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Advocacy with Members of Congress (MOCs) 
 
A lot of information and advice is available online regarding effective advocacy with MOCs 
(Senators and Representatives), although not all of it is consistent.  Here is some basic 
information, subject to refinement as we gain experience interacting with our elected officials.  
The same principles generally apply to advocating with our Senators and Delegates in the 
Virginia General Assembly and with our Supervisors on the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors. 
 
Overview 
 
A number of strategies are available for attempting to influence one’s MOCs, including 
petitions, social media messaging (Twitter, Facebook, etc.), letters, emails, phone calls, visits to 
the MOC’s office, attendance at an MOC’s town hall meeting or other public event, and letters 
to the editor.  Generally speaking, the more effort a form of advocacy requires, the greater the 
chance it has of influencing the MOC’s views. 
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Here’s some general guidance on advocacy from the Indivisible Team: 
 

WHAT YOUR MOC CARES ABOUT 

When it comes to constituent interactions, MOCs care about things that make them 
look good, responsive, and hardworking to the people of their district.  In practice, that 
means that they care about some things very much, and other things very little: 
 

YOUR MOC CARES A LOT ABOUT 
 

YOUR MOC DOESN’T CARE MUCH 
ABOUT 

Verified constituents from the district (or 
state for Senators) 

People from outside the district (or state 
for Senators) 

Advocacy that requires effort — the more 
effort, the more they care:  calls, personal 
emails, and especially showing up in 
person in the district 

Form letters, a tweet, or a Facebook 
comment (unless they generate 
widespread attention) 

Local press and editorials, maybe national 
press 

Wonky DC-based news (depends on the 
MOC) 

An interest group’s endorsement Your thoughtful analysis of a proposed 
bill 

Groups of constituents, locally famous 
individuals, or big individual campaign 
contributors 

A single constituent 

Concrete asks that entail a verifiable 
action — vote for a bill, make a public 
statement, etc. 

General ideas about the world 

A single ask in your communication — 
letter, email, phone call, office visit, etc. 

A laundry list of all the issues you’re 
concerned about 

 
Former U.S. Representative Barney Frank adds two pieces of advice.  First, make sure you’re 
registered to vote in the district.  “Many office holders will check this, especially for people who 
write to them frequently.  Elected officials pay as much attention to those who are not 
registered to vote as butchers do to the food preferences of vegetarians.” 
 
Second, before contacting your MOC about an issue, try to find out if he or she has already 
taken a position on it.  The MOC may have posted a statement on the issue on his/her website, 
and a Google search may reveal if the MOC has talked about it in a speech or interview.  If 
you’re advocating on a bill, checking www.congress.gov for the bill will disclose if your MOC is 
already a cosponsor (for bills in the General Assembly, checking https://lis.virginia.gov/lis.htm 
will disclose the list of co-patrons).  Frank says, “When I received letters from people urging me 
to vote for a bill of which I was the prominent main sponsor, I was skeptical that the writer 
would be watching how I voted.” 
 

https://www.indivisibleguide.com/s/IndivisibleGuide_2017-01-29_v8.pdf
https://mic.com/articles/167878/barney-frank-heres-how-to-not-waste-your-time-pressuring-lawmakers#.XbsjDWjVO
http://www.congress.gov/
https://lis.virginia.gov/lis.htm
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Petitions 
 
Signing a petition is an easy but generally ineffective way of influencing your MOCs.  Typically, 
the petition is not targeted to your MOCs specifically, and signatures are not solicited only from 
your district (for Representatives) or state (for Senators).  Plus, the minimal effort each person 
makes in signing a petition means MOCs are unlikely to give it much weight.  As Barney Frank 
explains, a goal in any advocacy is to persuade your MOC that you care enough about an issue 
for it to motivate your voting behavior in the next election.  “Simply agreeing to put your name 
on a list does not convey this.” 
 
But a petition is an effective way for the sponsoring organization to expand its list of people to 
solicit for money and more active involvement.  You may not mind that, e.g., if you’re already a 
member of the organization or it’s one you’re interested in joining.  And if a well-focused 
petition gets major support from the public, it may attract attention from the media and 
potentially even MOCs. 
 
