How to Visit a Politician


     Visiting a politician is one of the most powerful things you can do whilst campaigning for your issue.  It carries much more weight than signing a petition, sending a postcard, making a phone call or even sending a letter.

     There are many ways to proceed and most of them are effective.  If you want to make your visit as successful as possible, however, you may wish to consider the following points. 

Before the Visit

DEAL WITH JUST ONE ISSUE AT A TIME.

     You won't normally have time to deal with any more.  You may confuse the politician if you try to do so and they'll think each issue you raise is less important. 

KNOW THE ISSUE.

     Make sure you know the issue thoroughly before you visit the politician.  If you don't already know it, learn it.  If you do, review it.  Know the facts and figures.  Know the counter-arguments to any arguments they might use. 

KNOW THE POLITICIAN.

     Find out the name of your Member of the Legislative Assembly (MLA), party, electorate, and any committees they're on or positions they hold that might be relevant to your issue.  You can get this information from the government web site at: http://www.assembly.ab.ca/lao/mla/index.asp or by phoning the Legislative Assembly at 427-2826. 

BE CLEAR ABOUT YOUR OBJECTIVES.

     Be clear about what you want the politician to do.  This is very important. Some suggestions are to ask the MLA to:

( Talk to a Minister(s) on your behalf or forward to them a letter outlining your concerns.
( Discuss the issue with caucus colleagues.

( Ask the MLA to pose a question in Question Period.

( Table a letter from you in the Legislature
( Make a Member’s Statement in the Legislature
( Move a motion in the Legislature

( Discuss the issue at a Standing Policy Committee meeting.

( Speak at a public meeting, or a meeting of your group. 

( Make a public statement, perhaps directed to the media. 

    A politician or their staff can answer your questions on how the system works and assist you on the best ways to bring your issues forward. Don't be afraid to ask!

BE CLEAR WHEN YOU WANT THESE THINGS DONE.

     If you want the politician to do things in the legislature, be clear which session of parliament you're aiming for. 

ORGANISE YOUR DELEGATION.

     If you can organise representatives of other groups also concerned about your issue, that's great.  It shows you have wider support than just 1 person or group. 

     Also bring someone with personal experience of the issue if you can.  Individual experience gives colour to what can otherwise be just dry facts.  Further, statistics can often be questioned, but no one can deny personal experience. 

     Finally, try to bring a member of the politician's electorate.  It makes your delegation more important to the politician and makes them more likely to act on your requests. 

     Try not to go alone.  Others can give you confidence and might be able to think of counter-arguments when you're stumped for words.  Furthermore, experience at visiting politicians is valuable — help to empower others by spreading it around. 

     On the other hand, don't bring too many people.  It might seem overbearing and will make your meeting harder to coordinate.  About 3 is ideal. 

MAKE THE APPOINTMENT.

     Ask for an appointment well in advance.  Tell the politician's office how many will be coming, who they are and what groups they're from.  Find out how long you're likely to have.  Confirm this on the day with the politician right after the introductions.  Half an hour is normal. 

     Try to get an appointment in the morning, if possible.  Politicians, and others, are usually fresher and in a better mood in the morning. 

     Don't turn down the chance for a meeting if you can only meet with an advisor or assistant.  These people make many of the decisions and are often as important behind the scenes as the politician.  Go to the meeting and treat them as you would the politician. 

ORGANISE YOUR LEAFLET.

     If you just tell the politician what you want they might forget.  A leaflet provides a written record and helps make everything clearer.  You may wish to make one if there isn't already one available.  It should contain a briefing on the issue, perhaps including counter-arguments, and a list of what you want the politician to do and when you want it done by.  Be polite.  "We sincerely request that ..." may be appropriate. 

      Keep it as short as possible — politicians will rarely have the time or interest to wade through it otherwise.  One double-sided A4 page is usually ideal, well presented and typed, of course. 

     Make sure the politician can contact you if they need to.  End your leaflet with something like If you require any further assistance please don't hesitate to contact; and the contact details of any appropriate groups or people. 

BRIEF THE POLITICIAN IN ADVANCE.

     Post them the leaflet along with a short covering letter.  Post them any other material they need — e.g. if you're meeting to discuss a report or submission, post them a copy.  Don't burden them with unnecessary material, though. 

     If you couldn't get an appointment at all, don't be deterred!  Ask them if you can write them a letter instead.  They'll normally agree.  Then send off your leaflet with a covering letter and politely but firmly pursue the matter until you get a response. 

