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Dr. David Rehr has more than 25 years in executive leadership, 
advocacy, governance and public policy. Currently one of the top 
association research experts in the nation, he has coauthored 
multiple papers on association CEOs: Leading through change, 
Diversity and inclusion, Core values among associations, 
Associations and nonprofit boards, Maximizing effective 
service.

Additionally, Rehr is CEO of TransparaGov, Inc., a software 
company focused on bringing transparency and accountability 
to state and local government. He is also the author of THE 
CONGRESSIONAL COMMUNICATIONS REPORT (now in its 3rd 
edition), landmark research on communication methods and 
preferences of congressional offices, their staffers and those 
working to influence them.  

Dr. Rehr is currently a professor of public policy at the Schar 
School of Policy and Government at George Mason University. 
Before academia, he was president and CEO of the National 
Association of Broadcasters. Rehr and his team streamlined 
NAB programming to focus on the future. He spearheaded 
rebranding efforts to update inaccurate perceptions of the 
association and industry to reflect the widespread embrace of 
digital technologies. 

Previously, Rehr was president of the National Beer Wholesalers 
Association, which he catapulted into the top ten of Fortune 
Magazine’s Power 25 list, the annual survey of the 25 most 
influential lobbying organizations in Washington, D.C. 

He has been listed on Washington Life Magazine’s “Power 100” 
list, and is annually noted as a top association lobbyist by The 
Hill. Rehr has appeared on ABC, NBC, CNBC, Hearst TV, Sinclair 
Broadcast Group, Fox Business and been a guest commentator 
on numerous radio stations. 
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A Note From the Author
It is getting increasingly hard to influence Congress.  (Of course, if it were easy, we 
would not have to produce content to advise on successful strategies.) 

In January 1981, I joined former Rep. Vin Weber (R-Minn.) after his election the 
previous November. I had still not graduated from college when he offered me an 
entry-level position on his personal staff. Congress was certainly partisan then, but 
not intensively, and destructively, personal—in marked contrast to today. 

We had no internet; cell phones were clunky and had dismally performing batteries.  
We used messy ink to copy newsletters 
on a hand printer, copy special legislative 
reports, and only had the ability to 
produce limited mass mailings that 
needed to be copied, folded and sent in 
personalized envelopes to constituents.  

Some might have considered the 
last thirty years as the golden age of 
advocacy—I would not. It is, of course, 
very, very different now, bringing new 
opportunities, but also new challenges.

The rise of electronic media, changes 
in campaign finance rules and laws, 

increased media attention, and a greater number of interests focused on federal policy 
has made advocacy both more expensive and complicated. 

The nonpartisan, independent and nonprofit Center for Responsive Politics maintains 
a great database, OpenSecrets.org, which provides annual totals on both the number of 
registered lobbyists and total lobbying spending. From 1998 to 2017, lobbyist numbers 
hovered from 10,404 to a high of 14,862. The 2017 number, the latest full year, stands 
at 11,502 registered lobbyists. 

However, that registered lobbyist number is not the whole story. Traditional lobbying 
has added public affairs, digital media and research specialists and dozens of other jobs 
not even in existence in previous years.  
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A better indicator for advocacy activity is the amount spent on direct and indirect 
influence. Again, according to Open Secrets, we have seen a dramatic rise in 
expenditure. For the first time, 2003 saw more than $2 billion spent on lobbying as 
defined in required financial reporting. By the close of 2017, the amount swelled to 

$3.36 billion. In fact, for more than ten 
years, lobbying spending has exceeded 
three billion per year, and we do not expect 
it to decrease.

Increased competition from lobbyists, 
interest groups, nonprofits and others 
challenge us to think more creatively, be 
more entrepreneurial and differentiate our 
interests so they can be heard, understood 
and acted upon by the Congress.

I hope you, too, recognize the clutter and 
are anxious to think about how you can 
perceive the advocacy world in a new way 
to be more effective in your quest to get 
the U.S. Congress to move forward on your 
legislative interests. I have gathered some 
insights that have worked for me and I 
think will work for you.

Best of luck!