So if a petition is on an issue you care about, the sponsoring organization is one you trust, and 
the petition is well-focused on a specific “ask,” you may want to sign on.  But don’t stop there—
follow up with one of the other advocacy tools discussed below.  See this article for additional 
information on petitions. 
 
Social media messaging (Twitter, Facebook, etc.) 
 
Like signing a petition, sending a tweet about your MOC or posting a message on the MOC’s 
Facebook page (or your own) takes little effort, and hence it may have little if any influence.  
But some MOC offices do pay attention to social media messaging. 
 
If your message is appropriately tagged to the MOC, identifies you as a constituent, and makes 
a specific “ask,” it may be worth the effort, particularly if it gains wider attention (retweets, 
additional Facebook comments, etc.) or adds to a trend.  But again, don’t stop there—follow up 
with one of the other advocacy tools discussed below.  See this guide for tips on using social 
media for advocacy. 
 
Letters 
 
Writing a personal letter to your MOC has traditionally been regarded as one of the more 
effective actions you can take, in part because MOCs are aware of the greater level of effort it 
requires.  However, some MOC offices much prefer email as easier to handle.  Regular mail is 
also much slower, because of both usual mail delivery times and the additional time taken to 
irradiate all mail addressed to Congress.  If action on your issue is not needed for 2 weeks or 
more, a letter may get greater attention; if action is needed sooner, an email message is a 
better option. 
 
Some tips for letter writing include the following: 

https://mic.com/articles/167878/barney-frank-heres-how-to-not-waste-your-time-pressuring-lawmakers#.XbsjDWjVO
http://billmoyers.com/story/sign-save-world-online-petitions-explained/
https://www.fcnl.org/documents/191
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 Limit your letter to one issue. 

 Be respectful and professional; avoid spelling and grammatical errors. 

 Handwriting your letter is better than typing it, if your handwriting is legible to others; if 
not, typing it is better. 

 Put your address at the top, so your MOC’s staff will see you’re a constituent. 

 Be succinct:  state your specific “ask” (e.g., to support or oppose a particular bill 
identified by its name and number), and give your main reasons in a paragraph or two.  
Use your own words, rather than merely copying text from an advocacy organization. 

 Humanize your message:  state briefly why the issue is important to you—e.g., relating it 
to your personal experience or faith perspective—or how the issue affects people in the 
MOC’s district/state. 

 
For the mailing addresses of our MOCs, click here. 
 
Emails 
 
Particularly if you need your MOC to act on an issue within the next 2 weeks, sending an email 
message is one of the more effective ways of communicating with your MOC.  It’s easier than 
sending a letter, and it allows you to present your position more fully than in a short social 
media message or phone call. 
 
Most of the tips for letter writing apply to email messages as well: 

 Limit your message to one issue. 

 Be respectful and professional; avoid spelling and grammatical errors. 

 Be succinct:  state your specific “ask” (e.g., to support or oppose a particular bill 
identified by its name and number), and give your main reasons in a paragraph or two.  
Use your own words, rather than merely copying text from an advocacy organization. 

 Humanize your message:  state briefly why the issue is important to you—e.g., relating it 
to your personal experience or faith perspective—or how the issue affects people in the 
MOC’s district/state. 

 
Our Senators and Representatives have comment forms on their websites that generate emails 
to the MOC (links available here).  You’ll be asked to enter your address, so they’ll see you’re a 
constituent without your having to say so in the text of your message.  But if you’re writing a 
State Senator or Delegate or a County Supervisor, be sure to include your address in your email, 
so the staff will see you’re a constituent. 
 
If you’re writing to two or three of your MOC’s about the same issue, you may want to type the 
text of your message in a separate Word document, and then copy and paste it into the 
comment form on each MOC’s webpage.  (If you cite a Senate Bill number and name when 
writing to your Senators, change them to the corresponding House Bill number and name when 
writing to your Representative.)  
 

http://cfoch.weebly.com/contacting_legislators.html
http://cfoch.weebly.com/contacting_legislators.html
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Some organizations will invite you to send a standardized email message—the electronic 
version of a form letter—to your MOCs from the organization’s website.  This makes it easy for 
you to send the same message to your three MOCs simultaneously.  But MOCs pay much less 
attention to such form letters, and of course, the organization will add you to its email list for 
future solicitations.  If the organization’s website allows you to edit the email text to put it in 
your own words and humanize the message as described above, and you don’t mind getting on 
the organization’s email list, then feel free to use that option instead of going to each MOC’s 
website. 
 
