
How to Communicate with Public Officials & Legislators 

 

1 | P a g e  

 

In-person visits are the most effective way for you as a constituent to convey your concerns to your legislators. 
In addition to these face-to-face meetings, other ways to build your relationship and share your concerns with 
your elected officials are through emails, letters, faxes, and phone calls. Understand that most legislator offices 
(local, state, federal) receive hundreds to thousands of communications a month.  

  

If you want to be heard you need to understand the process and state how the official’s stance on the issue/bill 
will affect your community.  Always make it clear that you live, work and serve in the legislator's district when 
you meet with him or her.  Above all always be courteous and respectful in all communications. Don't use 
threats. Also, don't forget that elected officials are people too and they like to be told when they've done 
something right. Send them a congratulatory note when they do something that merits approval.  

 
To increase the chance that your message will get noticed follow these 10 simple rules: 
 
10 Basic Rules 
 

1. Be brief, specific and be concise. A legislator’s time is limited. So is yours. Don’t be general. Mention a bill 
number or name, if applicable. Try to keep your message to one or two paragraphs; staff are too busy to read 
messages that are several pages long. 

2. Be appreciative. Acknowledge previous support and or current action that you agreed with or say nothing.  
3. Be courteous and polite. Treat them as you would want to be treated. Ask for a specific action without being 

demanding or threatening 
4. Individualize your message and make it “local”. Messages with some personal content are more effective. Form 

or mass-produced messages have less effect than individualized messages. If you have time, personalize the 
message by adding your own voice. One personalized message carries more weight than 10 form postcards or 
letters. Be informative and factual. Give reasons and provide the supporting materials. Include a newspaper 
article (or cut and paste it for an email). For example, if you are writing your member of Congress about rising energy 
prices, clip and send an article about oil companies' profits along with a quote from a resident who is unable to 
afford rising gas and energy costs. 

5. Make your message timely. If you know a vote is approaching, try to email your representative and senators at 
least one to two weeks in advance. Letters take longer. On some issues, such as the war in Iraq and oil prices, 
there might not be impending votes, but legislators still need to hear from their constituents to gauge where the 
electorate stands.    

6. Be reasonable. Remember it’s all right to have a difference of opinion.  
7. Be realistic. Issues may need to be resolved through compromise.  
8. Be understanding. Put yourself in the legislator’s position to try and understand his/her concerns and goals.  
9. Learn to evaluate issues. The introduction of a legislative bill doesn’t mean that it will become law. Whether you 

are for it or against it, don’t get excited about it until you’ve learned the who, what and why of it.  
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10. Don’t be a busybody or extremist. Don’t pester, and never imply that politicians are dishonest. Don’t become a 
“pen pal”. 

 

Above all encourage others in your congressional district or state to contact your legislators about the same issue.  Your 

message is important, but organizing a letter-writing campaign with your family and friends on a specific topic multiplies 

the impact of your efforts.  Including a community leader such as a clergy member, elected official, or businessperson as 

a voice in the campaign will increase the chances of a message generating attention. Writing a letter on a company or 

organization’s letterhead will get increased attention. 

 

Ways to Communicate 

 
Office & Personal Visits 
 
The most effective way of communicating with a legislator is to personally meet with them or their staff.  Whether or not 

this is a local or state or US Congressional legislator, you will need to know their schedule or be advised of their schedule 

when you call their office for an appointment.   

 

For U.S. Congressional legislators: Don't expect the legislator to be in their local office if Congress is in session on the 

date of your visit. If you have the opportunity, note when Congress is in recess (please see the Congressional Schedule) 

and make a point to visit the legislator's district office then. You also can see if your representative and senators have on 

their Web sites a listing of their district offices (most do) and whether they list times when they will be there. You increase 

the chance of actually meeting the legislator by visiting at this time.  

 

It is very important to remember that all contacts with elected officials must be constructive even if their opinions contrast 
with your own or those of your organization. It's one thing to disagree with someone, it's another thing to be a jerk about it 
. . . be respectful, courteous, and professional.  

 
If you meet the legislator, send them a thank you card after the meeting. In the card or letter state that you would like to 

meet again to tell him/her more about the issues which you are concerned. Try to attend any social gathering which your 

elected official may attend; this is a good way to nurture the friendship. 

