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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Association of Occupational Health Professionals in Healthcare’s (AOHP) 
Government Affairs Committee (GAC) graciously thanks you for volunteering 
your time, energy and talents to this committee and its activities. We welcome 
your participation and hope this experience will be valuable to you professionally, 
personally and organizationally.  
 
This guide has been developed for you to become more comfortable with the 
political arena. It is also a tool for you to utilize if you would like to become more 
involved at your state level or to assist with AOHP’s efforts at the national level. 
AOHP encourages you to become involved at whatever level you feel 
comfortable. The National Board of Directors is also here to support and mentor 
you in your efforts and activities. We can all learn the skills of politics and policy 
through mentoring, role modeling, and trial and error. We need only to decide 
how much time, energy and interest we have to stand up for an issue or advance 
our profession. 
 
As a GAC member, you will work with the National Board on federal issues and 
work with other chapters or chapter members at the state level to influence policy 
that directly impacts the practice of occupational health in the healthcare setting. 
You and your chapters are very important to the success of AOHP’s GAC 
program.  
 
GAC members serve as a two-way link between chapter and national activities. 
The AOHP Executive Vice President serves as the GAC Chair. This person will 
contact the group as issues arise and involvement is needed. You are free to 
share this information with your chapter members unless otherwise stated. In 
turn, when you have issues that arise at your state level, it is good to get 
involvement from your members and also contact the GAC Chair to offer an 
update on your activities. The GAC Chair can then provide support via guidance 
on the issue from the national perspective, known activity in other states on the 
issue, and assistance with letter writing, testimonies and any other help you may 
feel you need to move your issue forward. 
 
There are a variety of levels for political action. You can get politics to work for 
you. It is understood that not everyone can go to their state or to the national 
legislature to provide testimony or to visit their representatives. You can write 
letters, make phone calls or send e-mails to get your view across. 
 
The 5 Cs of Political Influence: 
 Communication 
 Credibility 
 Collective Action 
 Collaboration 
 Cash1 
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Getting Started 
 
There is often a defining moment when the status quo is no longer acceptable to 
you or to an organization. It might be a decision to advocate for employees, 
patients or your community. It could be a moment when a decision is made with 
lack of research and is against standards of practice. These are times when a 
person’s consciousness is raised because of an injustice, danger or the 
realization that a change is needed. Our adrenaline then surges, and we decide 
that, “Something needs to be done, and I/the organization can do it.”  
 
When this occurs, we almost automatically start working on next steps. One often 
begins to see that there may be a problem with the system that needs a change. 
We can influence those who make decisions to right a wrong, change a law or 
create new policy. This particular problem needs political solutions, which 
requires skills that can be learned. These skills include how to be persuasive, 
how to identify and use political skills effectively, how to analyze what is blocking 
goal attainment, and how to mobilize people to work effectively. All of these can 
be learned. The next sections will provide background information necessary to 
understand the process and will identify effective tools and how to utilize them.  
 
What is Lobbying? 
 
Knowledge is key to sound policy making in any venue. It is needed at both state 
and federal levels. As an experienced occupational health professional in 
healthcare, you possess the most knowledge and expertise in this area, which is 
invaluable to policy makers.  
 
Lobbying is often a misunderstood term that connotes negative images. Many 
groups avoid using this term and refer to their interaction with government as 
“advocacy.” Any time you attempt to educate, advocate or influence public policy 
makers, you are by law, lobbying. Lobbying is a natural and necessary 
component in our democratic process.  
 
Participating in this process is much easier than it looks or sounds. We are all 
experienced with such activities since we have done this in job interviews (we 
lobby by persuading the employer that we are the best person for the job) and in 
giving educational sessions. We just need to apply these same skills to the public 
policy arena.  
 
Many professional organizations employ lobbyists to represent the interests of 
their members in Washington, DC and at the state level. Their interests may be 
in opposition with like organizations. Therefore, it is important that our concerns 
be brought to the same table, as they may differ. It is also important that we ask 
questions, offer solutions and debate results related to any one specific issue. 
The information in this booklet will aid you not only at the federal level, but also at 
the state level, where we can often have the most impact.2 
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Grassroots Advocacy 
 
This term refers to the dedicated constituency or membership of a particular 
interest group. You – each and every member of AOHP – are our grassroots. It is 
very important to remember that members of Congress want to hear from you. 
Your vote, as a constituent, is vitally important to their political viability now and in 
the future. The goal is to become a resource for legislators on issues related to 
occupational health in the healthcare setting. They will then look to you as a 
contact for background information or expert advice on those issues. In these 
situations, if you have established yourself as a reliable, factual resource, your 
expertise will be invaluable to them. This is also important because legislators 
often need expert witnesses at hearings. They may ask you to recommend 
someone. They may also look to you to provide expert advice on the drafting of 
legislation that pertains to healthcare in the hospital setting. In turn, your 
involvement could lead to the enactment of sounder policy. Many people do not 
realize this and what impact they can make. The voice of one constituent is just 
as or more powerful than that of a large national interest group.  
 
Methods of grassroots advocacy include letter writing, telephone calls, personal 
visits and educational campaigns. Educational campaigns are intended to bolster 
public awareness and involvement and have a more substantial impact on 
members of Congress. Letter writing and personal visits are a way for you to 
convey your concerns. All of these activities require strong communication skills.3 
 
Communication Skills for Politics 
 
Politics is the process of influencing the allocation of scarce resources. It literally 
means influencing who gets a piece of the pie, how big it is, how long it lasts and 
whether they can have it a la mode. Influencing occurs when people 
communicate. Therefore, communication is the number one tool in the political 
process. This can occur one-to-one, in testimony, via e-mail and in meetings.  
 