Dr. David K. Rehr 
Professor of Public Policy 
Schar School of Policy and Government 
George Mason University 
3301 Fairfax Drive, Arlington, VA  22201
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The Cluttered Congressional Environment
The advocacy marketplace is incredibly competitive. Note the previously referenced 
2017 statistics: More than $3.36 billion spent on lobbying and 11,502 registered 
lobbyists, all vying for the time and attention of members of Congress and their 
congressional staffers. Consider these numbers:

• 66,000 trade associations (many that have their own lobbyists and many that 
use lobbying firms to augment their influence);

• Nearly 1,500,000 nonprofit organizations as recorded by the Internal 
Revenue Service (organizations like the American Heart Association, Juvenile 
Diabetes Research Foundation, Planned Parenthood, etc.)

• 93,000 units of state and local government;

• About 4,140 colleges and universities;

• 44,200 labor unions;

• More than 35 national consumer organizations;

• 180 (and growing) public policy, so-called “think tanks” that produce 
position papers, recommend legislation or offer policy improvements;

• 17,800 media outlets giving visibility to assorted legislative priorities from 
assorted interests; 

• And more than 2,400 lobbying firms in Washington and around the country 
that interact with members of Congress and congressional staff.

This does not include the countless 
number of Washington fly-ins, named 
for thousands of Americans from all 
over the nation traveling to the capital 
to speak directly to their elected officials 
and congressional staff. There is no exact 
number of fly-ins but estimates range 
from 800 to more than 1,000 events 
annually. The majority of fly-ins are held 

when Congress is in session, generally weighted toward the spring when the weather 
in Washington is very pleasant. There is even concern that the value of fly-ins has been 
diluted, given the barrage of advocacy clutter. 

The competition for time and attention of members of Congress and their staff can also 

For more than ten years, lobbying 
spending has exceeded $3 billion 
per year, and we do not expect it 
to decrease.



© 2018 Dr. David K Rehr, All rights reserved Page 8

be seen from the level of resources expended to impact policy—a staggering amount.

OpenSecrets.org uses federal filings and registrations that indicate $3.36 billion was 
spent on total lobbying spending in 2017. Indeed, the three billion dollar- threshold 
has been crossed for each of the last ten years. 

Of course, members of Congress spend 
considerable time building campaign war 
chests for the upcoming election. Hours 
upon hours are spent dialing for dollars in 
nearby partisan campaign offices or their 
Capitol Hill homes, time that cannot be 
used to hear from advocates or constituent 
groups.

The totality of groups, activist 
organizations, advocacy tools and billions 
of dollars being spent to influence policy 
outcomes simply means you must be more 
agile and memorable. 

You and your organization must be differentiated or able to make a solid, personal 
connection, so members of Congress and their staff hear your concerns, remember 
them and act on them in a manner you desire.  With all this legitimate information 
coming into congressional offices, you need to be able to cut through it.  

If you are unable to penetrate the clutter, your public policy issue will not advance. It 
will get lost. It will be forgotten.

What Research Says About Building 
Relationships With Capitol Hill
Research is power. Know it; harness it. The Congressional Communications Report, 
3rd edition, released in 2017, gives you solid facts. Since 2012, the Report has surveyed 
congressional staff about their sources of information, what information sources they 
value, how advocates gain access to congressional offices, and what information Hill 
staff really uses when determining positions on public policy. The report is designed to 
give an inside look of Hill staff thinking on advocacy tools, information provided and 
the advocacy actions that are most likely to influence. 

Here are several key findings from the research.  Each should be considered when 
establishing a successful advocacy strategy:
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1. Providing credible, reliable information is the top determinant in 
gaining access and influence. 

Consistently, since 2012, providing solid, trustworthy information has stayed the 
number one reason individuals are given access to congressional offices and why Hill 
staff will want to spend their time in meetings. 

I see congressional staff as information 
vacuums, needing the best and latest 
information on a public policy issue. Hill 
staffers want to ensure they have the 
most current and most comprehensive 
information they can provide their member 
of Congress for background, possible 
speech material or for committee reference 
materials. 

If you are able to provide excellent research 
on an issue, you become an important 
resource for Hill staff and a welcome 
partner.  

2.  Relevant federal agencies and the Congressional Research Service 
(CRS) are considered the two most valuable sources of information by 
congressional staff.

