
46371_2x2  1/16/08  9:45 PM  Page 1



46371_2x2  1/16/08  9:45 PM  Page 2



Table of Contents

Introduction
The Importance of Communicating With Congress  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1

What You Can Do
The Partnership for Action  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .2
The Life of a Legislator  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .3
Making a Personal Visit  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .4
Communicating by Telephone  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .5
Sending Letters that Get Noticed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .7
Conducting Hospital Tours  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .9

The Process
The Legislative Process . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11
How a Bill Becomes a Law  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .12
The Federal Budget Process and Timeline  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .13

Political Action
Five Ways You Can Help a Candidate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .15

Grassroots
AHA Advocacy Resource Tools  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .16

Resources
Commonly Used Titles and 

Job Functions of Congressional Staff  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17
Glossary of Legislative Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .18

46371_2x2  1/16/08  9:45 PM  Page 1



Have you ever wondered why your legislators
voted the wrong way on an important bill? Bad
legislative decisions are not necessarily evidence
of malice against a particular group or industry.
More likely, poor decisions stem from a lack of
knowledge or a misunderstanding of the
consequences of certain legislative acts. This is
where you, the citizen lobbyist, can make a
difference! 

Legislators make decisions based upon their
core beliefs, on their knowledge of an issue, on
input from experts, on personal counsel and on
feedback from their constituents. The vast
majority try to make informed decisions that
will benefit their constituents, their state and
their nation. 

While we can’t do much about our legislators’
core beliefs, we can have a direct impact on what
they hear and what they know. If legislators have
the facts and understand how their decisions will
affect your hospital, patients, staff and
community, then we are more likely to be
successful. At a minimum, our legislators will
cast their votes knowing full well the
consequences of their decisions. 

What can you do to help? 
More than you think! 

Every large corporation in America, and every
association of any size, pays professional
lobbyists in Washington to represent their
interests and make their positions on legislation
known to lawmakers. Your state and national
lobbyists do a good job, but with nearly 33,000
competing federal lobbyists (a number that has
doubled in just seven years), they can only do
so much. 

You can have a big impact through your own
lobbying efforts. Legislators don’t have to listen
to lobbyists, but they do have to listen to the
folks they represent back home. By nurturing
relationships with legislators, staying in close
contact and educating them, hospital leaders

can ensure that our positions on issues are
understood and that our legislators have the
facts, figures and critical information that can
lead to an informed vote. 

An important note: 501 (C )(3) organizations,
such as hospitals, can engage in lobbying, but
only to a limited degree. Individuals are not
subject to federal regulations inhibiting political
or grassroots lobbying activities. If you have any
questions about what you can and cannot do,
consult with your lawyers and/or AHAPAC
legal counsels. 

How can you help?

Communicate with your lawmakers 
It’s easy. Lawmakers and their staff members
want to hear from you because you are a
constituent and a voter. At the same time, you
represent an organization that is vital to the
well-being of thousands of people in their
district. Your legislators want to know how the
issues of the day affect you, your staff and your
ability to deliver quality health care, 24 hours a
day, 7 days a week.

Educate your lawmakers 
Lawmakers vote on legislation that is often
highly complex, yet they rarely have time to
review each clause in every bill. They rely on
good staff work, trade association expertise and
constituent contact to provide them with
information on how legislation will affect
their constituents – namely your patients,
your community and your hospital.

Counter mis-information 
Professional liability, Medicare
reimbursement, Medicaid funding, coverage
and access … the list of issues that hospitals
must grapple with every day is long and
growing longer. Those who stand on the other
side of hospital issues have an equally strong –
sometimes stronger – voice. These groups
have the power to strain hospital resources
and interfere with the delivery of health care.

The Importance of Communicating with Congress
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You must assume Congress hears from them
every day, and do your part to counter their
messages. Consistently, clearly and frequently
tell the hospital story – your story – to your
legislators. The American Hospital Association
and our state, regional and metropolitan
association partners do this every day, but
direct communication with a hospital leader
in a member’s home district carries
significantly more weight and is almost always
more effective.

Join the Partnership for Action
The Partnership for Action (PFA) is the
legislative and political grassroots program for
America’s hospitals and health systems. It
allows interested and committed members of
the health system family, called “key contacts,”
to effectively communicate with their legislators
on how the decisions they make in Washington
will impact what happens back home.

Who can become a key contact? Anyone:
hospital administrators, CEOs, hospital
employees, trustees, volunteers… even patients.
The only requirement is a commitment to
deliver the hospital/health system viewpoint
when called upon.

Besides the ability to favorably impact the
legislative process, PFA members receive the
following benefits:

AHA News Now – breaking news delivered 
to you 
24-hour hotline to AHA legislative staff 
A Congressional Directory
Additional benefits from your state association

Special briefings via the Internet and
conference calls regarding crucial health care
issues before Congress
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The Life of a Legislator
To have an impact on legislation, it’s a good
idea to know what motivates your legislators.
Elected officials are people too … they share
the same concerns as average citizens, but
they live in a different sphere that bears
investigating.

