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In a July 2013 poll by 
NBC News and the 
Wall Street Journal, a 
whopping 83 percent 
of Americans said they 
did not approve of 
the job Congress was 
doing. This all-time 
high disapproval rating 
told us what we pretty 
much already know- the 
American people don’t 
have a whole lot of faith 
in Congress’ ability to 
get things done. So as 
a nonprofit that focuses 
on advocacy outreach 
as the primary way to 
achieve your mission, 
what should you do? 
The answer is a lot 
closer to home- think 
local. There’s much to 
be said in the current 
political climate for 
focusing your efforts 
on state and local 
government. 

Congress. Sigh. 

You’ve done everything right. You’ve got a strong, highly mobile base of support that are readily 
taking action with your cause. They sign petitions, write letters to Congress and even make 
phone calls on your behalf. In some cases, you may have a legislator or group of legislators on 
your side, but nothing seems to be working. Well guess what? You are not alone. 

In the last 12 months, Congress has battled over everything from the debt ceiling to health care, 
immigration and even gun reform with limited, impactful results and Americans are frustrated, 
to say the least. The NBC News/WSJ poll found that not only does Congress have its lowest 
approval rating ever, but 60 percent of voters actually said they would be in favor of replacing 
every single member of Congress if they had the option on the ballot. 

Skip Congress, Go Local - Get Things Done with State and Local Advocacy

2 3Copyright © Salsa Labs - 2013



Skip Congress, Go Local - Get Things Done with State and Local Advocacy

2

With sharp party divides, and even a low approval rating for the president, now’s the time, as a 
nonprofit, to look beyond the congressional gridlock for other ways your organization can make 
an impact. There’s never been a better time to look to your state and local representation to help 
make change in your community. And every fire starts with a spark, right? 

Why State and Local

Admittedly, there are some issues that just can’t be addressed well at the local level. But many 
(many!) issues cannot only be addressed, but can actually result in bigger, more lasting change. 

Let’s start with a brief civics lesson. The federal government is given a series of powers by 
the constitution, but anything not granted to the federal government is reserved for the states. 
This means the states have responsibility for things like ownership of property, education, 
implementation and distribution of aid and aid programs, regulation of industry and much 
more.  Each state designates power to local governments that are generally divided into two 
tiers- counties (or boroughs in Alaska, parishes in Louisiana) and municipalities (i.e. cities/
towns). Local powers are focused on things like parks and recreation services, police, fire and 
emergency services, transportation, public works and housing. The point here? State and 
local governments are responsible for a heck of a lot of issues that impact the daily lives of 
Americans, and can directly affect change to help and support your cause.

It’s also worth noting that sometimes, by reaching to the decision makers on the local level, 
you’ll get things done on the higher levels too. As Kristen DeMint and Jeanette Russell point out 
in The Essential Guide to Online Advocacy for Nonprofits, if local leaders can’t solve the problem 
themselves, they’ll hammer on those who can. 

“The big fish respond because they know that the local reps know the hometown, get things 
done for constituents, facilitate fundraising, and otherwise get them re-elected,” DeMint and 
Russell explain.
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Beyond the breadth of issues state and local government can control, the sheer 
ratio of state and local representation to number of constituents makes it more 
likely that individual voices will be heard. Think about it- according to 2010 census 
data, the average U.S. House of Representatives member has about 710,000 
constituents, even more for the average Senator. But the number of constituents per 
representative drops dramatically on the state level and is even lower on the local 
level, meaning there’s less clutter to break through and each voter has more impact 
on their elected officials.
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Getting Organized for Local 

Any good advocacy campaign begins with a ton of planning, and focusing on the state and 
local levels doesn’t change that. In fact, it may mean doing even more. When focusing on 
the lower levels of government, it’s key to remember that you’ll have to target each legislator 
with the issues that are most relevant to them and their district. This means that if you are an 
organization focused on the environment, you may have to hone in on improving recycling 
programs in one district while emphasizing the need for plastic bag taxes in another. You want 
to meet legislators where they are, both literally and figuratively, in terms of framing your issues 
and actions. 

To do this, you’ll want to do some research. Try to find everything you can on the local 
policymakers and influencers, including whether they are appointed or elected, what issues 
they’ve taken a stand on before and whether they are potentially movable on your issue (some 
individuals won’t move on certain topics but can be swayed on others). Be honest with yourself 
and your organization about who’s with you, who’s against you and who can be moved. 

Before you can worry about your message, you’ll need to get your supporters organized and 
ready to take action. The first step is ensuring that all your critical information is stored in 
a logical, easy-to-access database, something you’re not going to achieve with a standard 
spreadsheet. If you’re not already using a CRM (constituent or consumer relationship 
management system, depending on who you ask), you should seriously consider it. 

Managing your supporters is just part of the process. Even with their data in hand, you’ll need 
tools that can help you mobilize supporters into action. That’s where something like Salsa 
comes in. With features that allow you to do everything from design and send letters to officials 
on all levels (yup, even state and local) to create online petitions and even allow supporters to 
easily spread the word of your campaign with social sharing features, you can handle all the 
details of your advocacy campaign in one place and track the actions of your supporters as  
you go. 

