
How to communicate with 
policymakers



The government as one of our 
publics

• We should treat the government as one of 
our publics

• For NGOs to understand the government, 
we should look at the policymakers 
themselves

• Understand the policymakers needs and 
motivations 

• Understand the context in which 
policymakers operate 

• We must connect with policymaker, offer 
them a benefit exchange, deliver a unique 
and memorable message, in the right 
tone, the right time and through the right 
messengers.



Common complaints about 
policymakers

• They don’t know much about 
health/heart disease

• They aren’t interested in our story



Common complaints policymakers 
have about us

• Expect policymakers to be experts

• Not giving enough facts/compelling stories

• Not giving realistic solutions

• Being confrontational

• Not understanding how the government works



Understanding policymakers

• Passionate, relentless people committed to 
what they perceive as a greater good

• Ultimately responsible to their parties and 
their constituencies

• Competetive with their political rivals

• Need to work on a wide range of issues, 
health is often not a priority



The policymakers daily challenges

• Become instant experts on several topics

• Dependent on their staffers

• Often in session and have very little time

• Have to fundraise everyday in order to stay in 
office



What are the policymakers needs?

• Get information quickly

• Out-compete rivals

• Good stories – make it relevant to their 
district

• Access to experts and information

• Reasonable policy solutions to big 
problems



Cultivate relationships

• Make the policymaker’s job easier

• Become familiar with the priorities of your policymaker 
and the work of key staff.  Make sure you know their staff

• Know policymaker’s interests and favourite topics  - create 
short profiles of them.

• Flatter them – refer to their work and interests.

• Offer resources with no strings attached

• Offer well written factsheets or offer to give them briefings 
on topics they follow

• Offer to help!  



Creating an effective advocacy 
message

• Why now? Create urgency

• Why is this important? Demonstrate size 
and impact of issue

• How can one measure impact?  Draw on 
your knowledge.  Know your numbers

• Who cares?   Offer a human element 
preferably from their district



Some ways of making 
a health story timely and relevant

• Put a face on the story!
• Make it local
• Involve an expert 
• Involve a big name, someone they care 

about 
• Make it different
• Provide an exclusive
• Be part of the solution
• Provide good visuals and data
• Show how it affects/benefits the majority



Designate and 
Prepare Spokespeople

• Have trained assigned spokespoeple to talk 
on different subjects

• Anyone who is in contact with a 
policymaker in the organization must know 
key messages

• Have a database of spokesperson trained 
survivors you can call on to share their 
health story



Ten Commandments of 
Communicating with Policymaker

• Commandment #1: Thou shall not come
to complain---Come up with a solutions
based policy “ask”

• Commandment #2: Thou shall not come
unprepared---Research who you are
speaking to and what is important to
them. Offer to be a resource. You have
something they need.

• Commandment #3: Thou shall not
disrespect process or staff---Remember
the gate keepers and protocol. Be polite.



Ten Commandments of 
Communicating with Policymaker

• Commandment #4: Thou Shall not Waste
Time---The policymaker has ten minutes.
They would love to talk about the weather
but you cannot!

• Commandment #5: Thou Shall Practice---
Practice makes perfect, do it in front of a
mirror, with your family, with colleagues
but practice! Be short, clear and forceful.

• Commandment #6: Thou Shall Show the
Face of the Disease---People affected by
your cause are the best communicators



Ten Commandments of 
Communicating with Policymaker

• Commandment #7: Thou Shall have Materials
to Leave Behind---The policymaker will forget
everything the minute you leave. Give them the
tools to keep the issue alive. Be an information
resource.

• Commandment #8: Thou Shall Follow Meeting
Agenda---Introduce your group, your cause, your
problem, your solution and what you need form
the policymaker

• Commandment #9: Thou Shall Write Thank you
Note---See “be polite”



Ten Commandments of 
Communicating with Policymaker

• Commandment #10: Thou Shall
Evaluate Effort---Follow up to see how
your organization can help, see what
happened, assess process and change
what did not work. Most overlooked
commandment.



Group Activity:  2

Points to Consider:

• The issue your group choses to tell should 
advance your mission. 

• We want the right message in our 
policymaker’s minds.

Instructions: Working with a partner 
consider an issue that you would like to 
share with your country.   