Communication is the transfer of information. Humans are designed to 
communicate with each other. We instinctively join together and form 
connections. We link together via friendships, groups, associations and 
communities, and this in turn makes life better for all.4 
 
We communicate to gather information, to educate, to direct, to provide 
feedback, to question and to understand. Tools we utilize are spoken words, eye 
contact, body position and movement, and written words/symbols. It can be a 
risky business. We can learn new skills to communicate better, which is very 
important to the political process.5 
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Chatting 
 
To ease your arrival at an event, find something to do while you get your 
bearings: 
 Find the hosts and greet them. Hopefully, they will introduce you to others. 
 If there is a registration table, register, pick up brochures and chat with the 

staff working the event. 
 Survey the room for what size groups people are chatting in, who looks 

engaged, who looks bored, etc. 
 Get a beverage or help yourself to offered food. 
 If it is a private party, offer the host your services in the preparation of 

food, etc. 
 If you feel really anxious, visit the restroom, take a deep breath, collect 

yourself and re-enter the event. 
 If you have run out of things to do, be brave and begin introducing yourself 

to someone. 
 Make your first words count. Introduce yourself clearly. Repeat the name 

of the person you are meeting. 
 Smile, and make eye contact.  
 Face the person you are meeting. If seated, stand up for recognition. 
 If name tags are being used, make sure your name is clearly written. 
 If conversation is not flowing, politely excuse yourself and chat with 

someone else. 
 Be familiar with the meeting agenda, organizational background and 

leaders by reading current journals and newspapers in advance. 
 Behaviors and attitudes that draw people in are: 

o Sense of humor 
o Good manners 
o Confidence 
o Non-threatening appearance 
o Not taking yourself too seriously  
o Fearlessness 
o Respect for cultural differences6 

 
Listening 
 
A good conversationalist does as much listening as speaking, and maybe more. 
Active listening is when you really hear what people say, concentrating on their 
words and responding appropriately. During this activity, it is best to make eye 
contact, nod, and smile or laugh when appropriate.  
 
Avoid these errors if you want the flow of communication to continue: 
 Being unprepared. 
 Complaining about the food, the room temperature, the price of parking or 

a piece of your clothing. 
 Interrupting, not listening to others or competing.7 
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Networking 
 
Networking can be defined as making contacts that may be valuable to you in 
some aspect of your professional activities.8 Networking is critical in politics 
because it is the tool to gain support and advance your issues with colleagues, 
associations and your community. It also has benefits such as gathering 
information, feedback and referrals, and developing a sense of collegiality with 
others.9 
 
Other forms of communication include expressing gratitude, public speaking, 
briefings, working with journalists and the media, telephoning, faxing, voice mail, 
pagers, e-mail, business cards and Web sites.10 
 
For you to be most effective, it is important to have a good understanding of the 
legislative and regulatory processes. The federal government consists of three 
branches: the executive, the judicial and the legislative. 
 
The Legislative Branch (Congress) 
 
Congress is made up of the US Senate and the US House of Representatives. It 
exists to create laws. The Senate also functions to approve the ratification of 
treaties and nominations by the President and has the exclusive authority to 
approve federal circuit court and Supreme Court nominations. 
 
The legislative branch has responsibility for listening and responding to the 
needs of the nation’s citizens. For the House of Representatives, the population 
of each state determines its representation. House members typically represent a 
district of approximately 500,000 to 600,000 people. The House of 
Representatives consists of 435 members elected to two-year terms. 
 
For the Senate, two Senators are elected from each state. They serve six-year 
terms. Every two years, one third of the Senate is up for re-election. The District 
of Columbia has a shadow senator. This person has no voting power and only 
limited participation in the Senate.11 
 
How Laws are Made 
 

Passage of a bill requires that at critical points in the policy-making process, a 
problem is recognized, a solution is available, the political climate makes the time 
right for a change, and the constraints do not prohibit action.      John Kingdon 
 
A bill (legislation) can only be introduced by a member of Congress, though the 
idea can come from anyone, including you as a constituent. Once written, the bill 
is given to the clerk of the House or, in Congress, is placed in a box called the 
“hopper.” In the US Senate, a senator can postpone the introduction of another 
senator’s bill by voicing an objection. Legislation is often introduced at the same 
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time in the Senate and in the House of Representatives as a pair of companion 
bills. Every bill introduced into Congress faces a two-year deadline. It must pass 
into law by that time or it dies by default. 
 
Legislators introduce bills for a variety of reasons: to declare a position on an 
issue; as a favor to a constituent or special interest group; to obtain publicity; and 
for political preservation.12 “Identifying the appropriate sponsor to introduce a bill 
is critical to its success. In selecting the primary sponsor for a bill, it is best to ask 
a member of a committee who has jurisdiction over the program or issue you 
wish to address.”13 
 
Once a bill is introduced, it is referred to a committee that has jurisdiction over 
the issue that the measure addresses. Committees are centers of policy making 
at both the federal and state levels. If a committee addresses several issues, the 
bill may be referred to more than one committee. It is then often referred to 
subcommittees of that full committee. This is usually necessary for the bill to 
eventually receive full committee action.14 
 
The Senate and House have separate committees with distinct rules and 
procedures. Committees adopt their own rules to address their organizational 
and procedural issues. Committees generally operate independently of each 
other and of their respective chambers. Leadership and authority in these 
committees is centered in the chair of the committee. The chair is always a 
member of the majority party, decides the agenda, conducts its meetings and 
controls the funds distributed by the chamber to the committee. The senior 
minority party member is called the “ranking minority member.” The committee’s 
subcommittees also have chairs and ranking members. The committee chair 
usually refers bills to the subcommittees for initial consideration. Only the full 
committee can report a bill out to the floor. A bill can pass without going into 
committee, but this occurs in very rare circumstances. It can only happen if the 
leadership of the majority consents to it. Committees are the gatekeepers of the 
bills since they usually select those bills that move forward and others that they 
will not address.15  
 
A committee can handle a bill in the following ways: 
 Approve a bill with or without amendments. 
 Rewrite or revise the bill and report it out to the full Senate or House. 
 Report in unfavorably. 
 Take no action, which kills the bill.16 and Congressional Quarterly, 1993 
 
The three types of committees at the federal level are standing, select and joint: 
 Standing. A standing committee has permanent jurisdiction over bills and 

issues in its content area. Some set authorizing funding levels and others 
set appropriating funding levels for proposed laws. This two-step process 
is designed to concentrate the policy making decisions within the 
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authorizing committee and decisions about precise funding within the 
appropriations committee. 

