
Jessica Hembree

Engaging Policymakers 101

This presentation was developed to offer guidance for nonprofits that are 
attempting to engage policymakers in support of their mission.

Jessica Hembree is the Principal of Platform Civic Strategies, a consulting 
firm that designs policy and civic engagements efforts for nonprofit and 
philanthropic organizations. In this role, Jessica has helped to incubate 
ballot initiatives, develop voter registration strategies, and educated board 
members about the risks and rewards of policy advocacy.
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What Will It Take?

Nonprofits have aspirational goals…eliminating poverty, reducing youth 
tobacco use, creating more trauma-informed communities. The ability to 
tackle each and every one of these goals requires thinking not just about 
individuals but the systems that surround them. How do our communities 
support these goals? Public policies have major repercussions. What’s your 
mission? What will it really take to achieve it?

Most nonprofits are attempting to address structural problems. These 
problems require structural solutions.
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WHAT DO YOU WANT?

WHY DOES IT MATTER?

TELL ME ABOUT IT.

It’s one thing to have a mission, but a totally other thing to actually engage 
policymakers to support it. This presentation will share the three most 
important ingredients for engaging policymakers:

1. Knowing what you actually want to see happen.
2. Articulating why it matters.
3. Telling policymakers about your goals and the supporting rationale in a 

way that they can absorb and retain what you have shared.

Note: there are federal rules about what nonprofits can do relative to 
lobbying & advocacy. Go here for a short overview: 
https://www.platformcivic.com/resourcesblog/2019/2/11/nonprofits-can-
advocate
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WHAT DO YOU WANT?

GOAL

ASK

What do you want?

You must have both a goal and ask.

1) Goal: You need to go into your interaction knowing what you want, with as 
much specificity as possible. This is often one of the biggest missteps 
that nonprofits make. Don’t approach lawmakers with a social problem 
and leave it to their ingenuity to develop a solution. Arrive to your 
interactions with a specific solution in mind that you are asking them to 
support. For example, if you’re concerned about ensuring that children 
have access to mental health services, don’t simply bring this “problem” 
to policymakers. Take the extra step of having a solution in mind, i.e. 
training teachers in mental health first aid, creating a dedicated grant 
program to fund school-based counselors, co-locating mental health 
center in schools. Here’s a handy tool to help you prioritize among your 
policy goals: 
https://www.platformcivic.com/resourcesblog/2019/2/26/prioritizing-
your-policy-goals.

2) Ask: You need to have an ask…what do you want the policymaker to do? 
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Imagine a few different scenarios for the meeting…they love it, they hate 
it, they’re unsure. Have an ask you will make with each of these scenarios, 
i.e. will you sponsor this bill? Will you please vote yes on this policy when 
it comes before your committee? OR we understand you might not be 
able to support this, but as a courtesy we came anyway. Share any 
specific reservations you have with us. OR Where do you think your 
colleagues stand?
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What do you want?

We are advocating to make housing 
more affordable.Meh

Better

Best

We want the City of Plainsville to 
adopt an inclusionary zoning 

ordinance.

We want the City of Plainsville to 
adopt an inclusionary zoning 

ordinance. Will you please sponsor?

Here are some examples:

Meh: This does not include a goal or an ask. The policymaker can understand 
what you are trying to change but you haven’t taken the additional step of 
identifying your policy goal. What specific solution are you advocating for?
Better: This is better since it identifies the goal of an inclusionary zoning 
ordinance.
Best: Nailed it! This includes both a goal (inclusionary zoning) and an ask 
(will you sponsor?).
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DATA

WHY DOES IT MATTER?

PEOPLE

Turning now to the question of “why does it matter?” 

There is a famous saying that all politics are local. Explaining why your policy 
goal matter requires both local data and local people.

1) Data: When it comes to data and policymakers, a little goes a long way. 
The more local, the better. Hold the idea of “data” loosely. Anecdotal and 
organizational data matters to policymakers!

2) People: Who are the local people who are about this issue? One person in 
support of a policy is exactly that, one person. A coalition of supporters 
will command attention from policymakers. Demonstrate the breadth of 
support for your issue, either by bringing other along, listing endorsers or 
even using public opinion data.
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Why does it matter?

42% of American children have 
cavities.Meh

Better

Best

Dental pain was the #1 reason that 
Plainsville Elementary school students 

went to the nurse’s office this year.

Dental pain was the #1 reason that 
Plainsville Elementary school students 

went to the nurse’s office this year.
That’s why 45 organizations in our 

community have joined together to…

Here are some examples:

Meh: This does not include LOCAL data or any evidence of local support.
Better: This is better since it use local data. What a difference local data 
makes! If I am an elected official representing the Plainsville community, this 
data is much more persuasive and urgent to me. It’s largely anecdotal and 
hasn’t required a lengthy research or review process. It might even be the 
very data that has spurred your organization to advocate on your issue.
Best: This uses local data and takes the next step of identifying the local 
people and organizations that are advocating for this policy change. It is 
powerful for a policymaker to know that support for this change is broad 
within the community. 
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ONE PAGE

WHAT DO YOU WANT?
WHY DOES IT MATTER?

TELL ME ABOUT IT.

Now that you’ve done the hard work of identifying what you want and why it 
matters, you have to talk directly to policymakers. This can be intimidating, 
but know that elected officials are in office to represent your community. 
They need and want to know what issues are impacting their constituents 
and you are uniquely suited to do exactly that.

Know that elected officials are expected to have a general knowledge of 
hundreds (maybe even thousands!) of issues. Odds are that you will have 
more expertise in your policy issue than the policymaker you are 
approaching. Own your expertise.

Policymakers are often pressed for time, particularly when their legislative 
body is in session, so be prepared for having as little as five-minutes to make 
your case. A best practice is to meet with your elected leaders when they are 
not in session. If they are in your community for a recess, this is an ideal time 
to meet since they will have more time to meet with you and will be more 
receptive to your asks when in session.

Your message should 
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1) Fit on one page…bring a simple leave-behind that can capture what you 
shared. If they want more information than you have provided…great! 
They’re interested and you have an excuse to follow up. 

2) Your one-page should make clear What do you Want and Why Does it 
Matter? This is where you identify a clear and specific policy goal, use 
local data, and demonstrate the breadth of support for your issue. 
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Tell Me About It.

Meh Better Best

Here are some examples: 

Meh: Do not bring a journal article. This is too long for a policymaker to read 
and doesn’t make any effort to provide a local perspective on the issue at 
hand.
Better: This looks snazzy and fits nicely on one-page, but doesn’t identify a 
specific policy goal or use local data/people to build a case for support.
Best: This one-pager is excellent and could stand alone. It identifies the 
group’s policy goal (requiring health insurers to cover tobacco cessation), 
uses local data (statewide smoking deaths, Medicaid costs, etc.) and 
demonstrates the breadth of local support (logos at top of page).
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WHAT 
WILL IT 
TAKE?

Policies matter! Imagine for just a moment that you don’t work at your 
nonprofit. Pull out a copy of your organization’s mission statement. What will 
it take to achieve your mission? Are systems & policies part of the answer?

10



THANK YOU !
jhembree@platformcivic.com

www.platformcivic.com
816-377-3330

Please visit my website and sign-up for my newsletter. It is once every other 
month and chockfull of resources, handouts, etc. If you email me your one-
pager, I’ll gladly provide feedback. 
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