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When communicating with your legislator on an issue the following general principals should prove useful:

1. Be prepared.  Do your homework ahead of time and know exactly what you are going to discuss and all the points you want to cover.  It is critical that you know where in the legislative process the issue you are discussing is and how that relates to its prospects of passage into law.  Anticipate other issues or questions the legislator may raise that are related to your topic.  

2. Establish a common denominator.  Set the stage at the beginning of your conversation with the member by reinforcing some common ground.  You may be able to refer to an agreement on the substance of an issue or thank him for a recent vote.  In the absence of being able to do this, you may be able to refer to some common interests, acquaintances, or activities in the area.  It is important to take advantage of any previous incident that reinforces commonality or agreement - without being insincere.  

3. Be concise, specific and clear.  After your opening remarks, refer to the purpose of the communication.  If you are asking him to take a specific action involving a specific topic at a specific time, give all the details.  

Requests for action can take many forms such as voting for or against a bill, supporting or opposing amendments or substitutes, generating support among other legislators, co-sponsoring legislation or making supporting motions, just to name a few action items you might need to recommend.

4. Be reasonable.  Do not overstate your case or you will risk losing your credibility.  Use factual information and concrete examples as much as possible.  Do not deliver ultimatums and do not be argumentative.  Do not make commitments you can not keep and most importantly do not threaten him.  

Do not embarrass him/her by assuming that he/she is familiar with the details of the issue you are discussing.  Members of the legislature must deal with many complex issues and it is impossible for them to be thoroughly updated on all of them.  At the other extreme, do not anger them by talking down to them.  Those who are members of the committees that deal with particular issues or who have a personal interest in the issues are likely to be very knowledgeable.  

5. Remember that all politics is local.  It is easy to lose sight of the local implications of legislation when legislators are away in Montgomery.  It is important that they be told what impact a specific proposal will have on the daily lives of their constituents - either positively or negatively.  

6. Acknowledge the opposition. But don't denigrate them.  Be familiar with the arguments being used by the opposition to disagree with your position and be prepared to respond to them.  Acknowledge the political circumstances of the opponents.  By responding to the opponents’ statements you will demonstrate your depth of understanding and, perhaps, be able to neutralize the opposition's influence.

7.  Provide written materials if available.  It will help them remember your concerns later and they’ll have a way to review what you’ve talked about. Also make sure they have a way to contact you later if they have questions or want more information. 
8. Say “thank you.”  Everyone appreciates recognition, encouragement and thanks.  Take every appropriate opportunity during and at the end of your visit or letter to express the sentiments.  

9. Follow up promptly.  Thank him/her in advance for any assistance or support he/she has offered.  Summarize the content and nature of your discussion if the contact was face-to-face in a letter.  If he/she was non-committal during your meeting, assure him/her of your willingness to answer questions or provide additional information.  

10.  Report immediately.  Your effort must be coordinated and someone within your organization must be charged with keeping up with the results of your contacts.  Report to that person ASAP after a contact has been made.  Your comments are critical in determining the nature and extent of follow-up that will be required.

