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Program Site Visits: A Sample Timeline
One month to two weeks ahead
Choose the site. Choose the site you would like your legislator to visit; coordinate with other providers in your legislator’s district if it’s feasible. ARRM staff or a member of the Public Affairs committee can help provide you with contact information for other providers in your area.
Identify goals for the visit: ARRM encourages you to use this visit to establish a relationship with your legislator, or to strengthen an existing connection. It could also be an opportunity to recruit more people to become grassroots advocates on behalf of your organization or ARRM. We hope that the visit will achieve three main objectives:

· Help the legislator understand who you are.
· Educate the legislator about the important work you do.
· Provide the legislator with information about the economic impact of the programs in their/your community (e.g., “We have five group homes in your district, and employ 30 people. We shop at the local market, etc.”)
Invite your legislator(s) 

· Ideally, your legislator should receive an invitation one month before the event. Emailing an invitation with some specific dates/times in mind can get the ball rolling. Be sure to ask specifically for an RSVP.
· Prepare to be flexible. Often a legislator or their aide will give you a date/time that works for them. Be persistent; sometimes, it takes many calls or emails to nail down a date.
· Make a personal follow-up call to the legislator or their personal assistant two weeks before the event to confirm the visit. 
· If you already have a picnic or similar event planned, you may want to invite your legislator to that. It’s easy for you and they often like the idea of meeting more constituents. 
· Invite the legislator to visit your home at a more “typical” time when clients are at home; meeting the people we serve has the greatest impact on legislators.
Two weeks ahead
Identify roles. Based on your goals, make a list of how many people you will need to help and what their role will be. For example, think about who will greet the legislator, give them a tour, and introduce them to other advocates. Identify a leader. They'll be the main speaker and point person throughout your meeting. If possible, they should be a constituent of the legislator's state or district. Also be aware of the size of group that will be appropriate for the setting you’ll be in.  You don’t want to overwhelm the legislator, the people you serve, or your employees. Train them on their role and answer any questions that they have.
Get supporting material. You can use information from ARRM or create your own to educate people about the value of the services your organization provides to people with disabilities.
Review rules for non-profits and legislator visits. Your visit should be comfortable for everyone and fairly low-key. There are some things the law says you can't do: see page 6 for more information.
Know your audience. Try to know what committees your Senator or Representative sits on, and if possible, which way he or she has voted on your issues. ARRM will email or fax you with background information about your legislator before the visit; please call Barb Brynstad at the ARRM office at 651-291-1086, ext. 4 or 800-551-2211, ext. 4 to let us know about your visit.
Day of the visit
Show time! Have a great time at the visit and be sure to thank people for participating. Take note of the people you connected with or recruited so that you can invite them to participate in other grassroots advocacy activities in the future. 

· Identify why you are visiting your legislator. This should primarily be a visit to establish a new relationship or solidify an existing one. Explain who you are, what you do, the impact of your programs and services on the community, and how the recent legislation has affected you. Let them know if other government leaders and key interest groups share your position.
· Make a personal connection. Acknowledge your legislator’s professional and personal achievements and discuss common interest. 
· Be true. If you don't know the answer to a question, don't make something up. Don't embellish data to support your point.
· The “ask:” Ask the legislator to preserve core services for people with disabilities to ensure continued quality of care.
· Be a resource. At the end of your meeting with a legislator, ask what you can do for them to help them meet their legislative objectives. 

· Take a photo of your legislator. Include staff, family members or people served. Send a photo to your local media afterwards.
Within two weeks afterwards
Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Thank your staff, families and people served for giving your time, resources, talent, effort, and connections to strengthen ARRM’s grassroots advocacy efforts and build meaningful relationships with your decision-makers on behalf of the issues we care about.
Follow up. Send a thank you email or letter to your legislator and photos from the event. 
Submit the photos to your local media with a news release or caption for the photo (see attached template). If there were any questions you couldn't answer in your meeting, follow-up with solid responses. Go to ARRM's website at www.arrm.org/members/publications.html (for members only) to download an Excel spreadsheet with over 700 names of media contacts throughout Minnesota.
Evaluate and share. Talk with ARRM and members of your staff after the event. Take time to reflect on what went well, what your successes were and what you accomplished. Identify what you learned along the way and what you would do differently next time. Share these results with ARRM: contact Sara Grafstrom at (651) 291-1086, ext 8 or (800) 551-2211, ext. 8 or send an email to sgrafstrom@arrm.org.
· Or, go online to ARRM’s advocacy section of our website and fill out our feedback form: arrm.org/feedback.htm
· ARRM’s public affairs committee is a resource for you. If you have questions throughout this process, please let us know by calling at (651) 291-1086, (800) 551-2211, or emailing us at bbrynstad@arrm.org or skrogman@arrm.org.
ARRM's Messages
Topics to discuss with your legislator
We hope to either establish a new relationship with legislators or strengthen an existing one by telling your legislator who you are, the work you do, and the impact your agency has on the local economy and your community. 
To establish a new relationship:
Listen and ask:
· What are the legislator’s top priorities?
· Find things you have in common (like church, scouts, etc.).
Discuss your agency:
· Your mission.
· Who you support and how (range of disabilities).
· Your caregivers -- what they do; how many you employ.
· In very simple terms, tell the legislator how you are funded. Go to the “Facts and Figures” section of ARRM’s Advocacy Arsenal for additional documents that help illustrate complex funding issues.

