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Top 10 Things Elected Officials and
Their Staff Hate to Hear

Stephanie Vance, Advocacy Associates Managing Partner

From talking about the campaign in a Congressional office, to expressing
disappointment in meeting with the staff, to “dropping in,” many advocates are
irritating their legislators without even knowing it, which is a horrible way to get
people to agree with you. Here is a list of the top ten things elected officials and

staff hate to hear.

Number 10: “But I thought my appointment was with the Senator”
Never, ever indicate that you are disappointed to be meeting with a staff person.
On Capitol Hill, having a good relationship with a staff person can make or break

your cause.

Number 9: “Here’s some reading material for you - our 300 page annual report”
When meeting with a member of Congress or staff person, try to limit your leave
behind materials to one or two pages, and include details on where this
information can be located on the web, if appropriate. Offering the informationin a
file folder with your organization’s name on the label will also help ensure that the

materials are put in a file drawer, as opposed to the round file.

Number 8: “How much of a campaign contribution did your boss get to vote
against (or for) this bill?”
Believe it or not, most staff have no idea who contributed to their boss’ campaigns.

Not only is this question insulting, but even if it were accurate, the staff person



isn’t likely to know.

Number 7: “I assume you know all about HR 1234”
With thousands of bills being introduced during each Congress, no staff person
will be able to keep them all straight. Always provide information on the bill title,

number and general provisions when communicating with a Congressional office.

Number 6: “No, I don’t have an appointment, but I promise I’ll only take 2 hour of
your tim'e”

Unless it’s an emergency, or you are good friends with the elected official or staff
person, try not to engage in the dreaded “stop-by.” Most staff are happy to try to

set up a meeting if you are relevant to the office (i.e., you are a constituent).

Number 5: “No, I don’t really need anything specific”

If you don’t ask for something — a bill cosponsorship, a congressional record
statement, a meeting in the district, whatever — some staff will wonder why you
came by. Updates on your issue are fine, so long as they are accompanied by a
request. That will ensure that someone in the office thinks about you and your

request for longer than 5 minutes.

Number 4: “We have 10 (or more) people in our group”
Congressional offices are tiny. If you have more than 5 people in your group, you'll
be standing out in the hallway. Plus, having so many people talking at once can

dilute the impact of your message. Try to limit your group to no more than 5.

Number 3: “What you’re telling me can’t be right. I heard Jon Stewart say
otherwise”

Most staff, or members for that matter, won't lie to you. They know that lying will
get them in big trouble. Sometimes, they may see things differently than you do,
but if they say a bill is not going to be considered on the floor, or if there is no such
legislation, I'd believe them. A perfect example is a petition that was floating
around the Internet about a House bill number 602P from a Congressman Schnell
that would impose fees on use of e-mail. There is no such thing as either House bill

B602P (that's not even a possible number), nor is there a Congressman Schnell.



Number 2: “ What do you mean we have to stand in the hall?”

See number 4. A request to meet in the hallway, or the building’s atrium, is simply
an indication of space limitations. Nothing else. Occasionally, the office may also
want to shift the meeting to a hall, larger space, or outdoors because of concerns
related to the number of attendees and the risk of spreading Covid or the flu in

their constrained office space.

Number 1: “No, I don’t represent anyone from your district. I just thought you’d
be interested in what I have to say”

Members are elected to represent their constituents. Period. If you are not their
constituent, you are not relevant to them. Some members do rise to higher
positions, but that just means they represent the interest of other members, not
the entire nation. Your time is always best spent working with your own elected

official and turning them into an advocate for your cause.



