How to Have a Powerful Meeting With Your Member of Congress by Going Beyond the Usual

A truly powerful meeting with a representative or senator is built on much more than factual information and straightforward requests. The following guidelines can help you go beyond the usual meeting to connect with your members of Congress and move them toward becoming champions for the end of poverty. 

For additional information on scheduling, planning and conducting your meeting, please refer to RESULTS Activist Milestone #9 — Meet Face-to-Face With Your Member of Congress. 

Use these main points to help you structure your meeting

For a powerful meeting with a member of Congress, try following this basic agenda: 

· Introductions that are short (15–30 seconds). Try establishing an “unusual” feeling by stating briefly why you work to end poverty.

· Thank your member of Congress (MoC), often educating the member about what he or she has done. Keep your eye out for what he or she is doing that is non-RESULTS related. Enter the world of your MoC — it will make it more likely for him/her to listen to you when you get to your stuff.

· Educate your MoC about an issue.

· Make an ask related to that issues.

· Repeat the last two points, but not more than two or three times, total. Avoid jamming the agenda.

The usual jobs that we assign during a meeting

Leader, who facilitates the meeting, keeps the group on task, and makes sure each request is covered.

Time–keeper, who assures the meeting is various parts of the meeting are kept on schedule.

Note–taker, who writes down any commitments the MoC makes. Try going even further by especially highlighting the MoC’s reactions, objections, or places where s/he paid particular attention or had particular enthusiasm.

“Going deep” with your member of Congress

The usual culture of a meeting with a MoC is to be civil, intellectual, and speak from your head. The “unusual” we are seeking is to break that up a bit, by speaking, listening, and asking questions in ways that invite us and the MoC to be vulnerable, to be moved, to be open for a moment to how painful it is to think about six year-olds sold as indentured servants, for example.

This requires asking permission:
May I ask you a somewhat personal question?

What was your first experience with poverty?

May I please tell you/read to you a short story that I find very compelling?
It also takes pushing past the usual culture of talking about numbers, political “realities,” and strategies. It takes pushing past the beliefs that “There’s not enough time,” or “We have too much to cover,” or “They are too busy.” For all those reasons, it may be uncomfortable to do this. 

Persist and do it anyway. 

Our purpose is to wake up in that senator or representative the person who came to Congress because he or she wanted to help people, especially those people in the most desperate situations. We can give our members of Congress that opportunity.

There is an old expression that says, “People do not remember what you said, but they remember how they felt when they were with you.” Our challenge is to have all of us leave our meetings with an awakened sense of hope and purpose to do all that we can in partnership with the world’s poorest citizens.

The key way we have found that works to achieve all of this is to tell short, moving stories of an individual who is living the reality of poverty that we wish to bring into the room. We don’t have to tell all the conclusions or morals of the story. Just telling the story, waiting for and soliciting the MoC’s reaction to the story, and then presenting opportunities for actions and solutions seem to be the best combination.

Practice, practice, practice your speaking and your stories. The second time we say something, it generally comes out better than the first time, and the third and fourth times are usually even better, especially if we practice in front of our partners and get some honest feedback, such as:

I liked when you said…

My attention wandered when you said…

I think it would be more powerful to leave this part out/in…

Let yourself be really moved when you talk about…

It also can be very effective to think of some questions beforehand that you would like to ask your MoCs. The purpose is to have them inspire themselves by speaking about something they have done, experienced, or believed in passionately, that will reawaken their hope and sense of purpose. Doing your homework to learn about what they’ve been up to, and what moves them, will help shape the questions. For tips on ways to do this research, go to the RESULTS Musings Blog and listen to the January 2008 grassroots training call, “Researching Members of Congress,” led by Allison Gallaher.

Keep in mind what the member’s typical day is like

· He or she may have 10–15 constituent meetings on the same day as yours.

· Your MoC will have briefings by aides for your meeting as well as the other 15 meetings.

· Meanwhile, s/he is also working on legislation, committee hearings, constituent concerns, party matters, and many other requests from aides and others.

· Your senator or representative may be very far from feeling that s/he has the power or ability to change the world. Sometimes s/he is feeling quite hopeless and cynical.

That is the person whose attention we are seeking. Start with the human being, as you begin to speak and listen.

# # # # #

Many thanks to Carolyn Prouty of the Olympia Washington RESULTS group, for providing these guidelines taken from her inspirational grassroots training call — “How to Have an Unusual Meeting with Your Member of Congress That Doesn’t Involve Dancing.” To listen to a recording of the call, please go to the February 2008 Training Call on RESULTS Musings Blog.

