Lobbying 101:

How to be an AIDS Lobbyist

To win the fight against AIDS, we must convince legislators that our position makes sense. Visiting a legislator is an essential tactic for furthering our campaign. Lobby visits can be made on the local, state, or national level, depending on the particular issue we are supporting. A lobby visit can be an incredibly rewarding experience, and is a great opportunity for medical students should meet with their elected officials to discuss health policy issues.

Lobby visits take a little planning—here’s how to do it.

1.  Prepare your team.

Know your issue.  The AIDS Advocacy Network website is an immense resource for information on the various issues we are working on and provides links to organizations that share common goals.  Use the site to educate your team.  And if you can’t find you answers, contact one of the members of the Global AIDS Fellow, gaf@amsa.org, or one of the members from the AIDS Advocacy Network listed on the site.

2.  Prepare or locate a one-page leave behind.

Gather your facts and organize them into a one-sided, one page fact sheet.  This will be the form that you will leave with your representative and will provide them contact information to follow-up with you if they need additional information.  Remember to be as concise as possible.  Do not reinvent the wheel.  If an amazing fact sheet already exists, alter it as necessary and use it for your event.

3.  Make an appointment.

It is always a good idea to make an appointment to be sure that the appropriate people will be in the office. Remember, staffers and members have busy schedules. If you just show up, you will most likely only get to drop off your materials with a front-desk administrator who probably will not be able to discuss your issue.

4.  Before the visit.

Dress appropriately for your visit. Some lobbyists may try and create a grass-roots image for themselves by dressing down, but it is usually a safe idea to dress business casual. Bring extra copies of your fact sheets. Check the status of the bill that you are lobbying, and find out who has co-sponsored it. If possible, try and form a delegation by bringing friends who are also from your district. If they are not from your district, you have no obligation to divulge this fact if you are not asked, but also do NOT lie if asked.

5.  Opening your visit.
It is important to be as relaxed as possible during your visit. Expect to be a little nervous. If you have a delegation with you, choose a primary speaker based on familiarity with the issue and speaking skills. Introduce yourself to your representatives or their legislative aides (LAs), and let them know that you are representing the American Medical Student Association. Let them know what bill or issue you are interested in, how you feel about the bill, and how it will affect you. Try to make this part as clear and concise as possible. 

TYPICAL FORMAT OF A CONGRESSIONAL MEETING

· Introductions.  Start by briefly telling about AMSA and having each activists say who they are and what they do in the community in a few words.

· Acknowledge your member of Congress for any previous actions on the issue.

· Connect with your member of Congress and/or the aides by asking specific questions, such as, “What are your main priorities in Congress this year?”

· Overview agenda for meeting, mentioning issues you would like to discuss, and give the member of Congress and aides your written requests for the meeting.
· Presentation of issues and requests.  When discussing the issues with your members of Congress or their staff, focus on engaging them in the conversation over making requests.  

· Make specific requests and ask for their answer right then.  If they are unwilling to make a commitment, set a date to follow up.  Also, carefully record any objections, questions, or concerns.  If you can’t address a specific question, tell them you will get back to them with an answer.  One person should take notes during the conversation, being sure to write down any commitments made by the legislator or aide.

· Set a plan for following up with the appropriate congressional staff.

· Fax or mail a “Thank You” letter and follow up with the appropriate aide(s).  Without follow up, your effort in scheduling a meeting and speaking powerfully about our issues could be wasted.  If your representative does what you asked, then be sure to thank them and let them know you appreciate their continued efforts.

6.  Benefits of the visit.
Your visit will not only help to persuade your representative, but it will also be an educational experience for you. During your visit, you will get an inside look at the political climate, and get insight on how to better promote your issue. Never be afraid to ask an LA a question about the actual mechanics behind government.
