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As for letter-writing, let’s be frank 
Janet Kopenhaver,  FEW Washington Representative
FEW’s Lobbyist and Grassroots Advocates like you are entering a brand new world in electronic style letter-writing and no one has any right answers. With the vast proliferation of email and software, Capitol Hill staffers have never received the vast quantities of mail that they now get. Obviously they are having a lot of trouble keeping up, and somehow things will have to change, but until then, here is what FEW advises.
A letter is still effective. But to make it much more effective, members and others writing letters should add in the opening paragraph a personal story about how the issue impacts them or a family member , and therefore how it affects the legislator's constituents. The middle of the letter can stay the same as the canned CAPWIZ text, but to get some added attention to your letter from staff, you need to add a personal story.  For instance, why in the world do you care about this issue besides the fact that FEW is asking you to send the letter?
These letters are also extremely important so that FEW’s lobbyist is able to follow up with the legislator's office and/or use these letters during Hill visits. 

As an organization overall, right now, FEW is sending far too few letters.  We are only sending a couple of hundred letters a year instead of the tens of thousands of letters we could be sending with just current members alone.  We really must get members to this first step, and then they will want to do more.

After sending a letter (electronic or snail mail) two scenarios can arise. 
#1  You Sent a Letter and Did Not Received a Response

After about two or three weeks, if you have not received an answer, you should call the legislator’s office.   Refer to the www.few.org Legislative Tab, CAPWIZ site and locate the legislator's bio page.  Under the person’s picture is a tab for staff members.  Find the phone number for and call the Labor Legislative Assistant (LA) and say you are following up on your letter. The LA will very likely ask you to send another copy because so much paper is lost.  This is a good thing because then you know an intern will not be answering your letter, but rather the Legislative Assistant who handles these issues. Also - when you call clearly identify that you are a constituent and where you live, in what congressional district if appropriate, etc.
#2  You Sent a Letter and Got a Poor or Non-responsive Return Letter

If you receive a non-responsive letter, again, this merits a phone call to that staffer. This is an even better scenario because they will be embarrassed. The main thing is not to be rude, but more importantly - "I think there was a mistake - my question/letter was not answered." Or "I know you get tons of mail, but I think I got the wrong form letter." (That's always a good one because it shows that while organizations might send form letters, we are fully aware that legislative offices do too!) Again, the staffer will likely ask for you to send another copy.

NOTE:  It is very difficult to reach a staffer on the first try.  You should try at least three times. Now if you, as a grassroots advocate, are REAL persistent, and you have not heard back from the staffer, then you should go up the ladder to the Chief of Staff or Legislative Director and ask why, as a constituent, you cannot get an answer.

Again, our first goal in getting members legislatively active is to get folks to send their first letters.  If you are already sending letters regularly, you’ve reached the next level.  This is the calling to discuss issues level.  Don’t be afraid!  Call the staffers in the three offices (your two Senators and your one Congressperson) to discuss the issues. But remember - you need to personalize it!
The bottom line is that sending the same letter over and over does not work anymore.  The information above is how our member grassroots advocates should now try to get their message across.  

We’re not trying to overwhelm our members.  What we’re trying to do is get members active, in stages!  If this is your first effort at sending your views to your elected officials, that’s great!  Work on letter writing – at least one letter (electronic or otherwise) for each Action Alert.  Then move up to writing and calling.  Everything you do furthers FEW’s goals and we can’t do it without you!