You’ll want to make it simple for supporters to get involved in your advocacy campaign. For 
many organizations, this means making it easy for them to do many of the actions online. With 
Salsa, for example, you can create targeted actions right on your website, so supporters can 
either choose a form letter to send their representatives, or you can give them key points so they 
can create their own. And since this is the 21st century, they can choose to submit the letter or 
petition signature electronically, and systems like Salsa will distribute it directly to the legislator’s 
website submission pages. 
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Crafting the Local Message

As previously mentioned, your messages on the state and local levels will vary based on who 
you are trying to reach and what matters most to his or her community. This is where even more 
careful planning comes into play. It’s crucial to establish which legislators or leaders you will be 
reaching out to and create your corresponding message or messages. This will likely require 
digging back into your research to see how your cause or issue fits with that specific community 
or constituent base. Before turning to your supporters for their help or action, you’ll need to have 
these decisions made. It will help you craft the messages that you’ll use as petitions, or as form 
letters for supporters to sign, and give you key talking (or writing) points for supporters who want 
to create their own letters. 

Writing the messages that will move supporters to action, and have an effect on legislators, can 
be challenging. DeMint and Russell state that well-written language should include: 

• What you want to change- Spell out your specific, achievable goals. 
• Who can make it happen- Name not only your primary target (the legislator you’re trying  
   to reach) but also the key influencers who can help put pressure on that target (their staff,    
   significant campaign donors, etc.). 
• Why readers should care- Make your case to your readers. Answer the question about  
   why this issue or cause matters. 
• What you’re asking the decision maker to do- This is the piece that’s sent to the target, so    
   make it clear what action you want them to take, like voting for a bill or creating a new program. 

Your message can be spread through more than just letters and petitions. Social media can be 
a great place to call supporters to action. For starters, they can share their views, your messages 
and calls to action with their friends. By providing the option on your communication vehicles to 
share articles, stories and requests on social media, they can spread the word to their networks 
and beyond, exponentially increasing your reach. If you know you have a lot of supporters who 
regularly interact with your Facebook page, you can use tools like ActionSprout, which allow 
supporters to complete actions right within the post- like signing a petition or making a pledge. 

Writing your messages for social media is a little different than traditional advocacy methods. 
Drew Bernard of ActionSprout suggests keeping the following in mind as you create your posts: 

• Never stop learning- Try lots of different things to see what content works best for your  
  supporters to drive them to action.
• Stay positive- Using positive language is more likely to drive supporters to take action, so  
   try your best to keep the glass half full. 
• Think 100-150 characters- Get to the point but use the space you need to be clear   
   and compelling.  
• Make it dynamic- Use images and links to support your messages and calls to action  
   and keep it interesting, especially if you’re writing multiple posts on similar issues.
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As you establish what actions you want supporters to take, DeMint and Russell offer some 
advice. They remind organizations to try asking for what they want first, especially on the local 
level, not busting in with guns blazing. Sometimes an informed conversation with clear, realistic 
requests is enough for leaders to take action. When it’s not, a variety of tactics and outreach to the 
decision makers often has the strongest impact. Either way, if you get a win with your local leader, 
make a big splash and reward them for their support, just like you would for a national win. 

A Real Life Example

One great example of an organization doing effective advocacy on the state and local level is the 
Animal Legal Defense Fund (ALDF).  Founded by attorneys who were active in the emerging field 
of animal law, ALDF has served as a trailblazer for the stronger enforcement of anti-cruelty laws 
and the humane treatment of animals through a network of more than 100,000 supporters. 

In 2012, ALDF took on the so called “ag gag” laws, a concerted effort by the corporate 
agriculture industry to create legislation in numerous states that would make it illegal to take 
photographs or video at 
agricultural facilities, as 
well as to possess and 
distribute such material. 
While these laws claimed 
to protect the interests of 
factory farms, they also 
served to quiet potential 
whistleblowers and limit 
access to evidence of 
farmed animal abuses, 
illegal working conditions 
and risky food practices. 

Because these pieces of 
legislation were introduced 
in individual states, ALDF 
knew they would have to 
target state and local leaders if they wanted to defeat them. First, being the lawyers that they 
were, they crafted alternative legislation to send to each state, taking their nuances and specific 
priorities into account. Then, they mobilized their support base to reach out to these decision 
makers directly, asking for them to vote against ag gag laws, and instead use the proposed new 
language ALDF provided. 
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In total, the campaign resulted in nearly 8,500 actions, taken by roughly 7,500 supporters. 
Through the power of advocacy (and a little help from Salsa), those supporters made their 
voices known to approximately 4,300 targets at all levels- 
state, local and federal. ALDF continues to fight efforts to 
enact ag gag laws through supporter advocacy efforts and 
ongoing advocacy for Protect Your Food laws in state 
legislative bodies.
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Advocate with Salsa- Watch 
the video to learn more

http://go.salsalabs.com/
advocate-with-salsa

http://go.salsalabs.com/advocate-with-salsa