 Select. A select committee cannot report out a bill. It is created by 
leadership to address special problems or concerns.  

 Joint. Joint committees consist of members from both the Senate and the 
House. An example is a “conference” committee. Members of each party 
work to address differences in their respective bills about the same 
issue.17 

 
If the chair of a subcommittee has sufficient interest in the bill, hearings may be 
scheduled to gather more information on the issue. The chair may be more 
inclined to act on a measure if letters have been received from constituents in 
support of the bill or if members of the subcommittee demonstrate an interest in 
the issue. Witnesses for hearings are often chosen from the chair’s district or 
state, and may include other members of Congress, state or federal agency 
officials, as well as experts from various interest groups.18 
 
Hearings are held to educate members on specific issues so that they can be 
more informed when making policy decisions. Hearings can be legislative, 
oversight or investigative. Each type may be either public or closed. Hearings are 
often conducted to receive testimony in support of a measure. After the hearings, 
the subcommittee begins the process of “mark-up.” This consists of rewriting or 
rearranging sections, and adding and deleting language, as the entire bill is 
reviewed to clean up problems or errors within the measure. Amendments are 
also agreed to by the subcommittee at this time and are incorporated in the bill. If 
approved, the bill is voted out of the subcommittee and referred to the full 
committee.19 
 
In the full committee, additional hearings, amendments and mark-ups may take 
place. When the full committee has completed its work on the bill, it is “ordered 
reported” or “reported out” to the full House or Senate. It can be placed on a 
calendar of chamber business and scheduled for floor action by the leadership of 
the majority party. If the bill is not controversial, it may be dealt with and released 
for a vote. The influence of the committee chair who sent it to the Senate/House 
is maintained throughout the floor proceedings. The chair continues to manage 
the measure by planning parliamentary strategy, controlling time for debate, 
responding to questions from colleagues, warding off unwanted amendments, 
and building coalitions in favor of their positions. Special interest groups continue 
to lobby throughout this entire process, especially to undecided legislators.20 
 
A vote takes place after the debate and amendment process is completed. There 
are three methods of voting: 
 Voice Vote. Members are called to answer yea or nay. 
 Division Vote. Requires a head count of those favoring and those 

opposing an amendment. 
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 Recorded Teller Vote. Records each legislator’s name and position taken 
on the vote. These are the most “valuable” votes to lobbyists and 
constituents because they document how the member voted. This is 
helpful to know as to whether you would have the continued support of a 
legislator and helps to predict a legislator’s future stand on issues.21 

 
Authorization and Appropriations Process 
 
We often hear a lot about these two processes, especially the appropriations 
process. It is important to know the distinction between each to more fully 
understand the legislative process. A considerable amount of the Congress’ time 
is spent on making decisions in these areas and is related to spending money. 
 
Before any program can receive or spend money from the US Treasury, a two-
step process must occur. “First, an authorization bill allowing an agency or 
program to come into being or to continue to exist must be passed.”22 This bill 
establishes the purpose and guidelines for the program and usually sets limits on 
the amount that can be spent. It gives it the legal authority to operate. It does not 
provide actual dollars for a program or enable it to spend funds in the future.23 
 
Then an appropriations bill must be passed. Such a bill enables an agency or 
program to make spending commitments and to actually spend the money. This 
type of bill is not supposed to be passed until the authorization bill is passed. 
Also, if there is no money appropriated to a program, then it cannot be carried 
out. This authorization and appropriations process is determined by 
Congressional rules that can be waived, circumvented or ignored in some 
instances. Today, most of the federal government is funded by the annual 
enactment of 13 general appropriations bills.24 
 
Floor Action 
 

After coming out of committee, a bill may then go to the floor for consideration. In 
the Senate, the time for floor debate and consideration is unlimited, and 
amendments can be offered at any time. 
 
In the House, since it is larger, there is a more complex set of rules to control 
debate. Before a bill can go to the floor for action, it must go to the Rules 
Committee, which controls the flow of all bills to the floor. The committee 
determines how long debate on a bill will last, how many amendments will be 
considered and when votes will occur. Once a bill is passed, it is forwarded to the 
other chamber, where the entire legislative process is repeated. 
 
If both chambers pass identical bills, the measure is immediately delivered to the 
President for signature. If the House and Senate versions differ substantially, a 
conference committee is convened to work out those differences. A conference 
or compromise bill and report are then submitted to the full House and Senate. 
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Approval from both chambers must occur before a bill can be sent to the 
President. The bill dies if either chamber declines to conference or fails to reach 
agreement.25 
 
Conference Action 
 
Before a bill can go to the President, identical bills must be passed in the Senate 
and House. Often the bills initially presented in both chambers are not identical. 
Therefore, members of each chamber must meet to resolve any differences. This 
is where most of the hard bargaining and negotiating takes place. The leaders of 
each chamber appoint “conferees,” usually senior members of the committees 
with jurisdiction over the bill, to meet with conferees from the other chamber. This 
joint conference offers another opportunity for groups and individuals to persuade 
members to support various positions on controversial aspects of the bill. There 
is often controversy over the amount of money to be allocated to a federal/state 
program. 
 