In December of 2017, when the latest edition of the CCR was released, the two most 
valued sources of information for congressional staff were revealed to be the federal 
agency responsible for the public policy issue and CRS, the nonpartisan research arm of 
Congress. 

This is important information for you, because advocates need to know how to 
integrate federal agency publications and CRS publications, if possible, into advocacy 
strategy. Leveraging federal agencies and the CRS will bring you closer to advocacy 
success.

3.  Congressional staff ranks Internet searches as the second-most 
consulted resource when learning about public policy.

Not surprisingly, congressional staffs see the Internet as a powerful tool to obtain 
information, data and newly released policy research. This result has been consistent 
since 2012. 

The Internet is one of the top tools actually used by Hill staff to obtain information. 

For advocates, that means your use of the Internet to educate Congress is a must if 
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you wish to increase your probability of success.  A strategy that breaks through the 
congressional information clutter requires entrepreneurial use of web resources. 
Effective advocates need to think about how to provide information via the Internet 
that allows public policy momentum.

4.  Congressional staff stream video during the business day.

Streaming video via computer captures the attention of 64% of Hill staff currently.  

Though, on average, 71% will spend fifteen minutes or less watching streaming 
viewing. That provides a great opportunity to add this relatively 
new advocacy tool to your arsenal, when presented succinctly. 

The Report further indicated that only 29% of advocates use 
streaming video as an advocacy tool. I have seen relatively few 
powerful issue-oriented videos. In fact, I was surprised that 
one-in-five current advocacy videos were positioned only as 
background material. 

Cutting through the clutter to make your advocacy argument 
likely means adding a streaming video portion to your strategy to increase your odds 
of success.  And, as internet speed continues to advance, we can expect to see more 
streaming video being used to educate Hill staff in the future.

5.  Congressional staff receives an average of 151 emails daily. Not all 
are opened and read.

The number of emails received by congressional staff has increased on average by only 
17 since 2012—on the surface, a surprising statistic, as many of us see more and more 
emails being sent to us almost daily. One explanation, though, is that Hill staff may 
also be communicating through text messages or other distribution channels. 

More importantly, however, is that less than 20% of congressional staff opens all their 
emails. More than 26% open half or less of received email. You need to add these email 
insights into your strategy. Don’t assume your emails are being opened and read. Ask 
yourself the question, “Why would a congressional staffer open and read my email?” 
or “What I am providing the legislative director that is of value to him or her?”  

Applying the results of this research will improve your probability of successful 
advocacy.  

64% of Hill staff 
watch video during 
the buisiness day.
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Examine Your Advocacy From the 
Perspective of the Member of Congress
Fundamental to cutting through all the noise is to focus on members of Congress and 
to understand their needs. Period. Members of Congress are ultimately individuals who 
view virtually all actions and decisions through self-interest.  You need to know what 
that interest is, and how your advocacy creates a win-win situation for the member 
and your advocacy interest. Know their goals and desires.

Look at the legislator as a targeted customer to really understand what can prompt a 
“yes” to your legislative request.

You must then begin the advocacy effort with the question “How does the member of 
Congress benefit from helping us achieve our end results?”

This will separate you from the hundreds, if not thousands, of other advocates also 
looking to influence the legislator.

As a former congressional staffer and 
then an advocate myself, I rarely heard 
discussions in advocacy meetings looking 
at an issue from a member’s perspective. 
You can be different—and better. You need 
to align your issue interest with that of the 
legislator who has the ability to make or 
break your success.

The best preparation for creating 
Capitol Hill momentum is to thoroughly 
understand the motivations of the 
legislators you seek to influence. Knowing 
those will make the probability of their 
involvement significantly higher because 
it helps you understand their mindset. 

Here are my nine favorites to consider:

1. How did the legislator get to the position? 

Learning what the member did to win the election will give you an important window 
into how he or she will serve in the Congress. The election victory often impacts how 
the elected official thinks about engagement in an issue.

2. What was the member’s former occupation?

Former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich mentioned to me years ago that 
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effective advocates need to look at the former occupation of a member of Congress to 
understand how information is processed, and decisions made. A medical doctor now 
in Congress processes information differently than an entrepreneur. A nurse might 
bring a different perspective than a former state legislator. We all bring experiences 
and insights from positions we previously held, shaping how we think and act.   