Don’t overdo it with email messages.  If you write your MOCs on a near-daily basis about a raft 
of issues, your messages will start looking like spam to the MOCs’ staffs.  Focus on the issues 
you care most about, and write when some specific action is pending or urgently needed. 
 
Phone calls 
 
Phone calls are an effective way of communicating your views to your MOCs, particularly on 
hot-button issues of the day.  Your MOCs are already getting lots of calls on such issues, and it’s 
important that your views get tallied along with those of other callers.  For the phone numbers 
of our MOCs, click here.  Limit each call to a single issue. 
 
Before calling, decide whether you just want to register your opinion for or against some 
pending action, or whether you want to have a substantive discussion with the MOC’s staff 
about it.  If the issue has a high profile, such that the MOC is undoubtedly very aware of the 
arguments and your opinion is likely shared by many other callers, leaving a brief message 
(either on voice mail or with whoever answers the phone) is sufficient: 

 Give your name, city, and zip code (so it’s clear you’re a constituent), and say you don’t 
need a response (so they can tally your call quickly). 

 State your position in a single sentence, asking the MOC to support or oppose the 
pending action (including the name and number of the bill, if relevant). 

 If you want to say why you hold that position, do so in a sentence or two; but it’s not 
necessary to give a reason, and the staff may not even have the time to write it down.  If 
they’re being inundated with calls, they may simply note the number of pro and con 
messages they receive. 

 
If the issue is one on which you want to have a substantive discussion with a member of the 
MOC’s staff, you’ll approach the call differently.  We’ll assume for this example that your MOC 
has not yet taken a position on the issue, as far as you can tell from your research. 

 Give your name, city, and zip code (so it’s clear you’re a constituent), state the general 
issue on which you’re calling, and ask to speak with the legislative aide who handles that 
issue for the MOC. 

 If the legislative aide is available: 
o Introduce yourself to the aide, get his or her name, and explain why you’re 

calling.  Include your specific “ask” (e.g., to support or oppose a particular bill 
identified by its name and number), the main reasons for your position, and why 

http://cfoch.weebly.com/contacting_legislators.html
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the issue is important to you (e.g., relating it to your personal experience or faith 
perspective) or how the issue affects people in the MOC’s district/state. 

o Ask where the MOC stands on the issue.  If the aide says that MOC has already 
issued a statement on the issue, ask where you can find it or get a copy.  If the 
MOC has not yet taken a position on the issue, offer to provide additional 
information (if you have it), and ask when you can check back with the aide to 
get the MOC’s response on the issue. 

 If the person answering the phone says the aide is not available (this is more likely), ask 
for the aide’s name (which the person may or may not give you), and ask to leave a 
message on the aide’s voice mail. 

o Leave a voice mail message including your name and phone number and the 
same points as listed above—your “ask,” the main reasons for your position, and 
why the issue is important to you or how it affect people in the MOC’s 
district/state—and ask that the aide call you back regarding the MOC’s position 
on the issue. 

o If you don’t hear back from the aide within a day or two, call again or send an 
email to the aide (if you have his/her email address) following up on your 
previous message and asking for a call back. 

 Once you hear back from the aide regarding the MOC’s position, decide how you want 
to proceed. 

o If the MOC’s position is favorable, send a letter or email to the MOC thanking 
him or her for taking that position. 

o If the MOC’s position is unfavorable but you think further efforts at persuasion 
may be worth trying (e.g., the MOC’s voting record on similar matters is mixed), 
follow up with the MOC by letter, email, or an in-person contact (see below), 
responding to the MOC’s position and providing reasons why the MOC should 
change his/her position—and get others to join the effort. 

o If the MOC’s position is unfavorable and appears irreversible, thank the aide for 
getting back to you and say that you look forward to working with him or her on 
other issues in the future. 