When agreement has been reached on the controversial pieces of the bill, a 
conference report is written that explains the differences considered in resolving 
the issue. Both chambers must then approve the conference version of the bill for 
the bill to become law.26 
 
Presidential Action 
 
The President has 10 days (excluding Sunday) to act on a bill once it has been 
delivered to the White House. The President may do any one of the following: 
 

 Approve the legislation. The bill then becomes law the day it is signed, 
unless a later date is specified. 

 Approve the legislation by doing nothing. The bill becomes law if Congress 
is in session and the President takes no action within 10 days. 

 Pocket veto the legislation. This occurs only when legislation is passed 
near or at the end of a session of Congress and adjournment occurs 
before the President has had 10 days to consider the measure. In this 
situation, the bill dies. 

 Line-item veto provisions of the legislation. The President can refuse 
specific provisions of a bill and send it back to Congress for redraft or veto 
override by a two-thirds majority in both chambers. 

 Veto the legislation. The President returns the unsigned bill to Congress 
within 10 days. Congress may attempt to override the bill with a two-thirds 
majority in both houses. In this case, the bill becomes law. Otherwise, the 
bill dies. 

 
Bills that do become law are assigned a public law number that corresponds to 
the Congress and the order in which the bill was enacted (e.g. Public Law 106-10 
would represent the 10th public law enacted in the 106th Congress.) The length of 



   

12 | P a g e  

 
A Resource Guide for the Government Affairs Committee 

time it can take for a bill to become law can vary from hours to months. The 
number of bills that become law, out of the magnitude that are introduced, is 
quite small (e.g. the 107th Senate introduced 1,298 bills, and 43 became law. The 
House introduced 2,157 bills, and 203 became law).27 
 
The Federal Regulatory Process: Executive Branch 
 

After the President signs a bill into law, it is up to the executive branch to 
implement the provisions of the law by crafting and issuing standards or 
regulations. This process is as important as the legislative process. Some 
regulations may be developed without legislation, and others are created by the 
details of new or amended laws. The development of regulations can take 
months to years. It is an important step that may be overlooked by organized 
groups and individuals.  
 
A major role of government regulations is to interpret the laws. The laws rarely 
contain explicit language to closely guide their own implementation. The 
administrative agencies are responsible to promulgate the rules and regulations 
that fill in the details of the laws. Regulations specify definitions, authority, 
eligibility, benefits and standards. Their development is shaped by the law and by 
input from professional associations, providers, third-party payers, consumers 
and other special interest groups. The promulgation of regulations is also guided 
by certain rules. At the federal level, it is a requirement that the agency be 
responsible for publishing a draft of any proposed regulation or set of regulations 
in the Federal Register. This offers an opportunity for interested parties to react 
to the draft before it becomes final. Commenting on draft regulations is one of the 
most important times to be involved in the legislative process. States follow 
similar procedures. 
 
Regulations first take the form of a proposed rule and are published for public 
comment in the Federal Register. The notice usually includes the text of the 
proposed regulations or a description of the issues involved in a particular area 
that is to be regulated. There is usually a deadline for public comment, anywhere 
from 60 to 120 days. 
 
The public comment time may also include an opportunity for testifying at public 
hearings. After the comment period, the agency uses the information gathered to 
make changes to the proposed rule as deemed appropriate. The content of the 
final regulation may be heavily influenced by views presented during the 
comment period. It is very important that stakeholders be involved in this process 
to influence appropriate changes and recommendations. 
 
Final regulations are promulgated after the agency has reviewed public 
comments, made appropriate modifications and conducted a thorough internal 
review. When finalized, the rule is published in the Federal Register, usually at 
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least 30 days prior to its effective date. Occasionally, agencies may request 
additional public comment on a published final rule.28 
 
The Federal Regulatory Process: Judicial Branch 
 

“The nation’s court system makes up the judicial branch of the federal 
government. These courts interpret and change laws, as necessary and 
appropriate.”29 The Supreme Court is the highest court in the nation. In this role, 
it can assert itself in any area of public policy. “The court system is divided into 
two parts, state and federal. The state system includes trial courts, intermediate 
appellate courts and state supreme courts. The federal system includes district 
courts and 12 circuit courts of appeal.”30 
 
Developing a Network 
 
Once you have knowledge of the policy making process, it is time to start making 
contacts. It is very important to get to know your federal and state legislators, the 
committees they serve on, if they chair any of these committees, and their areas 
of interest and/or expertise. Federal legislators keep an office in Washington, DC 
and one or more district offices in their home state. You can obtain their contact 
information via their Web sites or at www.thomas.gov. It is good to have their 
contact information handy. It is also recommended that you request a schedule 
of their local town meetings. These often occur while they are working in their 
districts and provide a wonderful opportunity to express your views and increase 
awareness on an issue.  
 
Also, it is good to be in contact with the legislative staff for your legislators. It is 
recommended that you establish a good working relationship with the legislative 
assistants (LAs) who handle health issues for your legislators. Due to the 
diversity and complexity of issues, it is impossible for members of Congress to be 
knowledgeable on every issue. Congressional staff (also called staffers) provide 
background information and advice to the members on issues as they come 
before Congress. This occurs on a daily basis. The staffers handle a very large 
portfolio of issues. They also tend to develop a level of expertise in a few of these 
areas. The contact you have with them can assist the staff in gaining a better 
understanding of issues, and they may champion some of these for you.31 
 
Getting Your Legislator’s Attention 
 
Here are two simple and foolproof methods for developing an effective, 
professional relationship(s) with legislators and their staff: 
 
1. Clearly identify yourself as a constituent. 
2. Establish yourself as a resource for information.32 
 
 

http://www.thomas.gov/
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Being a Constituent 
 
Your status as a voter entitles you to share your views with your legislators and 
their staffs. It is your constitutional right to voice your opinions. 
 