3.  How partisan is the member?

Unfortunately, Congress has become more partisan than ever before. However, not all 
members of Congress are strict ideologues. Most members pay most attention to their 
state or district, but it is important to determine a member’s 
level of partisanship because it has bearing on you and your 
issue.  Picking the wrong champion or having too many co-
sponsors with fervent ideological ties could sink your effort, 
even if the cause is right and just.

4. What is the member’s longer-term vision of 
success in Congress?

Barack Obama’s story demonstrates that you can lose a 
congressional election, win a Senate race and end up being 
president. No, it isn’t easy. My point here is to try to assess 
the future aspiration of the member of Congress. Many of our 
elected senators and representatives have the immediate goal 
of wanting to be an effective member of Congress. Others are 
already thinking of how to use the current position to obtain 
a more exalted elected position. Knowing this will help you 
determine how active the individual might be on your behalf.

5. Who supported the members’ election or re-
election?

Tracking those who helped the member win a seat can often reveal much.

Determining which, if any, political action committees weighed in with financial 
resources—and to what degree—might give you more insight into the member.  It may 
reveal economic interests connected to the district, past professional connections or 
even personally held values.  

6. What is the economics of the district?

This is extremely important. For most members of Congress, the economics of their 
district (businesses, jobs, labor union members, etc.) will help drive their decisions on 
policy. Years ago, I worked for a member from southwestern Minnesota—agriculture 
country. He was always aware and sensitive to farm interests and small businesses, 
as his largest city was Willmar, Minn., with a population slightly under 20,000. Tens 
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of thousands of farms and small businesses were scattered across the congressional 
district. Most legislators focus first on the economic impact of policy on their districts.

7. What is the individual’s personality or pedigree?

Congress does represent America in the sense that we have a range of personalities 
representing the nation. It is important for you to make an assessment of the 
member’s personality. Some are affable and easy to engage on issues. Some are 
hesitant to make commitments and will need additional information. Some can be 
prickly, and the advocate needs to schedule meetings geared to the likelihood of a 
better mood. The point here is that personality or pedigree (including whether their 
mother or father was an elected official) shapes a member’s worldview and subsequent 
actions.  

8.  How competitive is the upcoming election?

Incumbent members generally have a 94.6% chance of getting re-elected, according 
to Politifact analysis of the 2014 election cycle. While that doesn’t make re-election a 
sure thing, it does put the odds overwhelmingly in favor of the incumbent. However, 
members of Congress (especially members of the House) are always concerned about 
re-election. They are always focused on the inexorable reality of the upcoming race. 
Your understanding of the politics facing the member will help you evaluate how much 
he or she can help you on particular legislation.  

9.  What are the members’ personal interests?

Getting to know personal interests is 
harder these days. Unlike in the past, many 
members don’t relocate residence and are 
not in Washington when Congress is not in 
session. Their free time and what they do 
with it is often out of your immediate range. 
But you should work at this information 
because it can pay powerful dividends, 
revealing individuals who will give their 
all in supporting public policy that directly 
impacts their family or friends. 

I served on the Juvenile Diabetes Research 
Foundation board, which worked actively with the Congressional Diabetes Caucus to 
secure federal funding of diabetes research to match the $100 million plus contributed 
each year by JDRF supporters.  All these caucus members were passionate and 
committed to working toward a cure. I was never so moved by the amount of positive 
energy aimed at results, independent of partisan lines. It taught me that leveraging 
a member’s personal interest with an important public policy issue creates an 
unstoppable force. 
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This takes time and commitment.  Getting to understand and appreciate the member 
of Congress is a great first step in understanding what he or she will be willing and/or 
able to do for you.  You will quickly learn how much or what level of commitment the 
elected official will make on your behalf.

Knowing What Action You Want From the 
Member of Congress 
Your likely next step in cutting through congressional noise or clutter is to know 
specifically what you want the member of Congress to do on your behalf.

If you are a Washington public policy specialist or a long-time advocate, you might be 
saying to yourself, “I know what I want,” but do you have a realistic plan of what each 
member of Congress, given all the constraints, can provide for you?   Not every 

member will want to agree to your request, 
but may want to do something that allows 
them to help you while they are balancing 
the demands made upon them by their 
constituents, party, committee chair, 
leadership, media, spouses, political 
expediency, etc. 