 
Visits to the MOC’s office 
 
Probably the most effective way to interact with your MOCs and their staffs is by getting a 
group of people together to visit them in their DC or district offices.  You’re unlikely to get a 
meeting with a MOC in his/her DC office while Congress is in session, but you may be able to 
meet with the MOC (more likely your Representative than a Senator) in his/her district office 
when the MOC has office hours there or during a Congressional recess.  And you should be able 
to get a meeting with the MOC’s staff, even during times when the MOC is unavailable. 
 
Meeting with a MOC or his/her staff gives your group the opportunity to state your “ask” (e.g., 
to support or oppose a particular bill identified by its name and number), explain your reasons 
in some detail, provide written information for the MOC to review after your visit, and explain 
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why the issue is important to the members of the group—e.g., relating it to your personal 
experiences or faith perspective—or how the issue affects people in the MOC’s district/state. 
 
It also gives the MOC or his/her staff the opportunity to ask questions, particularly if members 
of the group have any expertise to offer on the issue.  But expertise is not necessary; MOCs 
need to hear their constituents’ concerns and how they are affected. 
 
The Friends Committee on National Legislation (FCNL) suggests the following steps for a visit: 

 Choose a topic, preferably a single issue with some specific action pending. 

 Decide who’s going, including people who can bring different experiences and concerns 
to bear on the issue. 

 Schedule your visit with the MOC’s office. 

 Prepare for the visit, including deciding who will say what and what written materials to 
bring.  See FCNL’s lobby visit roadmap for a sample plan. 

 Follow your plan in conducting a respectful meeting with the MOC or his/her staff. 
Clearly state your “ask” and request a commitment by the MOC.  If the MOC or staff 
asks a question to which you don’t have an immediate answer, offer to get back to the 
MOC or staff with the answer. 

 Follow up after the meeting by sending an email thanking the MOC or his/her staff for 
the meeting and responding to any questions left unanswered during the visit. 

 
Attendance at an MOC’s town hall meeting or other public event 
 
Attendance at an MOC’s town hall meeting or a public event where the MOC is present can be 
another very effective way of interacting with your MOC.  It does not appear that any of our 
MOCs conduct traditional town hall meetings as a normal practice; but both Rep. Comstock and 
Rep. Connolly hold telephone town hall meetings from time to time, and both have said they 
may add an in-person town hall to their schedules, in response to constituents’ demands.  State 
Senators and Delegates are more likely to hold in-person town hall meetings. 
 
The town hall meeting format allows participants to ask questions of the MOC.  If called on, 
you may introduce your question with a very brief statement of the issue and why you care 
about it; but you won’t be able to share much information, as you could in a visit with the MOC 
or his/her staff.  Here are some tips about participating in an in-person or telephone town hall 
meeting: 

 Find out when your MOC’s next town hall meeting will be, either from the MOC’s 
website or by calling the office.  If the date has not been set, ask to be added to a list to 
receive an email notice when the next town hall meeting is scheduled. 

 Ideally, get a group together to attend or participate in the town hall meeting, and have 
each person register on the MOC’s website. 

 Research your MOC’s position and voting record on the issue, and prepare a list of 
questions for your group to ask the MOC in light of your research. 

http://fcnl.org/lobbyroadmap?_ga=1.221076824.1734311163.1486661850
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 If you’re attending an in-person town hall meeting, the group should get there early, 
spread out, and find seats near the front of the room. 

 When the floor is opened for questions, everyone in the group should raise his/her hand 
to be called on (or should get in the queue to ask a question in a telephone town hall 
meeting).  In an in-person town hall meeting, look friendly or neutral to increase your 
chances of being called on. 

 The first member of your group to be called on should ask the first question.  If the MOC 
doesn’t give a straight answer, ask a follow-up question if possible. 

 In an in-person town hall meeting, after that question is answered, everyone else in the 
group should raise his/her hand again; and whoever is called on next should ask the 
second question on the list.  And so on.  (In a telephone town hall meeting, everyone 
will already be in the queue to ask a question.) 

 At the conclusion of the town hall meeting, participants who were not able to ask their 
questions may be given an opportunity to submit them to the MOC’s staff for an email 
response later.  Take advantage of that opportunity if the group has questions that were 
not asked during the town hall meeting. 