Here are some concerns specific to elected
officials.

Time
Elected officials are busy people, and time is a
commodity that is in short supply. Legislators
have to speak for or against legislation, cast
votes (and understand what they are voting
on), write bills, attend committee hearings,
deal with the press, meet with visiting
constituents, answer their mail and supervise
their office staffs. They are almost always
campaigning for re-election, raising campaign
funds, speaking to civic groups, participating
in parades, attending Bar Mitzvahs and
cutting ribbons to kick off local festivals and
other local events. They are expected to help
constituents find jobs, fight the IRS,
straighten out their Social Security benefits
and more. 

Legislators, like the rest of us, also have
family responsibilities – birthdays to
celebrate, anniversaries to remember, school
plays to attend, etc. 

They have to travel back and forth to the
districts they represent, which for some can
be challenging and time consuming. Clearly,
every minute of every day is scheduled, with
no time to waste.

Making good decisions
Most elected officials care about their
communities and they want to cast votes that

will benefit their constituents, their state 
and nation. But because they are beset by
conflicting opinions and tugged at by various
interest groups, they often are unsure just what
the right decisions are. They are expected to be
experts at hundreds of issues, but are usually
the master of only one or two. A member of
Congress votes on thousands of pieces of
legislation each year, and must rely on others
for advice and information. 

Getting re-elected
Of course, they want to get re-elected. Serving
in public office brings the privileges of power,
status and the ability to make a difference.
Who wouldn’t like to bask in the glow of
public admiration, hang out with governors or
have a president call you by your first name?

But getting re-elected is a lot of hard work,
and it takes time and money. A political
campaign is an omnivorous monster that
devours time, talent, volunteers and money.
Every politician knows that to run for office
means asking for money. And 95 percent of
them hate it.

Bottom Line
The bottom line is your elected officials need
you as much as you need them. They need
information that will help them make better
decisions, and you want them to make
decisions that will help you serve your
community. By creating a symbiotic
relationship, you both win. 

The following are five proven means of doing
just that.

● Make a personal visit
● Pick up the phone
● Send letters that get noticed
● Show them what you do at your hospital
● Take political action
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Make A Personal Visit
Personal contact with a legislator — whether
through meetings, 
a hospital tour or some other means — can
be the most effective way to make your case.
Legislators, like everyone else, will be more
likely to remember — and pay attention to
— someone they’ve met face to face.

Here’s how you do it.

● Call for an appointment. 
Request a meeting. When you contact the
office of a representative or senator, you’ll
probably speak to his or her scheduler.
Explain who you are and what organization
you represent. Ask to speak with your
legislator directly, but assume you’ll deal
with the scheduler or some other staff
person. If you know anyone serving on the
legislator’s staff, ask that person to set up a
meeting.

● Be flexible on the timing. 
Remember, legislators are busy people and
are always juggling priorities. Be as flexible as
possible with your time in order to make the
most of theirs.

● Explain the purpose of the meeting
and how long it 
will take.
If you need 20 minutes, ask for 20 minutes.
If you need 10, ask for 10. Don’t ask for
more time than you need. Once 
you start the meeting, stick to your time
commitment.

● Confirm the meeting in writing. 
After you’ve scheduled a meeting, it’s a nice
idea to send a letter 
to the legislator or relevant staff member
confirming the date and time. This reduces
scheduling errors and helps make you more
visible.

● Show up early. 
If your legislator is running ahead of
schedule, this may get you more time. If he is
running late, the knowledge that you have
been waiting may make him more attentive
to your message.

● Get to the point. 
Again, you are dealing with a very busy
person. While exchanging pleasantries is
important, get down to business as soon as
possible. Make your points and then depart.

● When appropriate, request feedback. 
Requesting that your legislator give you some
feedback, such as a letter or phone call, will
help guarantee your concern receives more
than a passing notice. While you don’t want
to demand a response, a simple, “Can you let
us know once you have made your decision
to sponsor this legislation?” should not be
objectionable. Also, a meeting would be a
great time to request they be your guest for a
hospital or office tour: “Perhaps we can
discuss this further when you visit us?”

● Send a follow-up letter.
A follow-up letter will remind your legislator
of the substance of the meeting and of any
actions either one of you promised. A letter
also will serve to remind staff that follow-up
actions may be required. 

● Be willing to meet with staff members. 
Remember, your legislator probably has
assigned a member of his or her staff, as
well as a member of the relevant
committee’s staff, to follow the issue and
provide a briefing on relevant information.
You should find out from the legislator
which staff members monitor health-related
issues and keep in touch with them as well.

4
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Pick up the Phone
Talking with a member of Congress on the
telephone is nearly as effective as a personal
meeting. You’ll have the legislator’s full
attention, at least for 
a while.

Here are seven tips that will give your call more
impact:

1. If at all possible, talk directly with
your representative. 
Always ask to speak to your legislator by
name, explaining to the receptionist who
you are and why you’re calling. Tell the
receptionist that you’ll only take a few

minutes of the legislator’s time.