You will need to figure out what a member 
can do, then fit that activity into your 

strategy; you need to decide which congressional action works best for you and for the 
member of Congress.  

Ways members can help, in order of intensity and involvement:

• Become a champion of the issue. The member embraces the issue and relates 
its importance to his or her constituents; they and the staff are enthusiastic 
and want to lead in this effort.

• Sponsor or co-sponsor legislation. The member wants to help but has a long 
list of other legislative priorities. He or she wants to support the initiative but 
does not have the time to be a champion.

• Bring public awareness to an important public policy issue. Being in Congress 
gives a member an important platform to draw media attention. Many 
important public policy issues gained traction when a member gave a floor 
speech, conducted a congressional hearing or joined other members of 
Congress in a news conference. The media loves to cover Congress and that 
interest can help create momentum for action on your issue.

• Make the policy initiative an important issue for the next election.  Your 
issues might align with a specific party platform and members of Congress 
may want to leverage the issue to win elections. The member may want to 

Figure out what a member can 
do, then fit that activity into your 
strategy.
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raise the issue dramatically so voters in the next election will reward his or 
her political party.

• Work behind the scenes to help move the legislation forward but stay out 
of the limelight. Often a member of Congress is constrained from helping 
you because there is significant opposition back home, the last election was 
very close, or some personal history prevents public embrace of your issue. 
However, there are many actions the member still might take, including 
quietly talking with colleagues or working inside a caucus to line up support.  

• Restrain his or her opposition. Many times a member 
of Congress is just against you. It feels personal but it 
is not. You can always seek ways to help step down the 
level of opposition. There are still ways the member 
can help: refrain from an aggressive speech against 
you on the House or Senate floor, abstain from urging 
colleagues in public or private to oppose you; not 
attend committee hearings or votes; nicely turn a blind 
eye to your efforts so as not to sink them. Of course, 
it is not as useful as the person embracing your issue, 
but by not being actively against you, it helps you work 
through the byzantine legislative process.

Certainly, there are probably dozens of other ways a member 
of Congress can help. This again reinforces the importance of 
knowing the member’s background, what he or she could do, 
and what you are asking them to do. It’s hard work but pays off 
with success. 

Successful advocacy is intentional.  It needs to focus on the member of Congress 
as customer. It requires research and study to determine what the congressional 
customers want and how they can buy into your public policy initiative. You can 
differentiate yourself and your advocacy issue by answering the question of the 
legislator, “What’s in it for me?” 

Building a Meaningful Relationship with 
Member and Staff
Many advocates have a practice of seeing a member of Congress only to ask for a favor 
or solicit support. This custom usually ends in failure.

A fundamental principle of advocacy is establishing and building a strong, ongoing 
relationship with the member and/or congressional staff member.  

That’s because, in the words of marketing guru David Kennedy, “People don’t buy 
from strangers.” Think about it from your own point of view. Would you buy an 
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expensive, big-ticket item like a house, or car, or electronic device from someone 
you did not know or just met for the first time for just a few minutes?  I am sure you 
wouldn’t be totally comfortable. I know I wouldn’t likely make the purchase. Now put 
this into the context of a member of Congress.

Great advocacy results come from strong personal relationships. Significant 
fundamental mistakes many organizations make is not assigning a single person to a 
specific member or members of Congress and treating that relationship as 
transferable.  

We have all seen the variety of approaches 
toward building relations. Some advocacy 
groups begin the process ahead of the 
congressional election, working on the 
incoming member’s campaign.  Other 
advocacy groups wait until after Election 
Day but quickly meet the newly elected 
member in his or her office with an 
introductory meeting. Still others set a 
meeting with constituents back in the state 
or district to link the Washington, D.C.-
based advocate to local faces. 

No one introduction is significantly better than another. But there are four 
fundamental principles I have found to be most successful in building that strong 
relationship:

1. Build the relationship as early as possible.

Don’t wait to make a new member of Congress a friend. Individuals running 
for national office generally do not have a significant number of supporters in 
Washington, D.C. Many candidates can count on one hand people within the Beltway 
who even know about their candidacy. They count early, early support as their 
foundation for Washington, D.C., success. When members of Congress are in their 
tenth or eleventh term, it is much harder to build relationships because they have 
twenty or twenty-two years of people who have been building friendships. Get in early. 
You will be glad you did.