 

If you are communicating with legislators with staffs, get to know the staffs. Public officials at the state and federal levels 
rely heavily on their staffs to set up appointments, research and more, so getting to know them is key. 

 
As voting constituent, it’s of particular interest to develop a relationship with your state legislators. Find out when the 
elected officials will be in the office. Call in advance to set up an appointment and explain the nature of your visit.  

 
Prior to the visit, do your homework and make sure you understand the official’s position on a particular issue. You may 
consider inviting other individuals with similar concerns, and don’t be bashful about inviting the official to your home or 
place of business. You might offer to form an advisory group in your community to discuss important issues that you can 
report back to the public official.  
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Telephone Calls 
 
Phone calls are generally the least effective method of communication, except when a vote on your issue is scheduled 
within a day or two or you have established a working relationship with a legislator or one of their staff members.  
 
Telephone calls are best limited to times when a bill is coming up for a vote and you want to urge the legislator to vote for 
or against it. If you have established a working relationship with the legislator or one of their staff members, then call them 
to discuss it. But, keep in mind you may not be able to talk with the legislator personally. 
 
Make sure you have developed a relationship or an acquaintance first before attempting to phone your public officials. 
Always be concise, and discuss only one issue per telephone call. If the issue is in regard to a particular bill, provide the 
bill number and state your position. Explain how the bill impacts your community and why you support or oppose it. 
Remember the basic rule of “don’t be a busybody.” Make phone calls sparingly. Always be friendly.  
 
For U.S. Congressional Legislators, instead of calling your legislators' Washington office, consider calling a local district 
office instead. For one, it's less expensive than a long distance call to Washington and, two, district offices tend not to get 
swamped with phone calls as do Capitol offices.  
 
If this is your first call to a congressional office, you'll talk with a staff member. The first thing you need to do is state your 
and name and the fact that you are a constituent of the legislator. Then briefly state the nature of your call, i.e., urging the 
legislator to support or oppose a particular piece of legislation:  

 
"Hello, my name is Sally Smith and I am a constituent of (name of senator or representative). I am calling today to 

urge them to support/oppose HR 1234. Thank you."  

 

These types of calls are very important to legislators and the vast majority of offices keep track of these calls.  

  
Letters, Faxes and Emails 
 
Always provide complete contact information in your correspondence including; full name, address, phone and fax 
numbers, email addresses and district number. 
 
As a result of the anthrax attacks in 2001, all postal letters to Congress are first sent to Ohio to be irradiated, delaying 
delivery by as much as three to five weeks. 
 
E-mail is a great way to communicate with your elected officials when issues are time sensitive and the need for action is 
critical. Keep your message short and to one screen, so the official doesn’t have to scroll his/her way through the text.  
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Letters are still the primary means to communicate with public officials. They represent voters, are read and elicit 
responses. Letters can be informal or formal, typewritten or handwritten. Due to security issues, letters to federal officials, 
in particular, may take a longer period of time to reach the officials.  
 
** If you are sending a letter, fax or e-mail already prepared for you, take a minute to personalize it and to put the 
message into your own words.  No one likes form letters. 
 
Unless you have a personal, first-name relationship with a member of Congress (state or federal) or one of their staff 

members, the way you guarantee that your communication will be effective is to make sure the receiving office instantly 

can identify you as a constituent. If they can't, there is an excellent chance your communication will be discarded without 

being read. Start each communication with your name and address at the very top:  

 

Ms. Sally Jones 

123 Main Street 

        AnyTown, USA 12345  

 
When writing a member of Congress it's important to use the proper salutation. For senators it's "Dear Senator" (and the 

senator's last name: Dear Senator Lansing:). For members of the House of Representatives (according to House rules), the way 
to address female members of the House is "Congresswoman" and male members is "Congressman" (Dear 

Congresswoman Munster: /  Dear Congressman Calumet:). However, using "Dear Representative LastName" is acceptable. 
 
