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Some Sources Helpful for Legislative Advocacy
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The Nonprofit Lobbying Guide, by Bob Smucker (Publisher: Independent Sector, 2d ed. 1999) now available only in PDF at http://www.independentsector.org/programs/gr/lobbyguide.html.  Their write-up: “The Nonprofit Lobbying Guide demonstrates the many ways charitable organizations can use lobbying to advance their causes in federal, state, and local legislatures. This definitive guide to advocacy is essential for organizations already engaged in policy work and an invaluable resource for those that want to get started.” A small, but reasonably thorough guide to the basics of advocacy on behalf of causes when one does not have the ability to offer campaign contributions. It is “definitive” only to the level that it mentions most all the various elements of making and implementing a full-blown legislative advocacy plan. This book discusses the long list of activities that I did not include in my presentation. Of course, many would have to be translated to our types of programs, i.e., governmental programs, as well as non-profit ones, and to note our natural constituencies, such as local bar associations.

There is one notable exception that should be added to the book: Programs for self represented litigants can serve as constituent services for legislators. Create a brochure about your program. Then once a year deliver copies to your legislators’ or county commissioners’ offices in your district and use the occasion to meet with the legislator and the staff to remind them of the program and that they can make referrals to you. Use the time to discuss any bills or funding matters coming up the next session as well. 

For underlying theory on how to be convincing in putting forth one’s arguments, see the books listed below and the slides for the presentation. Unfortunately, there is no book that incorporates all the aspects of legislative advocacy in one place.

Moral Politics: How Liberals and Conservatives Think, by George Lakoff (University of Chicago Press, 2d ed. 2002). This book, the precursor to several of Lakoff’s shorter, more popular works, such as Don’t Think of an Elephant, is a long read at over 400 pages. Most of the book is Lakoff’s political theory, based on findings from cognitive linguistics. (Lakoff is one of the founders of the cognitive linguistics movement.) Lakoff has found that, for most Americans, their political views are not based on rational study of political theories, but rather on analogy to value systems based on two different moral models of the family: The Strict Father Model and the Nurturant Parent Model. For our purposes, the theory is valuable in that it gives us a structure for choosing the right kinds of words to reach people who are either unaware of the policy behind our causes or are predisposed against them. (Some people are turned of by Lakoff’s choice of names for his competing family folk theories, but I suggest that you look past that.) Unfortunately, the book does not make recommendations regarding legislative advocacy, as 

Lakoff’s main goal is to influence elections, but one can draw from his findings some very helpful background information. For the first nineteen chapters, Lakoff tries to maintain a neutral political position, reporting as an academic exercise. These are the useful chapters for legislative advocacy, and one reason that I prefer this book for legislative advocacy, rather than his others, more partisan books. The other is that it is much more informative. Lakoff’s concluding chapters tell why he choose to be a liberal.

Cracking the Code: How to Win Hearts, Change Minds, and Restore America’s Original Vision, by Thom Hartmann (Berrett-Keohler Publishers, Inc. 2007). Thom Hartmann is a neurologist who also is a liberal radio commentator. This books is a shorter, easier read than Moral Politics, and much better in terms of explaining how to reach another person’s core values when talking politics (or for our purposes, legislation). I have studied the underlying neuroscience that he alludes to, and I can tell you that, although his own notes are few, his statements do represent or at least comport with the views that most recent leaders in Neuroscience also hold. Unfortunately, while he does a good job at presenting how to tell your story, he falls short on telling you how to choose the words. For that, you need Moral Politics. Notably, Hartmann does not subscribe to Lakoff’s cognitive linguistics view of the origin of the two different political views of liberals and conservatives. Rather, he relies on a rational-basis approach, suggesting that the creators of our political parties were disciples of Thomas Hobbes (conservative view that men are essentially bad by nature and must be controlled for their own good) or John Locke and Thomas Jefferson (liberal view that men are essentially good by nature and should be supported in their pursuit of happiness). Since the two theories are somewhat compatible except for the notion of where the values spring from, i.e., the same two sets of values are noted by each, Hartmann may prefer not to follow Lakoff completely because he is not a cognitive linguist and does not know the discourse well enough or because he may question the modeling itself.

The Political Brain: The Role of Emotion in Deciding the Fate of the Nation, by Drew Westen (Publisher: Public Affairs (Perseus Books Group 2007). Drew Westen is another neurologist who has studied politics and value systems. Westen also writes from a liberal viewpoint. Westen’s book is considerably longer than Hartmann’s and is not a how-to book like Hartmann’s, but it is a very fascinating read. The first third of the book presents the theory of how values are at the core to our political views and how they are related to our underlying, often unconscious emotions. His use of neuroscience is very good and very precise, thus educating the reader in some good underlying theory. The second two-thirds of the book looks at several political issues and remarks about how a liberal could make a better presentation of the core values on those issues. Unfortunately, he does not take as one of the issues he discusses the funding of programs for the poor or those who are underserved by the justice system. Nevertheless, by example, he does a masterful job of relating how the framing of issues can be changed so as to present the core values of a liberal position. Of the three books, Moral Politics, Cracking the Code, and this one, I would say that this is the book to read last in that it would not be as immediately helpful at the other two, taken together. But it is very good for giving a deeper understanding of the use of values and emotions when making a case as a legislative advocate.