PLAN YOUR TALK.

     Your talk should briefly repeat and possibly expand upon the material in your leaflet.  In particular you should cover what you want the politician to do and attempt to deal with any counter-arguments or concerns they may have. 

     You might like to have different people specialise in different areas, with a leader who coordinates things, makes the introductions, explains what each person will talk about and leads into each of these areas. 

     Alternatively you could have just one spokesperson.  Perhaps designate someone as a note-taker to record what was agreed to and anything else the politician says that's important. 

     Plan the outline of your talk and give it a tentative timeframe.  Make sure that all of your delegation understands and agrees to it.  This is very important — you must all be working to the same outline.  Be aware that the politician may also want to talk a lot and may even try to side-track things. 

     Allow perhaps half of your time for talking about what you want the politician to do.  Hopefully this will give you enough time to deal with any counter-arguments or concerns they may have. 

REHEARSE.

     You'll feel much more confident if you rehearse.  Memorise the outline of the talk.  Make sure you can recall the facts you need, or at least the most important ones, and find the others on your leaflet or elsewhere.  Learn the counter-arguments. 

     Perhaps stage a role-play with your delegation.  You could designate a person to be the politician.  Perhaps have them throw up arguments and attempt to side-track things.  Practise being polite and patient and keeping to your outline.

During the Visit

BE NEAT AND PRESENTABLE.

     Politicians, like other people, can be full of prejudice.  They usually react badly to people who look radical — a neat and "normal" appearance is what they prefer.  A radical or unusual appearance can turn them against your cause, regardless of the worth of your ideas. 

BE EARLY.

     Make sure everyone knows where the politician's office is and organise to meet there 15 minutes early.  You could meet even earlier outside or elsewhere and run through things one last time. 

PREAMBLE.

     Thank the politician for the opportunity to meet with them and air your concerns.  Make the introductions.  Confirm how much time you have. 

BE CONFIDENT!

     A politician is a jack of all trades.  They have to know a bit about an awful lot and don't have much time to specialise.  You'll normally know far more about your issue than they will. 

BE HONEST.

     On the other hand, if you don't know the answer to a question, say so.  Don't guess or try to make things up.  Offer to get back to them with the information, and if they want it, do so. 

BE CLEAR.

     Remember that how you communicate is as important as what you communicate.  Make your points clearly and briefly and don't waste the politician's time.

 BE POLITE AND PATIENT.

     Some politicians can be incredibly frustrating at times.  They can be ignorant, insensitive, prejudiced, or even downright rude.  You must resist the urge to throttle them, no matter what.  Be polite and patient at all times.  If you turn them against you they'll be unlikely to help your cause. 

     Even if they refuse to help you now, remember, you or others from the movement might want to lobby them again later. 

BE NICE.

     Find out their views on your issue — this is important, regardless.  If you know about their past record compliment them on any past achievements.  Ask them how their work's going.  Perhaps ask them what their chances are if there's a forthcoming election.  Try to be nice — don't just push your own concerns. 

DON’T GET SIDE-TRACKED!

     Side-tracking can come from within your own delegation, accidentally, or from the politician, perhaps deliberately, especially when they don't want to make a commitment.  Don't let it happen.  This is very important.

     Remember your outline and objectives and politely but firmly bring things back on track. 

DON'T BE EMOTIONAL.

     Unfortunately activists sometimes have a reputation for being overly emotional and irrational.  We can counter this by simply sticking to the facts. We don't need to be emotional — the facts are often quite shocking enough in themselves.  It's enough just to show that we sincerely care. 

THANK THEM FOR THE VISIT.

     Regardless of the outcome, thank them again for the opportunity to meet with them and to air your concerns.

After the Visit
DEBRIEF.

     Talk it over with your delegation.  Discuss what worked, what didn't, and how you could do it better next time. 

FOLLOW UP.

     Quickly organise and send any information you promised to the politician.  Perhaps write and thank them for the opportunity to meet with them and remind them of any commitments they made to you.  Make sure they honour their commitments.  If you don't hear anything within a reasonable time, phone or write, and politely but firmly pursue the matter until you get a response. 

COMMUNICATE WITH YOUR GROUP.

     Tell them the results.  Tell them how the politician feels and what they've agreed to do about the issue.  Are there other groups that should be told? 

ORGANISE THE NEXT ONE!

     Do it now while you're still hot.  Remember, they'll only get easier and you'll only get better!
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