packet ready for the elected official?  Be sure that any materials you prepare are from accurate sources that the official will find credible.  Don't dump a stack of paper on their desk, but selectively provide documents which address issues they seem particularly interested in.

· Have you reconfirmed the appointment with the official’s office?

· Has your group reconfirmed when and where they will meet for preparation just prior to the visit?  Ideally, your group should meet an hour before the visit, minimally give yourselves 15 minutes to collect your thoughts as a group before walking into the office.

· Finally, be sure to rest up the night before (advocacy takes a lot of energy) and dress in professional clothing.  