2. Stay visible so you can be continually reacquainted.

Once you have started a relationship, build opportunities to stay visible. Use your 
various internal resources to see the member of Congress regularly. There is no blanket 
rule but seeing the elected official at least once a quarter or more is appropriate. You 
can do this through meeting the member at his or her congressional office or attending 
policy or issue events where the member is present. If your organization has a political 
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action committee, attend a fundraiser in support of the member. 

Leverage events with friends who may be honoring the member you are targeting, or 
attend think tank receptions as these events always attract members of Congress. I 
personally spent hours on the steps outside of the U.S. Capitol waiting for members 
of Congress to engage in a discussion, using the time to see members or at least greet 
them. No other advocates showed up on the weekends. I have been able to get into 
interesting conversations on policy, politics or his or her re-election. It always ended 
with a better relationship with the members I saw.

3. Serve as advocate for member of Congress in your advocacy sector.

Advocacy is a two-way street. Your obligation as a strong ally of the member of 
Congress means you will serve as an advocate for the legislator where you can.  
Communicate the accomplishments of the legislator; invite the member to a luncheon 
to meet other members of your advocacy 
sector. Link the member to constituents 
in his or her state or district. Think of 
the myriad of activities you can employ 
to help the member see their stature 
improve.  

4. Look for a key staff person 
or people who can be your staff 
advocate.

Building a relationship with a 
member also means you need to build 
relationships with at least one member of 
his or her staff. Have an authentic, similar 
strategy to build a close relationship with 
a congressional office staffer. 

This individual will likely be the person who follows up and ensures the elected official 
takes action.  Current lobbying regulations prohibit many approaches, like having 
meals or accepting gifts, but meeting for coffee or inviting the staffer to speak to 
important constituent groups or updating coalition members on an advocacy issue can 
be part of your effort. 

Even dropping by the office during a congressional recess to update the staffer on 
the issue and bringing new material is always a solid technique to strengthen the 
relationship.

5. Keep building your personal relationship in the course of the 
member’s tenure.

You should have no end date on building personal relationships. It is especially hard 
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these days to keep at it with the partisanship of congress and the emotional division 
between parties. But stay the course. Don’t make excuses like, “I sent an email,” “The 
traffic around Capitol Hill is awful,” or “There is bad weather.”  Communicating 
through email is powerful, especially to congressional staff you already know and 
knows you, but you need to be physically on Capitol Hill to be truly effective. Those who 
make the commitment see their advocacy issue move ahead.

Effective advocates who follow these principles are quite successful, no matter their 
party, ideology, issue-orientation or overall strength of constituency. If you work hard 
at following these principles, you too will cut through all the congressional clutter and 
have success in sight.

Leveraging Advocacy Tools to Break 
Through the Clutter
The Congressional Communications Report 
provided analytical results on how the 
current Congress measured the importance 
of specific advocacy tools.  We tested almost 
twenty, ranking the top five most effective 
from the point of view of congressional 
staffers. They are actions many advocates 
take every day. These five tells us what staff 
believe have the most impact:

1. Providing consistently reliable 
information

2. Holding face-to-face meetings

3. Presenting a concise argument, tied to presenting/refuting opposing views

4. Bringing in constituent supporters (if they are the right kind of supporters)

5. Providing legislative language

In the research, advocates equally thought these were also the most effective, but 
ranked them differently. I would recommend you to be sure you are using these 
advocacy tools. If you are using all of them already, work to ensure they are executed 
almost flawlessly to have the greatest impact. Use a combination of advocacy tools to 
ensure you have the attention of the elected official and staff. 

The Congressional Communications Report also tested a number of advocacy tools.  
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Ranking high:

• Constituent supporters

• Face-to-face meetings

• Home on-site visits

• Third-party research

• Joining a coalition

Former congressman, and now president of the University of North Dakota, Mark 
Kennedy, impressed upon me the concept of 360-degree thinking—seeing the issue 
all around you. I adapted this idea to ensure that my advocacy tools were all around the 
member of Congress and his or her staff. In practice, that meant having a strategy that 
kept the issue visually prominent so it could not be forgotten. 