2. Always leave a message. 
If your legislator can’t come to the phone,
see if the receptionist will take your
number and ask him or her to return the
call. Many offices pride themselves in
making sure all calls are returned within 48
hours.

3. Go straight to the point. 
When you reach your legislator, explain
who you are and why you are calling. After
a short exchange of pleasantries (“How are
you? I enjoyed your speech at the Rotary
Club last year, etc.”), tell your legislator
what he or she needs to hear from you.
Don’t waste your legislator’s time or yours.

5
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4. Be willing to talk with staff
members. 
If you can’t break through the “palace
guard,” be willing to talk with a senior
aide or legislative assistant. (Also,
remember that an “administrative
assistant” in some legislative offices is
the chief of staff, not a clerical person.)
More often than not, these staffers will 
pass your information along to your
legislator. In some cases, they may be
more knowledgeable about legislative
details than your legislator will be.

5. Follow up your conversation with 
a letter. 
The letter should begin “I enjoyed
speaking with you on Monday,” or
something similar. This lets the person
who opens the mail know that the
contents are of a more personal nature,
and should be handled with more care
than usual.

6. Consider your timing. 
Try to get the best possible sense of your
legislator’s schedule and don’t call when he
or she will be unavailable (hours they 
are in session, traveling, etc.). Congress is
usually out of town in the weeks before and
after Easter, Christmas, July 4th, Memorial
Day, Labor Day and Thanksgiving, and
takes long weekends during other federal
holidays (President’s Day, Veterans Day,
etc.). Congress is usually out of session the
entire month of August, but your legislator
can often be reached through his or her
district office during this time. 

7. Don’t be a pest. 
As in most things, moderation is a virtue
when communicating by telephone. Call
when you need to, but don’t abuse the
privilege. If you call occasionally, you will
be seen as an ally and source of information
for your legislator. Call too often and you
become a pest.

6
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Send Letters That Get Noticed
Communicating through the mail is less
effective than speaking with your legislator in
person, but it has the advantage of being
potentially more comfortable for you, as well as
carrying the power of the written word. All you
have to do is sit down at your computer, type
out a letter and mail it.

It takes a while for mail to get from your office
to Capitol Hill – longer even than the normally
slow pace of first class mail. After 
the anthrax scare of 2001, all congressional
mail is sent to a facility separate from Capitol
Hill and irradiated to kill possible toxins. That
slows down delivery to a glacial pace.
Dispatching your letter via Fed Ex or UPS will
not help since your package will be intercepted
by the Congressional Post Office and sent out
for irradiation as well. 

If you need to communicate in a hurry, send a
fax or an e-mail. FAX letters should only be
one-page long because additional pages can get
separated from the original.

Another option is to send the letter to the
legislator’s district office, although some district
offices simply put the letters in a bag and send
them to the DC office … where they go
through the same process as the others.

Once your letter actually gets into your
legislator’s office, it faces yet another challenge
– getting read. Letters are seldom read by
legislators. The volume of mail pouring into
most legislative offices is overwhelming, and
your legislator lacks the time to personally read
and answer every letter. 

Representatives and senators have several
people on their staffs who do nothing but
answer mail. Good legislative offices tally the
opinions in incoming letters and present the
legislator with the totals on given issues. 

In many offices, procedures are in place to
insure that “important” letters are funneled to
the legislator. You want your letter to be one
those.

To get your letter the attention it deserves,
make it stand out from the clutter. 

Here are some helpful hints:

● Use hospital letterhead. 
This lets the staffer who sorts the mail
know that you are not just representing
your own views, but also represent the
interests of an important facility and
hundreds, if not thousands, of constituents. 

● Personalize the letter as much as
possible. 
If you’ve met your legislator recently, say
so. If you have a long standing relationship
with your legislator, or if you share
something in common with him (grew up
in the same town, went to the same college,
etc.), reference that in the first part of your
letter. You may want to add a handwritten
postscript to the letter to make it more
personal. Personalization may mean your
letter is placed in the small pile of mail your
legislator actually reads.

● Get to the point. 
Remember, each staffer is dealing with a
large volume of mail. Succinctness is a
virtue. Your legislator will not plow
through a six-page letter.

● Limit your key points. 
Don’t try to cram too much into the
letter. Try to confine yourself, if possible,
to no more than one issue. Explain your
position as clearly as possible. If the issue
is complicated, enclose additional
material; if the legislator wants more
information, he can read the enclosures.
Also, include your telephone number in
the letter so the legislator can call you if
you have piqued his interest.

● Alert your legislator to the
consequences of a vote. 
If, for example, a “yes” vote on a measure
will mean more jobs in the legislator’s
district, the legislator will want to know
that. Conversely, if legislation will erode the
quality of health care in your area, he needs
to know that too. Also, if inaction on an
issue will have either a positive or negative
effect on your patients, you must alert the
legislator to that reality.
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