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We live in a society exquisitely dependent 

on science and technology, in which 

hardly anyone knows anything about 

science and technology.

--Carl Sagan



Creating An Effective Communications Strategy

Why contact policymakers?

• Inform them about an agency, program, or 

survey.

• Seek increased funding.

• Address a policy issue.

• Resolve problem affecting constituents. 

• Demonstrate how data can inform policies. 



What federal policymakers care about:

• Jobs, jobs, jobs

– Research and Data through the lens of 

economic impact will get their attention

• Health and Well-being of Constituents

– Diseases from Alzheimers to Zika

– Opioids

– Environmental hazards/natural disasters

• Issues relevant to Committee 

Assignments



Education vs. Advocacy

Education—informing others about 
research and research activities.

Advocacy—requesting a specific action, 
such as support for legislation, funding, 
or other policy-related action. 



Key to Successful One-on-One Meetings with 
Policymakers

BEFORE the meeting: 

▪ Identify appropriate staff contact to request meeting. 

▪ Get to know your target!  Read bio to understand 

member’s background, legislative priorities, and 

committee assignments.

▪ Reconfirm appointment and provide staff with 

appropriate background materials.

▪ Tweet positive note to office expressing enthusiasm 

about meeting.

▪ Designate a group leader to initiate and conclude 

meeting. 



Key to Successful One-on-One Meetings with 

Policymakers
DURING the meeting:

• Say Thank You for meeting & (if applicable) for supporting our interests.

• Relate comments to policymaker’s interests, district or state, and 

committee assignments.

• Assume policymaker is not familiar with agency, program, or survey 

you are discussing.

• Provide specific examples (preferably applied) of how the agency’s 

data or programs are being used to meet the needs of constituents 

and/or improve the quality of life in the district or state. 

• Be flexible—changes in location or staff person can happen.

• Complete meeting within allotted time (usually 15 to 20 minutes).

• Have one-page fact sheets or other brief materials to leave behind 

summarizing the issue and the requested action. 

• Stay positive and away from politics—especially campaign politics!



Key to Successful One-on-One Meetings with 
Policymakers

AFTER the meeting:

• Email a thank you note to staff person, summarizing 

outcome of meeting and providing contact information 

for anyone who attended.

• Provide any requested follow up materials with thank 

you note.

• Tweet at office a follow up note thanking the 

policymaker for the meeting and thank them if they 

agreed to support your position. 



Creating An Effective Communications Strategy

“The Population Association of America and Association of 

Population Centers are two affiliated organizations that together 

represent over 3,000 behavioral and social scientists and over 40 

federally funded population research centers nationwide. 

Population scientists include demographers, economists, and 

sociologists who conduct research on population trends and the 

individual, societal, and environmental implications of population 

change. 

Population scientists rely on data produced by the Census Bureau 

to conduct their research and research training. Thus, we are eager 

to talk to you today about the agency’s important work and its 

current funding challenges.”



Your meetings will be successful if you can:

• Convey who you are representing and why you 

requested the meeting. 

• Explain clearly the agency, program, or survey.

• Explain the “ask” in clear, concise terms. 

• Relate “ask” to issues important to policymaker, district 

and/or constituents. 

• Impress upon staff implications of funding cuts or delays. 

• Recognize time constraints, remain flexible and positive.



Communicating Effectively with Policymakers

Show and Tell:  Using Visual Aids

• Concise handouts

• Data Visualization



Communicating Effectively with Policymakers

An effective handout will:

• Use clear, concise language

• Focus on findings rather than process

• Make findings accessible

– Prominently placed and Explicit  

• Be visually appealing

– Use data visualization if possible

• Include data and funding sources



Communicating Effectively with Policymakers

When preparing handouts, Don’t:

• Use overly complicated graphs

– Label appropriately

• Use jargon

– If must use acronyms, spell them out

• Leave reader guessing about findings/ 

outcomes

– Don’t “bury the lead”









Other forms of engagement

Letters

• Send via email using office’s electronic inbox

• Personalize 

• Include a clear “ask.” 

Town Hall Meetings

• Follow guidelines provided by office. 

• Be brief, positive, and clear about “ask’

• Prepare and conduct appearance at town hall as you would a 
one-on-one meeting. 

Social Media

• Be positive

• Use as a forum for sharing and conveying information.

• Provide links to helpful background information.



Coordinate Outreach…

• Work with your University’s federal affairs 

office

– They can provide strategic advice about staff 

contacts, policymaker priorities, ongoing 

communication

– Ensure that your outreach coordinates with 

other University priorities

– Can elevate your center’s profile within the 

University 



Creating An Effective Communications Strategy



“When I feel the heat, I see the light!” 

– (Ret.) U.S. Senator Fritz Hollings



Learn More, Get Involved!

• Visit the Government Affairs Page on www.paa.org

• Follow Us on Twitter--@PAAGPAC & @PopCenters

• Respond to Action Alerts

• Read our updates in PAA Affairs

• Attend GPAC session and visit GPAC table in exhibit 

hall at PAA 

• Communicate concerns and other feedback with PAA 

government affairs staff anytime throughout the year! 

– Mary Jo Hoeksema, maryjo@popassoc.org

– Suzanne Stokes Vieth, suzanne@popassoc.org

http://www.paa.org/
mailto:maryjo@popassoc.org
mailto:suzanne@popassoc.org