My recommendation for you is to think how your advocacy tools can create a 
360-degree circle on your issue around the member. It takes focus, and innovative 
thinking, but it is a strategy that does cut through all information clutter on Capitol 
Hill.  

Being Remembered by the Congress
Following these suggestions, and knowing 
the research, will help you advance 
your advocacy issues and penetrate 
the information glut on Capitol Hill. 
But I want to close with one important 
suggestion that has worked well for me.  

Use entrepreneurial flair to find ways to 
have yourself or your organization be 
different in order to be memorable.  

Working for and consulting with 
organizations over the years in order to 
advance their policy agendas, I have put 
into practice specific tools. Here are some samples whose success has led to copycat 
similarities with other causes. You may be familiar with some, but I hope you see what 
I am trying to communicate—you need to be interesting, easily remembered and set 
slightly apart from the 11,502 registered lobbyists, let alone the tens of thousands not 
registered.
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1. Use color to distinguish your advocacy material.  It stands out in a sea of white copy 
paper.

This started as an ad in Capitol Hill newspapers and was then distributed to congressional 
offices. The yellow stood out, as did the names of 190 members of Congress who opposed 
putting a tax on local radio stations. Not surprisingly, the number of cosponsors 
dramatically increased. Almost a decade later, a majority of members still oppose the tax.
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2. Create a specific website with facts and data about your organization, 
sector or issue.  Congress puts a premium on empirical evidence. 

3. Produce and distribute a short video that tells your story. 

This short video explains the beer 
wholesale industry and its historic 
origins.  

We created a movie, as it was a great way 
to explain a complex regulatory structure 
to elected officials and their staffers who 
may not be familiar with Prohibition. 
Prohibition ended 85 years ago. 

Beer Serves America is a joint project of the Beer Institute and the National Beer 
Wholesalers Association that allows visitors to see the economic impact of the beer 
industry by state and congressional district.   
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4. Use inexpensive props to reinforce your point.

The National Association of Broadcasters 
team dropped off over a thousand cuddly 
ducks to congressional offices with a sign, 
“No performance tax on radio,” that was 
greeted with an enthusiastic response. It 
kept our position memorable. 

Friends still report sighting the stuffed 
duck toys in congressional offices.

The duck was to remind Congress that the 
performance tax was a tax—if it walks 
like a duck, sounds like a duck, lookslike a 
duck, it’s a duck!

5. Print stickers. Big, obvious stickers that can be used for fly-ins and 
meetings make a positive statement.

I learned the power of having a large, brightly colored sticker. Each year, our beer 
wholesaler fly-In attendees would wear this sticker during meetings on Capitol Hill. 

American tourists, also visiting Congress, 
would ask the wholesalers if they could 
wear one —so it looked like thousands 
upon thousands of people were with our 
group.  

One now-retired senator commented, 
“David, your people were everywhere,” 
which is exactly the perception we wanted 
to create.
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Of course, times change and you must be fresh. Your message must be simple to be 
understood. Each of the previous examples was immensely successful and helped 
organizations advance policy. But you need to have your own voice. Get your team 
together for an open discussion on what you might do to differentiate yourself from 
others. Doing this successfully will ensure you cut through the clutter and earn your 
policy victory. 

These ideas have done well for me. They will also do well for you, as will others if you 
think creatively.

Final Word—Stay on the Offensive
In the advocacy world I have inhabited and where I have succeeded for decades, I 
always look at the competition and include in my strategy ways of strength versus the 
opposition’s weakness. Some might call it being on offense, not defense. And being on 
offense is always the stronger position because you can score points.

Getting and staying on the advocacy offensive gives you a momentum you will want 
and need.  Members of Congress like to be on the successful side, and they can sense 
momentum. No matter their party, our senators and representatives like to be on the 
winning team.  

Besides creating momentum, members and staff clearly respond more positively if you 
are authentically excited about the issue and have a genuine belief that that issue is 
important for the country. You will need some perseverance as well, as the legislative 
process is much slower these days, especially with the information clutter.  
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