The proper form of address for writing to your Governor is: 

The Honorable (full name) 
Governor 
State [or Commonwealth] of___________ 
 
Dear Governor (last name): 
 

Here are the proper formats for sending correspondence to your representative or senator: 

The Honorable (full name) 

U.S. House of Representatives 

Washington, D.C. 20515 

 

Dear Representative (last name): 

 

The Honorable (full name) 

U.S. Senate 

Washington, D.C. 20510 

 

Dear Senator (last name): 

 

President or Vice President, the proper form of address is: 

 

The Honorable Barack H. Obama 

President of the United States 

[address] 

 

Dear Mr. President 

 



How to Communicate with Public Officials – Continued 

 

5 | P a g e  

 

The Honorable Joseph R. Biden 

Vice President of the United States 

[address] 

 

Dear Mr. Vice President 

 

If writing a letter to a member of the President’s Cabinet (Secretary of Education, Secretary of Labor, Secretary of 

Commerce, etc.), the proper form of address is: 

 

The Honorable [full name] 

Secretary of _________________ 

U.S. Department of ____________ 

[address] 

 

Dear Secretary [last name] 

 

Recap 
 

� Be courteous and respectful in all communications. Don't use threats.  

� Know your issue! Request documents from your organization that provide background information on the issue 

and the elected official you wish to contact. This information can be particularly helpful in drafting letters. If you 

are doing this on your own, do your homework to be knowledgeable in your communication. 

� Keep your comments brief, pertinent, and factual. Cover only one issue per letter. Explain how the issue would 

affect you and/or your organization. 

� Limit your comments to one page or two at most. Elected officials hear from hundreds of constituents daily so a 

brief letter is more effective than a multi-page one. 

� Identify the subject in the first paragraph. If you are writing in reference to a particular bill, refer to the measure's 

House or Senate bill number and/or title, if possible. 

� Be reasonable. Don't ask the impossible. 

� Be constructive, not negative. If a bill deals with a problem, but seems to represent the wrong solution, propose 

constructive alternatives. Recognize that you might have to compromise. 

� If you support a particular bill, say so. If you are writing in opposition to legislation, include specific examples of 

how the measure would adversely effect you and suggest an alternative approach if possible.  

� Avoid stereotyped phrases, jargon, and sentences that give the appearance of form letters. 

 

General Do’s and Don’t’s - TIPS of Communicating with Federal/State Legislators 
 

• Do identify clearly the subject matter or 
subjects in which you are interested, not just 
House or Senate bill numbers. Remember, it is 
easy to get a bill number incorrect.  

• Do state why you are concerned about an 
issue or issues. Your own personal experience 
is excellent evidence. Explain how you think an 
issue will affect your business, profession, 
community, or family.  

 

� Don't be starstruck. Yes, be in awe of our system of 
democracy in which you're participating in and yes, 
respect the legislative office... but resist the temptation 
to be "wowed" by a legislator. Remember, they are 
your neighbors.  

� Don't ever, ever threaten. Don't even hint "I'll never 
vote for you unless you do what I want." Present the 
best arguments in favor of your position and ask for 
their consideration. You needn't remind a legislator of 
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• Do restrict yourself to one or at most two 
topics. Concentrate your arguments.  

• Do put your thoughts in your own words. This 
is especially important if you are responding to 
something you read.  

• Do try to establish a relationship with your own 
legislators. In general, you have more influence 
as a actual constituent.  

• Do communicate while legislation is in 
committee and subcommittees, as well as 
when it is on the floor. Legislators have much 
more influence over legislation with their 
committee's and subcommittees's jurisdiction. 

• Do “Adopt” an issue. Maximize your influence 
by writing your legislators about only one or 
two issues and no more than once every few 
weeks. Focusing your communications on one 
or two issues can make you an “expert” in the 
eyes of the office. 

electoral consequences. Visits, phone calls, and mail 
will be counted without your prompting.  

� Don't pretend to wield vast political in-fluence. 
Communicate with legislator's as a constituent, not as 
a self-appointed spokesperson for your school, 
neighborhood, community, or profession. 

  
However, if you really are a spokesperson for a group 
be sure to mention it.  
 

� Don't use incendiary rhetoric, innuendos or clichés. 
Such jargon can make your communications sound 
mass produced even when they aren't.  

� Don't become a pen pal or perpetual infomercial. 
Some legislative offices will become indifferent to you. 

 

 


