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Washington Insights Review
Building More Productive Partnerships 
Between Policymakers and Advocates

I. Strategies for Advocates

II.  Tools for Policymakers’ Staff

• What information do policymakers want?
• How do policymakers want to be engaged?
• Who do policymakers want to hear from?

• What do policymakers need to know before they meet with advocates?
• What do policymakers want to be briefed on? 
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Executive Summary
Amid heightened partisanship, information overload, and decreased trust in institutions, policymakers and advocates 
must forge stronger, more productive partnerships. Based on input from over 1,600 policymakers in 2019, this 
white paper outlines three strategies for advocates to improve their use of policymakers’ time, and two tools for 
policymakers to equip their staff to conduct productive meetings with advocates.

What Policymakers Need To Know Before 
They Meet With Advocates: 
Scheduling Form for Meetings

Strategies for Advocates Tools for Policymakers’ Staff

To prioritize meetings and improve conversations, ask your 
team to collect information from advocates who request 
meetings.

What Policymakers Want To Be Briefed On:
Note-Taking Template

Ask your team to use this worksheet to take notes during 
conversations with advocates to ensure they capture the most 
important information.

Who Policymakers Want to Hear From: 
Supporting Voices

• Grassroots Advocates provide constituent-level 
perspectives on issues.

• C-Suite Executives outline macro-level impacts of 
legislation.

• Subject Matter Experts serve as accessible points of 
contact who provide details on issues.

What Information Policymakers Want:
Intelligent Communications

• Tell a Story
 Develop a narrative for your issues that includes   
 individuals’ perspectives.
• Show Constituent Connections
 Demonstrate a clear connection between your message
 and the needs of policymakers’ constituents.
• Address Both Sides of Issues
 Explain and address the opposing side of your issue 
 to save policymakers’ time and increase your 
 credibility.

How Policymakers Want to be Engaged: 
“Goldilocks” Relationships

• Employ “Just-Right” Frequency and Timing
 Develop long-term relationships through regular 
 contact over time that is neither “too hot” or “too cold.”
• Educate and Ask
 State your goals for each engagement and take time to 
	 educate	staff	and	build	relationships,	rather	than		 	
 coming to policymakers exclusively with asks.
• Build Foundational Relationships
 Develop relationships with both senior-most   
	 policymakers	and	their	staff	to	avoid	engagement	
 that is too narrow or too broad.

Name of Group:

Brief Description of Group:

Subject:

Goal of Meeting:

Educate About an Issue Present Proposal

Other Notes:

Number of People in Meeting:

Other

*Please include a one page summary of your issuse

Scheduling Form For Meetings

1. Goal of Meeting:

2. Advocate’s Ask (if there is one): 

3. Topic or Issue:

4. Impact on Constituents or District:

5. What Efforts has the Advocate already made toward addressing this issue?

6. What other groups are also interested in this issue?

7. What are the opposing arguments?

8. Does the advocate have support from other members or groups? If so, who?

9. Point of Contact:

10. Next Steps:

Name of Group: Date of Meeting:

Note-Taking Template
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“I’m always trying to increase the communication quality between the 
regulated community and the regulators. I think when we do a better job of 
that, we’ll see better outcomes and better public policy being set. 
I only see this as a positive, so I’m happy to help.” 

-Senior Staff, Executive Branch
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Our Clients: 
The Nation’s Largest Corporations and Associations

Ballast Research provides feedback from policymakers directly to government 
relations professionals, helping advocates (1) make better use of policymakers’ time 

and (2) provide resources and materials most useful to those in government.

“Historically, we’d engaged in various research projects 
that	got	feedback	from	‘policy	influentials,’	but	Ballast	was	
the	first	to	help	us	understand	our	level	of	effectiveness	
among actual policymakers. Also, we’ve appreciated 
their objectivity; there’s no agenda.” 

-Director,	Government	Relations

“Ballast	and	its	team	of	researchers	know	our	industry,	
its issues, and the relevant policymakers. Their data and 
analysis inform our understanding of what’s useful to 
our government colleagues and how to better facilitate 
productive conversations about national policy.” 

-Senior	Vice	President,	Governmental	Affairss
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Our Research Participants: 
Washington’s Senior-Most Policymakers

Capitol Hill
Chief of Staff, Committee Staff, 
Legislative Director

Federal Agencies
Deputy Secretary, Chief of Staff, 
Policy Advisor

The White House
Special Assistant, Policy Advisor

Policy Experts
Senior Fellow, Economic Advisor, 
Senior VP

325 
Policymaker Conversations

Confidentiality:
All participation in our 

research	is	confidential	and
not for attribution. 