 
Public comment hearings are another good opportunity to influence your elected officials at 
the state and local level.  The Senators and Delegates to the General Assembly from Fairfax 
County gather early each January for a public hearing on issues relevant to the upcoming 
legislative session.  Similarly, the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors holds a public comment 
hearing roughly every 2 months.  In both cases, residents can testify for 3 minutes each on an 
issue of concern to them.  These hearings allow you to address all of the elected officials 
present, even those from outside your district. 
 
Here are some tips for participating in a public comment hearing: 

 Find out when the next public comment hearing will be by checking the Fairfax County 
website. 

 Ideally, get a group together to attend the hearing, and have each person register by 
following the instructions on the County’s website. 

 Decide on the issue(s) your group will cover, and decide what aspect of the issue(s) each 
person will address. 

 Prepare your remarks in writing, and make sufficient copies for each legislator or 
supervisor, plus a couple of extra copies for the clerk, plus a few extra copies for any 
media present.  Practice and time your delivery, since you have only 3 minutes for your 
presentation.  Your written materials can be a bit longer and can include attachments.  
You may use slides, maps, graphs, videos, etc. in your presentation, as long as you can 
do so within your allotted time. 

 When the hearing begins, the clerk will call the names of the first two speakers.  The 
first speaker will come to the lectern, while the second comes and sits up front, ready to 
speak when the first speaker finishes.  The clerk will then call the names of the second 
and third speakers, and so on. 
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 When your name is called the first time, move to the “on-deck” chair, bringing the 
copies of your remarks for the legislators or supervisors and the clerk.  When the 
speaker before you finishes and your name is called again, walk over to the clerk and 
hand him or her the copies of your remarks, then return to the lectern and begin your 
remarks.  A positive tone and good eye contact will make your presentation more 
effective.  Conclude with your specific “ask” for the legislators or supervisors. 

 Following your remarks, you may be approached by the media, in which case provide 
the reporter with a copy of your remarks and answer any questions he or she may have. 

 
Finally, MOCs (and state and local elected officials) attend other public events in the 
community.  These are not typically geared toward constituent input, but some of them may 
give you an opportunity to interact informally with your MOC—or to stage a noisy protest, if 
the issue and circumstances warrant. 
 
See the Indivisible Guide for additional guidance on attendance at town hall meetings or other 
public events. 
 
Letters to the editor 
 
Letters to the editor of a local newspaper can be another effective way of influencing your 
MOCs, as well as other citizens.  As this post from the Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) says, 
 

Writing a letter to the editor (LTE) of your local or regional newspaper is an effective 
and easy way to reach a large audience with your message.  LTEs are printed on the 
editorial page, which is one of the most read pages in the paper.  Congressional staffers 
also tell us that members of congress keep a close eye on media coverage, including 
LTEs, in their local papers so they can keep a “pulse” on issues of importance to their 
constituents.  Having a strong letter published helps you reach both a wide public 
audience and your elected officials with the same effort!  Even if your letter is not 
published, it is important for educating and persuading editors.  The more letters they 
receive on a given topic, the more likely they are to dedicate more time in their 
newspaper to that issue—both on the editorial page and in news articles.  It clearly 
expresses the issue’s importance to the community. 

 
Here are some tips adapted from the UCS for writing an effective LTE: 

 Respond to an article, editorial, or op-ed in the paper.  Begin your letter by citing the 
original piece by name, date, and author. 

 Follow the newspaper’s guidance on how to submit an LTE.  Include your letter in the 
body of the email, and do not include attachments. 

 Be timely.  Respond to an article within 2-3 days of its publication. 

 Share your expertise.  If you have qualifications relevant to the topic you’re addressing, 
be sure to include that in your letter. 

https://www.indivisibleguide.com/s/IndivisibleGuide_2017-01-29_v8.pdf
http://www.ucsusa.org/action/writing-an-lte.html#.WKDa2_Jc-2A
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 Refer to the MOC you’re trying to influence by name, which ensures his/her staff will 
bring your LTE to the MOC’s attention. 

 Keep your letter short, focused, and interesting.  In general, letters should be under 200 
words, 150 or less is best; stay focused on one or at most two main points; and get to 
the main point in the first two sentences.  If possible, include interesting facts, relevant 
personal experience, and any local connections to the issue. 