Getting to Know Your Legislators 
 
The first step in maneuvering through the legislative process is to know your 
local, state and national legislators. Many states have helpful Web sites where 
you can find your legislators with a quick search. An example is for California. 
Log on to www.leginfo.ca.gov and click on the “your legislature” button. It takes 
you to a screen where you can then find information about your legislators. 
 
At the national level, you can locate your legislators via the following Web sites:  
www.congress.org or www.thomas.loc.gov. The searches are similar. 
 
“In some instances, your work and home addresses may be within two different 
Congressional districts. You can use this situation to your advantage by sending 
the same correspondence to both representatives, using different return 
addresses. Since your facility and its workers are constituents, this is perfectly 
legitimate. It is not necessary to do this “double hit” as a general rule. It is useful 
to remember if one of those representatives sits on an influential committee that 
may be considering an important issue.”33  
 
Determining which method is best to contact your legislator can be a bit more 
complicated. If a vote is coming up soon or is imminent, a phone call expressing 
whether you are for or against a bill is best. If you have more time and want to 
give an explanation of why you feel the way you do, you might want to write a 
letter and send an e-mail. Handwritten letters often have more impact because 
they are something you can feel and touch. A face-to-face meeting is the most 
beneficial point of contact, according to most legislators and advocacy groups. 
This can promote an extended relationship with the legislator and allow him or 
her to process your information on a more personal level. 
 
Acting as a Resource 
 
Information is the main resource that legislative staffers seek. This can greatly 
enhance your lobbying efforts. Therefore, your first interaction with your 
legislators’ offices should be more proactive and information sharing. It is 
preferable to cultivate these contacts prior to a crisis situation. Once you have 
done this, your request(s) will stand out among others and receive more prompt 
attention in the future.34 
 
Reading on a consistent basis is also crucial for you to become knowledgeable 
and the best resource you can be. It is recommended that you read professional 

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/
http://www.congress.org/
http://www.thomas.loc.gov/
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literature, lay press, newsletters, newspapers and news magazines, and watch 
news shows (i.e. CNN). 
 
Ideas on “getting your foot in the door”: 
 Put together a packet of information, including AOHP’s brochure and 

Public Policy Statement.  
 Make appointments to meet with your legislators when they are in their 

state districts.  
 Make a personal phone call to LAs for health in the legislators’ 

Washington offices and introduce yourself.  
 Let the LAs know that you are available as a resource for information. You 

can also provide your specific areas of expertise. 
 Follow the telephone call by sending another copy of your information 

packet to the staffer, along with your business card and a thank-you note 
for taking the time to talk with you. Again, take the opportunity to express 
your interest in serving as an informational resource. 

 
Congressional staffers often need background information or advice quickly and 
on very short notice. Part of their job is to gather background information and 
then craft questions for the members to ask of the hearing witnesses. As a 
resource, you can provide this type of information and make suggestions for 
areas that should be addressed by policy makers. Constituents who prove 
themselves to be credible and timely providers of information are sometimes 
asked to serve as hearing witnesses or to meet with policy makers to draft 
legislation. At the very least, your involvement can heighten their awareness 
related to issues pertinent to the practice of AOHP members. As a result of this 
strong working relationship, you have an increased likelihood that you can gain 
the support of your legislator on future issues as well.35 
 
Writing a Letter to Your Legislator 
 
Letter writing is an art form and can be a very powerful tool in influencing public 
policy. Even with the advent of e-mail, a personal letter remains a more effective 
method in communicating your concerns to your legislator. Form letters are 
usually ineffective; therefore, they are not recommended. If you choose to use 
them, it is best to include your personal touch to it, adding a few words about 
where you work and why the issue will affect you professionally and the public at 
large. Just one letter, with either a new perspective or a clear, persuasive 
argument, can often influence a legislator’s approach to an issue. A legislator 
may pay more attention to a matter on which he or she has received a large 
amount of mail. 
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Tips for Writing to an Elected Official 
 
 Address the letter properly. Obtain your legislator’s full name, correct 

spelling and title. This is available on their Web site. If you are still 
uncertain, call the legislator’s office to obtain the correct information. 

 
 Always include your last name and address. A response can then be 

returned more easily. 
 
 Identify yourself as a constituent and a healthcare professional. 
 
 Identify yourself as a member of a larger group or coalition, especially if 

that group consists of other constituents. 
 
 Use your own words. Avoid form letters and petitions. This kind of 

correspondence tends to be identified as an organized campaign and is 
often answered with a standard reply. Factual, thoughtful, personal letters 
carry more weight than a form letter or printed postcard. Petitions are still 
useful to let legislators know that an issue is important to a large group of 
individuals. 

 
 Time the arrival of your letter. Write to your legislator and the chairperson 

of the committee handling the bill in which you are interested while the bill 
is still in committee. This will ensure there is still time to take effective 
action. 

 
 Be clear about the topic of your letter. Identify the bill or issue of concern 

to you by referring to the bill’s number or its popular title.36 
 
 State your request for support or opposition on the issue. Avoid ambiguity, 

as it can be misinterpreted. 
 
 Be brief and constructive. If you disagree with the approach of a bill, 

explain what you believe to be the correct approach. 
 
 “Give the reasons for your opinion. Explain how an issue would affect you, 

your family, community, business, organization or profession. Concrete, 
expert arguments for or against a bill can often influence a legislator’s 
opinion. You may also want to include articles, editorials or other 
supporting materials to help make your point.”37 

 
 Request action. If seeking support, ask the legislator to co-sponsor the 

measure. Also request that they urge the appropriate subcommittee chair 
to schedule hearings on the issue as soon as possible. If a vote is due on 
the floor, urge them to vote yes on the bill. If you oppose an issue, clearly 
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say so and provide information about how you and your patients/hospital 
will be affected. Also request your legislator’s position on the issue. 

