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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Whether a state-level issue is being addressed through legislation or the regulatory process, grassroots advocacy is COMMUNICATION with a state legislator or other state governmental official.  You can communicate via letter, fax, e-mail, telephone call, meeting, and so on (often a combination of these).  Legislators want to hear from their constituents and are sensitive to their opinions.  Thoughtful, sincere, and precise comments are most helpful and may be used by a legislator or regulator when debating or discussing a bill or proposed rule.

Written Correspondence
In order to make your written communication effective, there are a few simple rules to follow:

Format the letter properly with the correct salutation.  The address should be something like this: Honorable Jim Allen, Address, City, State, and Zip.  The salutation should be “Dear Representative Allen” or “Dear Senator Allen” or “Dear Assemblyman Allen” depending on the office held.  For state government officials, the letter should be addressed as you would a business communication, indicating the recipient’s title (James Allen, Director, Department of Health, Street Address, City, State, Zip).

Avoid starting your letter by a tone of righteous indignation.  A polite, informative tone is the best to use.  Stay away from writing an opening sentence saying “as a citizen and taxpayer,” since the legislator can already assume you are both.  A standard opening sentence could be something like “This letter is being written to comment on HB 1234, the Health Care Liability Act.  HB 1234 is currently before the legislature, and I encourage you to support it.”

Focus on a few key points.  Don’t make the communication too wordy, and use common terms and language (overly technical language is indecipherable to most legislators, who generally have no medical or clinical training).  Explain the potential impact on your patients, on quality and accessibility of care, and on your practice.  A one-page letter is ideal, but two pages are acceptable.  Avoid discussing tangential issues, since they will only confuse the issue and the recipient of the letter and make it look as though you aren’t sure what issue you are addressing.

Be sure to note a bill number or title of a proposed rule, as well as a brief description of what the bill/rule will do.  Many state legislatures have thousands of bills introduced every year, and referencing a bill only by description of the issue may not mean much to a legislator, as he or she can’t possibly memorize each and every bill.  It is better to give the legislator a specific bill to endorse since many bills focused on the same themes are often introduced each year.  Generally, the common abbreviations for state legislative bills are House Bill (HB), Senate Bill (SB), or Assembly Bill (AB) and bills are referenced as HB 1234 or SB 736 or AB 1427 (in some cases, using H or S or A is also acceptable).

When closing, mention the bill number/rule title again and encourage support or opposition.  Avoid language that might seem threatening, instead simply recap your main points and encourage action.  

Offer to speak further with the legislator/regulator by providing your contact information.  Physicians are viewed in a generally positive light and are seen as experts on medical/clinical issues.  State legislators and regulators or their staff may very well take you up on your offer and call (and if they do, be sure to take the call or ask to set up a time to talk if you are busy seeing a patient or performing a procedure).  They may even want to meet with you to talk about the issue. 

Telephone
If using the telephone to communicate with a state legislator, don’t be surprised if you end up talking to the staff person responsible for the issue you want to discuss (such as the Health Legislation Aide).  Legislators will try to take your call if they are available, but they are often in meetings or negotiating with their colleagues over proposed legislation.  However, since staff are very influential, it is a positive outcome to speak with the staff person and begin developing that personal connection.  If you can’t even reach the staff person responsible for your issue, you can at least leave a message with the receptionist.

Similar to writing a letter, it is important that you keep your message to a few simple points.  Reference the bill number you are calling about, offer your comments, and ask what position the legislator has taken on the bill.  Avoid being argumentative or trying to “win” the discussion; simply present your position matter-of-factly and encourage support or opposition to the bill.  At the end of your call, offer to follow up with a letter recapping your discussion.  Give the staff person your telephone number so they can easily contact you if they need further information.  One very nice rule of thumb: if the staff person has been helpful, courteous, or otherwise accommodating, note it in the letter, which should be addressed to the legislator.  Positive strokes are valuable in an environment where often the negative is emphasized.

The same rules apply when calling a state government official.  

Meeting with an Official 
As with writing a letter, there are a few simple guidelines to follow when meeting with a legislator or other governmental official.

Setting up the meeting.  When calling a legislator’s office to set up a meeting, ask for the appointment scheduler.  Be flexible with the time you can meet, provide the scheduler with the number of people who will be in attendance, and offer a short synopsis of why you want to meet with the legislator.  It is common to be requested to fax a formal written request indicating the same information, so don’t be surprised if you are asked to do so.  It is also fairly common to be allotted approximately 15 minutes maximum, although it sometimes is possible to get an appointment longer than that (especially if the legislature is not in session).

Confirming the meeting.  Once the time and date are finalized, send a confirmation letter to the legislator (it can be faxed) as well as any advance informational materials as a way to brief the legislator on what you want to talk about.

During the meeting.  Be clear and concise in your discussion.  Bring handouts that briefly summarize your comments to leave with the legislator.  As with any other meeting, even if the legislator disagrees with your position, be polite and courteous.  Arguing with a legislator or government official is not an effective way to advocate for your position.  At the end of the meeting, offer to serve as a resource to the legislator and his or her staff.  If questions come up during the meeting that can’t be answered, make it a priority to send informational materials addressing them.  Also, if you have access to a facility where you are able, invite the official and their staff to stop by and meet your staff and tour the facilities.

After the meeting.  Send a letter thanking the legislator for his/her time.  Reiterate the main points made during the meeting.  If the legislator agreed to support your position, thank him or her for that support.  If no position was stated or the legislator opposed your position, it is appropriate to once again encourage support.  Answer any questions that came up in your meeting, and if possible invite them to tour your facility.

Individual Fundraising and Campaign Support

Most elected officials want to be re-elected, and participating in an election campaign can be a tremendous opportunity to develop a strong working relationship with a candidate that could result in important legislative and regulatory benefits.  However, laws vary from state to state with regard to how much an individual can contribute to a candidate’s campaign, and it is recommended that any Fellow wanting to make a contribution first consult with the state elections board to determine what is permissible.  In addition, the state elections board can provide information on the rules and regulations governing other aspects of campaigns and elections, including what actions are permitted by individuals and chapters.

A surgeon as an individual can become involved in a political campaign in many different ways:

1. Make a personal monetary donation to a candidate’s campaign fund.

2. Host a “meet and greet” event.  Invite physician colleagues and request that each person contribute to the candidate’s campaign (an average and usually affordable amount is $100).  Collect the checks yourself and present them all at one time to the candidate on behalf of “the physicians in the community.”

3. Offer to volunteer time in the campaign office.  Volunteer work can involve assisting in mailings, working telephone banks, distributing campaign literature and yard signs, and so on.  As a respected professional within the community, you might also be called on to attend campaign functions and speak on behalf of the candidate.

EXAMPLE: In Illinois, attempts have been made for many years by public health officials and health care organizations to introduce and pass legislation requiring motorcyclists to wear helmets while on their motorcycles.  ABATE, an association of motorcyclists, is successful every year in keeping this legislation from even being heard in committee.  How are they able to do this?  Every election year, they distribute approximately 10,000 yard signs and other campaign materials for a large number of legislators, who would not consider voting against them.  This activity even carries over into the area of mandatory bicycle helmets for children under the age of 16 – always defeated in committee due to ABATE’s influence.  Moral of the story: a little hard work up front can reap incredible rewards later on.

4. Serve as a health care policy advisor.  (Not only will you be a respected and trusted resource during the campaign, hopefully, you will be the first person turned to when information is needed on a health care issue after the candidate is elected.)
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