 Refute, advocate, and make a call to action.  Open your letter by refuting the claim 
made in the original story the paper ran (or by agreeing with it, if you agree and have 
additional points to offer).  Then use the next few sentences to back up your claims and 
advocate for your position.  Try to focus on the positive.  Wrap up with your call to 
action, explaining what you think needs to happen now.  If appropriate, point readers to 
a source for additional information or to engage in action. 

 Be sure to include your name, address, and daytime phone number; the newspaper may 
want to contact you before printing your letter. 

 If your letter is printed, clip it out and send it to your MOC with a brief cover note. 
 
 

Advocacy with Others 
 
Besides advocating for your position with elected officials, become an advocate with others, 
including family members, friends, and associates; corporations; and the Church. 
 
Family members, friends, and associates 
 
Talk with family members, friends, neighbors, coworkers, members of other groups you’re 
involved in, etc. about issues of concern to you.  Help educate them and encourage them to get 
involved in addressing the issues.  Use in-person conversations, phone calls, emails, and social 
media messaging to provide relevant information, point them to reliable sources, invite them to 
meetings or educational events, and ask them to join you in advocacy efforts. 
 
Corporations 
 
Many of the advocacy tools used to communicate with elected officials can work with 
corporations as well, particularly as part of a coordinated campaign involving many other 
advocates.  These tools include well-focused petitions, social media messaging (Twitter, 
Facebook, etc.), letters, emails, and letters to the editor.  Phone calls and visits to the 
corporation’s offices are less likely to be effective; and of course, corporations don’t hold town 
hall meetings.  Corporations are sensitive to how they’re viewed by their customers and 
shareholders, so direct lobbying of a corporation may need to be backed up by advocacy 
directed at its public image. 
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Other tools available for influencing corporations include public awareness campaigns to 
change customers’ purchasing decisions; boycotts and divestment campaigns in appropriate 
cases; and bringing corporate behavior to the attention of regulatory agencies and lawmakers. 
 
The Church 
 
Sometimes our Church is at the vanguard of education and advocacy campaigns, and other 
times it needs to be encouraged to do more.  Often we have great resources to draw on from 
Scripture, Catholic Social Teaching (CST), and statements from the Pope and U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops (USCCB); but the information and urgency for action may not have filtered 
down to the diocesan and parish levels. 
 
According to the Code of Canon Law, Can. 212, 
 

§2. The Christian faithful are free to make known to the pastors of the Church their 
needs, especially spiritual ones, and their desires. 
 
§3. According to the knowledge, competence, and prestige which they possess, they 
have the right and even at times the duty to manifest to the sacred pastors their opinion 
on matters which pertain to the good of the Church and to make their opinion known to 
the rest of the Christian faithful, without prejudice to the integrity of faith and morals, 
with reverence toward their pastors, and attentive to common advantage and the 
dignity of persons. 

 
Hence, appropriate forms of advocacy within the Church could include letters or emails to the 
USCCB or one’s own bishop or pastor, meetings with them or their staffs, social media 
messaging (Twitter, Facebook, etc.), and letters to the editors of Catholic publications.  We can 
also join with others who are working both within the Church and in the public sphere to 
advance policies consistent with CST, such as the Catholic Climate Covenant and Franciscan 
Action Network. 
 
The Bishops of Arlington and Richmond have formed the Virginia Catholic Conference (VCC) to 
represent them and their dioceses in advocacy before the Virginia General Assembly, the U.S. 
Congress, and state and federal agencies.  We can join in their public advocacy efforts, and we 
can also be advocates to the VCC for issues we’d like them to include in their agenda.  Similarly, 
the Diocese of Arlington has a Peace and Justice Commission, which mainly presents 
educational programs within the Diocese relating to CST.  We can encourage the Commission to 
focus on issues of concern to us, and suggest speakers and resources for its programs. 
 
 
Bob More 
Care for Our Common Home Ministry 
2/14/17 

http://www.catholicclimatecovenant.org/
https://franciscanaction.org/
https://franciscanaction.org/
http://www.vacatholic.org/index.php
http://www.arlingtondiocese.org/peace-and-justice-commission/