 
 Keep your letter to two pages or less. One page is optimal. It is helpful to 

include supporting documents such as one-page fact sheets or talking 
points with helpful statistics and compelling statements. 

 
 Offer your expertise and/or AOHP’s in re-working a bill if its approach 

does not seem reasonable.  
 
 Be persistent. If the issue is of great importance to your profession, do not 

cease your involvement after one contact. Legislators are dealing with 
multiple issues at all times. They appreciate reminders about what may be 
going on with a bill. Keep on top of the issue at all times. Organize others 
to contact their legislators about the issue.  

 
 Always be kind and courteous. It needs to be understood that many 

interest groups have competing goals. Present yourself as a reasonable 
individual, sincerely concerned with patient care and public health. Be 
willing to compromise to a certain extent. This can open doors to further 
negotiation.38 

 
Address letters to your legislators in the following manner and to the following 
addresses for national issues: 
 
The Honorable (Senator’s name) 
United States Senate 
Washington, DC 20510 
 
Dear Senator (last name): 
 
The Honorable (Representative’s name) 
US House of Representatives 
Washington, DC 20515 
 
Dear Representative (last name): 
 
Telephoning Your Legislator 
 
Telephoning a legislator is another important tool for making personal contact. 
Elected officials keep track of and count the number of telephone calls in favor of 
or against an issue.  
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Tips for Telephoning an Elected Official 
 
 Identify yourself as a constituent and a healthcare practitioner. It is also 

effective to mention your broader involvement in local, state or national 
professional organizations, as this represents a wider base of voters that 
will be affected by legislation.  

 
 Don’t expect to talk directly to a legislator on your first call. A call to a 

legislator’s office is usually answered by staff who will note your request or 
your position on a bill. This information will be passed on to the legislator. 
If you are calling to request information about the legislator’s position or to 
discuss a particular issue, your call may be transferred to the staff person 
responsible for that particular issue area. 

 
 Introduce yourself clearly. Be sure to provide the staff member with your 

name and address. This will identify that you are in their area of service 
and help to ensure you receive follow-up information. 

 
 Try to cover only one subject per call. If there is a pending vote on a bill, 

your telephone call should be simple and direct. It is a good idea to write 
out your statement in advance and have the bill number in front of you. 

 
 Keep your comment brief. Be prepared to state your position and what you 

want the legislator to do. Be ready to support your position with at least 
two well thought out arguments. 

 
 Thank legislators for their response. If a legislator or his or her staff does 

not have an immediate response to your request, ask when you can 
expect an answer. When you receive a reply, be sure to thank the 
legislator for getting back to you, even if the legislator’s position is not the 
same as yours.39 

 
Visiting Your Legislator in Person  
 
A personal visit with your legislator is usually the most effective way to 
communicate your viewpoint. It can also be the hardest to arrange. Personal 
visits allow both of you to connect names with faces and allow you to establish 
yourself as a concerned constituent. 
 
When Meeting with Elected Officials 
 
 Schedule a meeting in advance. Call ahead to make an appointment – do 

not unexpectedly show up. Explain that you are a constituent and would 
like to speak with the legislator on a certain date. Let the legislator’s aide 
or scheduler know what you want to discuss and where you work. If the 
legislator is unavailable to meet with you, request a meeting with the 
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staffer who handles the type of issue(s) you would like to discuss. Be as 
specific as possible so that your legislator and his or her staff can prepare 
materials which they may want to provide you. 
 
If you plan on bringing other individuals to the meeting, such as members 
of a coalition, be sure to disclose how many will be in attendance. You will 
most likely be allotted 15 to 30 minutes for your meeting. It is good to 
confirm your appointment as the time draws near. Do not be offended or 
disheartened if you are unable to meet with the legislator. The staffer will 
provide them with the information from the meeting. Also keep in mind that 
the staffer is very busy and on occasion may need to rush out of your 
meeting for some unexpected reason or for a vote. This is a common 
occurrence.  

 
 If you are representing a group, let the legislator know. When you 

introduce yourself, make it clear who you are and what organization you 
are working with. 

 
 Don’t feel slighted if you end up meeting with a staff member. A legislator 

will often have you meet with trusted staff members who attend meetings 
and conduct other duties on behalf of the legislator regarding the issue 
you will be presenting. You should provide the same information to the 
staff members that you would the legislator. 

 
 Do your homework and be prepared. You should expect to take no more 

than 15 minutes of a legislator’s time to discuss a particular issue or 
legislation. Anticipate direct and challenging questions. Have your 
answers prepared prior to the meeting. 

 
 Bring materials that help make your point. If you have statistical 

information or studies to validate your views, bring copies in an organized 
fashion to give to your legislator. 

 
 Don’t be demanding. Let legislators explain their views without 

interruption. They often have input from many sources, such as fiscal 
agencies, state departments or other groups with expertise on the issue. 

 
 Follow-up is important. Several days after meeting with your legislator, 

give him or her a call or send a follow-up thank you note or e-mail. 
 
If you are one person in a group meeting with a legislator, it is best to plan ahead 
of time as to what each of you will say, who will address specific aspects of the 
issue, how you will present it, the details of the packet you will be providing, and 
where you will meet prior to the meeting to go to the office as a group. It is 
important to have a lead spokesperson. This person should control the flow of 
the meeting and end the meeting with key points that are worth repeating.40 
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More tips to ensure success: 
 

 Be on time. Be prepared to wait if necessary, and remain patient. 
Congressional office activities are unpredictable. You will be appreciated 
for your patience and understanding if a delay should occur. If you are 
running late, call the office and let them know.  