Explain your role -- and the role of all providers -- in the community:
· Economic impact of your programs on the community.
· What clients do in the community (activities, jobs, etc.).

The legislator will likely ask how the past legislative session affected you. If so, tell them the things you had to do, mostly in human terms (clients/caregivers) what changes/cuts you made,  such as hours, layoffs, wages, benefits, changes in the lives of clients.

To strengthen an existing relationship:

· Touch on any of the points above that is new information to the legislator.
· Describe the impact of cuts in human terms.
· Specific "asks": Preserve core disability services, and continue support ARRM's reforms as part of the budget crisis solution.
Remember: The goal of grassroots advocacy is to put a human face on the issue.

Legislator Site Visits and the Law
Your visit should be comfortable for everyone and fairly low-key. If you are a non-profit, there are some things the law says you can't do. Here are some basics:

· You must take steps to ensure that you indicate no support or opposition to the candidate at the event.

· No political fundraising should occur at the event.

· 501(c)(3)s are allowed to try to persuade candidates to agree with them on issues and to take a public stand, but that is as far as you may go. You may not ask the candidate to sign a pledge of support for your position on those issues; such action would imply that you favor candidates who make the pledge.

· You may provide candidates with the same research materials they distribute to educate the general public. However, the Federal Election Commission (FEC) considers providing valuable issue research to certain candidates exclusively, and not to others, to be an illegal "in-kind contribution" (and it's also a violation of IRS election 501(c)(3)). So if some candidates decline your invitation to visit, consider sending them a packet including the information you provide to the candidates that accept. 

More lobbying guidelines are available on the web at www.clpi.org/faq.aspx.

Sample Invitation

The Honorable John Doe
The Honorable Jane Doe
Minnesota Senate

Or

Minnesota House of Representatives
Address
City, State, Zip

Dear [Representative Doe or Senator Doe]:

You represent a district that includes [type of program site] managed by [agency name]. We serve [number] of people in your district, and employ [number] staff. I am writing to invite you to visit our [program site] on [time and date], which will provide you with an excellent opportunity to hear from your constituents affected by developmental disabilities, traumatic brain injuries, autism, mental illness and other disabilities.

Reductions in funding, the growing demand for services, and the ever-present Medicaid crisis, are making it increasingly difficult to address the needs of some of our most vulnerable citizens – those with disabilities. We would like to take this opportunity to share our ideas with you on how we can work together to be a part of the solution and improve this situation.

At this visit, you will have the chance to meet consumers of services and their families who will share with you their personal experiences attempting to achieve greater independence. You will also meet staff who will convey to you their daily struggles to ensure that they are making the most effective use of limited resources.

During this visit, we would welcome your comments on issues related to the disability industry and would like to hear any thoughts you have on how we can assist you as you work to represent our interests.

I will follow up with a call to your office next week to learn of your availability. In the meantime, if you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. Thank you for your consideration of this invitation.

Sincerely,

[Name, title]
Sample News Release

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:  [Date]
MEDIA CONTACT: [name, phone]
Rep./Sen. [insert name] visits [name of town] group home for people with disabilities

[TOWN] --This [month], [agency name] in [town name] invited [local legislator’s name] to visit [name of site or program]. They wanted to demonstrate the value of programs that serve people with disabilities in this community, and to remind legislators that adequate funding is critical to further the quality of life, health and safety of Minnesotans with disabilities.


“Quote here from you about the value of your services -- to your agency, programs and staff”. Also, if there have been cuts, describe the impacts. 

Insert here what legislators were treated to, such as tours and the opportunity to meet the individuals receiving services and their families.

[Agency name] is one of thousands of agencies around the state serving Minnesotans with disabilities through a variety of residential and employment programs. These services allow people to live at home with their families or in another residential setting, and to work in their local communities.


Insert a “boilerplate” here: a blurb here about your agency, when it was established, how many individuals you serve and what types of services you offer. 

Note:  If you took photos of the legislators visiting your site, send those with this release, identifying everyone in the photo.  Be sure to get photo releases from the people you serve if they appear in photos.  Once the photo/article appears in your paper, send a copy to ARRM.

Site Visit Checklist
Four weeks ahead

· Choose the site; coordinate with other providers if it’s feasible.
· Identify goals for the visit: Are you establishing a new relationship or strengthening an existing one? 
· Invite your legislator one month in advance. Email them with specific date/times and ask for an RSVP. Is there an existing event the legislator can attend, like a picnic or similar event? Be sure they meet the people you serve.
· Follow up with the legislative assistant or legislator before the visit to get a confirmation.
Two weeks ahead

· Identify roles. Who will be present at the site visit, what will their roles be (i.e., who is the leader)?
· Get supporting material and prepare for the meeting by reviewing your messages, learning more about your legislator, etc. 
· Review rules for non-profits and legislator visits.
· Know your audience. Lear more about what committees your legislator sits on and what their personal interests are.

Day of visit

· Have a great time and thank people for participating. 
· Take photos.
Within two weeks afterwards

· Thank your staff, family and people served for their time and effort.
· Send a thank-you card or email to your legislator and photos from the event. 

· Contact press with information about the visit.
· Evaluate your experiences and share them with ARRM. 
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