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Note: This document is adapted from materials developed by the American Psychological Association

Writing a Letter as a Constituent

Be direct. State the subject of your letter clearly, keep it brief, and address only one issue in each letter. 

Be informative. State your own views, support them with your expert knowledge, and cite the bill number (House bill: H.R. #### or Senate bill: S. ####) of relevant legislation, if appropriate. Your personally written letter is more highly regarded than pre-printed materials or postcards. 

Be constructive. Rely on the facts and avoid emotional arguments, threats of political influence, or demands. 

Be political. Explain the hometown relevance of this issue. Use stationary from your organization or coalition if authorized.
Be discriminate. Write only on the issues that are very important to you and avoid the risk of diluting your effectiveness. 

Be inquiring. Ask for the legislator's view on the subject and how she or he intends to vote on relevant legislation. Expect a reply, even if it's only a form letter. 

Be available. Offer additional information if needed and make sure your legislator knows how to reach you. 

Be appreciative. Remember to say 'thanks' when it is deserved. Follow the issue after you write and send a letter of thanks if your legislator votes your way.

Writing a Letter as a Constituent…More Advice
1. Send the letter to your Representative or Senator’s district office, not their Washington D.C. office.

2. Use personal or business stationery.


3. Address your legislator properly.


4. State your relationship to the legislator up front and concentrate on one issue. 


5. Personalize the issue.  Share the story of how HIV/AIDS affects your work.

6. Be factual. 


7. Be specific about what you want and inform your legislator about where your issue is in Congress.


8. Request a response. 


9. Keep your letter to one page.

Making A Telephone Call
The guidelines for making an effective telephone call to a congressional office are similar to those for effective letter writing, with a few additions. 

You can reach your legislator's Washington office by dialing the U.S. Capitol Switchboard at (202) 224-3121, giving the name of your legislator, and asking to be connected with her or his office. 

When preparing for a telephone call, start at the beginning remembering that the person you talk to may have just gotten off of the telephone with another constituent who had a very different concern. 

Be prepared with facts and information at your fingertips and a clear idea of what you want your telephone call to achieve. 

You can ask to speak to your Senator or Representative, but don't be disappointed if he or she is not available. 

Next, ask to speak with the legislative assistant who handles the subject of your interest. Remember, this is often just as effective. 

If the relevant staff member is not available, you can ask for a return call or leave a concise message, such as, 'My name is Dr. Jane Jones and I am a professor of psychology at the University of Hometown. I am calling to ask for the Senator's support on...' 

Be prepared to give your address or telephone number.


Meeting With Your Legislator
Make an appointment. Contact your legislator's appointment secretary, state your affiliations and the subject you wish to discuss, and ask for 15 to 30 minutes of your legislator's time. If it is clear that the legislator is unable to meet with you, then a very good substitute is a meeting with the relevant legislative assistant (LA). 

Do your homework. Learn as much as you can about the legislator's record as it relates to your issue. 

Be on time. But don't be surprised if they are not. Congressional schedules are hectic, and being a visitor to Capitol Hill often requires patience and flexibility. 

Establish ties. Introduce yourself, convey information about your affiliations, and exchange pleasantries briefly. But don't get bogged down in small talk. You will have precious few minutes with the legislator, so keep to your purpose for the meeting. 

Be prepared. Have your information ready in a digestible, concise form, just as you would when writing a letter or making a telephone call. Know the opposing arguments as well as those in favor of your view. Take your cues on how to proceed from the legislator. If he or she seems familiar with the issue, you can move right ahead. If not, take the opportunity to inform him or her. 

Be inquiring. Ask your legislator to state his or her position on your issue. Know what you want in advance, and ask for it. Be tolerant of differing views and keep the dialogue open. 

Be responsive. Try to answer questions. When you can't, offer to get back to your legislator with the information. Thank him or her for the time spent with you. Follow up with a thank you note, capitalizing on the opportunity to restate your points. 

Be appreciative. Follow up with a letter of thanks.
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