 Be flexible and good-natured. Informal meeting areas are common, so do 
not feel insulted.  

 Introduce yourself to the legislator and/or staff with a firm handshake, eye 
contact and a pleasant demeanor. When with a group, each person 
should introduce themselves. Make it a point to remember the legislative 
assistant’s name, include that person in conversation and maintain eye 
contact throughout the meeting.  

 Understand that time is very limited. Be concise and acknowledge how 
much you appreciate their taking time to meet with you. If discussing a bill, 
mention the exact number and title. Get to the heart of the matter. Outline 
key points of the bill and talk briefly about how it will affect you and your 
patients. Providing local examples is meaningful to the legislator as well. 

 Do not be overly technical. Remember that you are the expert in the 
subject and the legislator or their staff most likely will not be.  

 Provide a one-page fact sheet on the issue, with your position clearly 
stated, as well as a contact name and telephone number. If you oppose 
an issue, offer an alternative course of action that should be considered. 
Ask for the member’s position on the issue and if you can count on their 
support or opposition. 

 Provide some other information about general issues of importance to 
your profession such as AOHP’s Public Policy Statement so there is 
something for them to refer back to after you leave. Provide your business 
card and offer to serve as a resource if they have questions or need 
further information. Obtain the staffer’s business card so that you may 
follow up later. 

 At the end of the meeting, thank the member and staff for their time and 
reiterate that you are happy to provide information in the future if they 
need it. Leave promptly, as there will probably be other appointments after 
yours. 

 Follow up with a formal letter thanking the member for his/her time and 
reiterating your position. Include any information that may have been 
requested during your meeting and make a special effort to acknowledge 
the time and attention paid by the legislative staffer. 

 Contact the legislative assistant you met with periodically so as not to lose 
ground with your contact work. Send them timely, important articles that 
may be of interest to the legislator.41 
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Testifying in Support Of or in Opposition To a Bill 
 
Testifying in support of, or against, a legislative proposal is another option. It is 
best to contact the author of the bill you are interested in and let him or her know 
you would like to testify. If you are in opposition to the bill, make sure you let the 
author’s office know your position well in advance so the legislator or staff can 
contact you before the hearing to discuss the bill. The author may agree to 
amend the bill before it is even heard in committee. 
 
When Testifying in Committee 
 
 Coordinate your testimony with others testifying on the bill to ensure that 

statements before the committee will be to the point and not redundant. A 
time limit may be set on your testimony if there are many witnesses 
speaking on a measure or if the committee has a long agenda. 

 
 After your testimony, be sure to thank the chair of the committee and the 

committee members for the opportunity to express your views.42 
 
Lobbying by Indirect Means 
 
Communicating with your elected officials is one of the most effective ways of 
lobbying. There are other indirect ways to raise their awareness of issues that 
are important to you as well. One of the most commonly used techniques is 
writing an op-ed (guest editorial) or letter to the editor of your local newspaper. 
 
How to Write an Editorial or Letter to the Editor 
 
 Get to the point. Your first paragraph should summarize concisely the 

main point of your letter. 
 
 Establish your credibility and write about what you know. Your letter or op-

ed should speak with some authority. This authority is established by 
stating your expertise or personal experience with the issue. Your 
education, years of work experience, affiliations or official position are 
important facts that should be included in your letter to help establish your 
credibility. 

 
 Be brief. A letter to the editor should be less than 300 words and an op-ed 

no more than 600 to 700 words. 
 
 Look for a “hook.” Editors are more likely to publish your letter or op-ed if 

you refer to an issue currently in the news. If you have read or seen a 
story in the news, mention it in your article. 
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 Take a position. Your goal is to present a particular position and not 
simply to “report” on an issue. Provide evidence that supports your 
position. 

 
 Try to make personal contact. Call the paper and ask for the name of the 

person who reviews letters and op-eds from the public. Call that person a 
few days after you send your letter or article and ask whether the paper 
will print it.43 

 
Identifying Future Legislative Champions 
 
Invite your legislators to visit your facility and also invite their key health staffer or 
someone who can pass information along to that staffer. The policy maker(s) will 
see firsthand what issues you are faced with on a daily basis and how these 
issues directly impact safe patient care. There is also the possibility that this visit 
will spark the interest of the legislator(s) and/or staffer(s). This is how legislative 
“champions” are developed. Champions are those who agree to carry an issue 
and move it forward into Congress. Staffers are often involved in suggesting 
issues that their members should champion, so the importance of your outreach 
cannot be understated or overemphasized. 
 
It is also good to keep your legislators informed of your facility’s activities and get 
them involved as appropriate. During Occupational Health Nurses Week, it is a 
good opportunity to send your legislators a short press release or letter detailing 
the week’s activities and to invite them and/or their staffers to attend an event if 
planned. Maybe they would agree to say a few words or send a letter on what is 
being done in Congress to enhance policies related to healthcare in the hospital 
setting. This type of event could be arranged for any educational campaign.  
 
Local Government 
 
Local government provides a vital link between citizens and the federal 
government. It is also the area where individuals and organizations can have the 
most impact in influencing politics and policy. The obligations of the local 
government are growing in their scope and importance. They govern such 
resources as public health, water supply, sewage and police protection, among 
other resources and services. The quality of life of a community, its resources 
and services are directly affected by decisions made at this level. 
 
How to Influence Your Local Government 
 
Gather information by attending meetings such as those of the city council, 
school boards, zoning, etc. Minutes of these meetings are public record and are 
available to read at the municipal hall. Public libraries also often have copies.  
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Other information to gather includes: 
 Which members of the elected body have the most power (informal and 

formal)? 
 Who outside of the elected body has power and should be considered 

influential? 
 Is there a group or family that has a political dynasty? 
 What strategies in the past have been successful at a grassroots level? 
 
Next, you must formulate a plan of which tactics are best to achieve the desired 
outcome and change political policy. You must enlist support from those who 
share the same or similar views on the issue. You can then choose one of the 
following paths: 
 Serve on volunteer committees. 
 Testify at public hearings and speak out on issues at meetings. 
 Develop a coalition or citizen movement around the issue. 
 Write letters to the editor or to the officials who have jurisdiction over the 

matter. 
 Join a party committee. 
 Utilize the tools previously described for the federal government.44 
 
In conclusion, we would like you to have fun with this process, try it out, become 
more educated and volunteer to assist with a GAC activity that is near and dear 
to your heart. We welcome your involvement and are here to mentor and be a 
resource for you. 
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Appendix A 
 
What is the Government Affairs Committee (GAC)? 
 
Purpose 
 
  To monitor and react to legislation and regulations which impact the 

practice of occupational health in healthcare. 
 

  To collect and disseminate information on legislative/regulatory issues 
affecting our practice. 

 
  To formulate position papers and platforms. 
 
Goals and Objectives 
 
I. Increase the number of members involved in governmental affairs. 
 

A. Develop a two-way communication tree of committee representatives to 
gather and disseminate information, utilizing fax, e-mail, telephone, mail 
alerts, chapter meetings, quarterly newsletter, Journal, etc. 
Communication shall flow in both directions from the Executive Board to 
Executive Vice President to regional representatives to chapter 
representatives to the membership. 

 
B. Assign each representative a specified source to monitor. 

 
C. Rotate responsibility for writing Journal articles among the regional and 

chapter representatives. 
 

D. Encourage and provide training in the legislative process through 
scholarships to the Nurse In Washington Internship (NIWI) and other 
forums, e.g., conference workshops, chapter presentations, etc. 

 
II. Develop liaisons with appropriate government officials (legislative/regulatory) 

on state and federal levels and provide input to these officials. 
 

A. Encourage committee representatives to develop key contacts and build 
relationships through visits, telephone contacts and letters. 

 
B. Develop key contact lists for AOHP members and call for communication 

blitzes on specific issues when needed via alerts. 
 
C. Develop a section on the AOHP Web site for Government Affairs 

Committee issues; i.e. guidance on how to write letters to representatives, 
etc. 

 
D. Develop a descriptive flyer to present to government officials and others 

which concisely describes the association and its activities. 
 

III. Work in tandem with the Association Community Liaison to promote 
awareness of the association for coalition building through networking with 
other specialty groups, e.g., APIC, AAOHN, etc.; ongoing participation in 
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established coalitions, e.g., The Joint Commission; and ongoing participation 
in established alliances, e.g., OSHA.  

 
GAC Resources 
 
Position Statements 
The AOHP Board of Directors issues and updates position statements on specific 
topics to be distributed to interested parties. These have often been used as 
attachments and referred to when sending letters to members of Congress. 
 
Public Policy Statement 
In 2005, AOHP issued its first Public Policy Statement in response to a member 
survey of what is most important to members for the organization to address. 
This statement is effective for two years and guides the work of the organization 
as it relates to continuing education, public policy work, and meetings AOHP 
attends. It is also shared with AOHP partners and the media. The statement is 
reviewed and updated every two years following a member survey at the time of 
the organization’s national elections. 
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Appendix B 
 

Where to Get Information 
 
It is very important to have thorough background knowledge on an issue before 
contacting a member of Congress to support or oppose a measure. To obtain 
current information on a bill’s status, contact the legislative information service, 
Legis, at 202-225-1772 or go to www.thomas.gov to research activity on the bill. 
From both sources, you can find out where a bill is in the process, who and how 
many co-sponsors there are and any action the bill has undergone.  
 
To obtain a hard copy of a bill or committee report, send a self-addressed label to 
one of the following offices: 
 
House Document Room 
B-18, Annex 2 
Washington, DC 20515 
Tel: 202-226-5200 
 
OR 
 
Senate Document Room 
SH-B 04 
Washington, DC 20510 
Tel: 202-224-7860 
 
The Congressional Research Service (CRS) is a service of the Library of 
Congress. Many are unaware that they have access to this library via their 
members of Congress. This can be an extremely valuable resource when 
researching background information on virtually any issue. You just need to call 
or write your legislator and request that CRS gather some information for you.  
 
The AOHP GAC and the Chair of the GAC are also valuable assets and are 
available to assist as well. We often have updated information on an issue 
pertinent to AOHP at the national level. 
 
You are encouraged to contact the GAC Chair to keep us apprised of your efforts 
and any assistance you may need.  

http://www.thomas.gov/
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Appendix C 
 

Online Resource List 
 
These are some of our top recommendations:  
 
Thomas – Legislative Information 
http://thomas.loc.gov 
 
Federal Register  
http://www.access.gpo.gov 
 
The White House 
http://www.whitehouse.gov 
 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
http://www.cdc.gov 
 
Agency for Healthcare Research & Quality (AHRQ) 
http://www.ahrq.gov 
 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
http://www.epa.gov 
 
Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OSHA) 
http://ww.osha.gov/ 
 
Institute of Medicine (IOM) 
http://www.iom.edu 
 
State Government Web Sites 
 
Most states have Internet sites, and the information on them varies. These sites 
can be accessed through standard Web search programs using keywords such 
as “state name” and “government” or “legislature,” etc. Other state agency Web 
sites may also provide useful links. 
 
 
 

http://thomas.loc.gov/
http://www.access.gpo.gov/
http://www.whitehouse.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.ahrq.gov/
http://www.epa.gov/
http://ww.osha.gov/
http://www.iom.edu/
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