1,298 
Online Study Participants

Our	Promise

The 2019 Study
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“With how divided the government is, nothing is becoming law.”
-Chief	of	Staff,	Congress

“There is more distrust for corporations on both sides of 
the aisle than I’ve seen any time in my career.”

-Chief	Policy	Officer,	Executive	Branch

“A real challenge for folks nowadays is cutting through the 
white noise to connect with policymakers and senior staff.”

-Deputy	Chief	of	Staff,	Congress

The Increased Importance of Productive 
Partnerships
Throughout our conversations, policymakers described common challenges that make it difficult for both 
policymakers and advocates to operate effectively. 
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Advocates Need Feedback to Improve Their 
Engagement

Decreased Trust
In addition to heightened political gridlock, trust in institutions has decreased 
across the nation during the last decade. Constituents report declining trust in 
corporations and in government. Politicians and business leaders themselves are 
the two groups with the lowest levels of trust in peers and institutions.

Because government offices’ primary concern is their constituents, advocates 
must establish trust with constituents before they can obtain policymakers’ 
attention. 

Information Overload
The volume of information policymakers must filter through to make legislative 
decisions has increased exponentially in the past decade. Advocates struggle to 
convey their message to the right policymakers, and policymakers struggle to 
find the information they need.

At the same time, congressional “office hours” no longer exists. Policymakers 
consume information and engage with content throughout the day and through 
an ever-expanding number of mediums (e.g., social media, mobile), which makes 
it more challenging for advocates to cut through the noise.

Heightened Partisanship
Policymakers across both sides of the aisle agree that they operate in an 
environment in which it is very challenging to pass substantive legislation.  

When we asked our respondents their thoughts on government shutdowns 
over the last decade, about half said shutdowns are caused by one political party 
pushing an agenda, while the other half suggested both parties were responsible 
for a failure to reach an agreement. If advocates want to successfully inform 
policy, they must gain support from both sides of the aisle. 

Our research surfaced three factors that contribute to the challenges policymakers identified.

1. Edelman, 2. Pew Research Center, 3. Ballast Research (2016-2019).

500 
million tweets are 

sent per day1

20%
increase in negative sentiment 

among	Republicans	and	

Democrats toward the 

other party2

74%
of corporations experienced a 

decline in positive perceptions 

among policymakers3

>
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Strategies For Advocates
1. What Information Policymakers Want: Intelligent Communications

2. How Policymakers Want to be Engaged: “Goldilocks” Relationships

3. Who Policymakers Want to Hear From: Supporting Voices
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1. Intelligent Communications

✓ Summarize Message in One-Page
Good advocates draft succint one-pagers that outine 
key aspects of their advocacy. 

✓✓✓ Show Constituent Connections
The best advocates present district-level data to 
connect their message to constituents.

The best advocates connect their messages with policymakers’ interests and concerns. 

“The best advocates are the ones that connect their issue to our district and constituents. They show 
me actual, substantial numbers that are impacting jobs, or show the revenue that they’re bringing 
into the district. 
And I just want 1 sheet with a few topline numbers that drive their point home. Like if we don’t fix 
X, Y, Z problem, it will affect this topline number, this amount of jobs, whatever it may be. I just 
want a few statistics that drive their point home.” 

-Senior Legislative Assistant, Congress

What the Best Advocates DoWhat Good Advocates Do

✓ Establish a Clear Ask of Policymakers
Good advocates approach policymakers with a 
concrete agenda and clear asks. 

✓ Present Data-Driven Arguments
Good advocates provide policymakers with credible 
data to support their argument.

✓✓✓ Tell a Story
The best advocates bring pathos into politics. They 
connect constituents to their message to tell a story, 
which demonstrates that they advocate for an issue 
relevant to the policymakers’ concerns.

✓✓✓ Address Both Sides of the Issue
The best advocates compare their message to 
opposing arguments. They show all sides of an issue, 
and explain how their message fits within the greater 
debate. 
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2. “Goldilocks” Relationships

 × Advocates who engage 
offices with frequent 
communications and 
aggressive requests. 
They often don’t leave 
policymakers enough  
time to respond before  
they reach out again.

 × Advocates unwilling to 
compromise when they 
recieve pushback on  
their ask.

 × Advocates who schedule 
meetings only to make 
asks, rather than grow 
relationships over time. 

 × Advocates without a goal 
for their engagements 
with policymakers, which 
results in unmemorable 
interactions.

Frequency and Timing
 ✓ Offices receive enormous amounts of outreach  

everyday. The best advocates aren’t too scarce, but 
also don’t overwhelm offices with a constant stream 
of materials. Stay relevant with in-person visits, and 
follow up with supporting data for the staff who 
manage your issue.

Educate and Ask
 ✓ Use recess to meet with staff to educate them on your 

issue. Communicate that your goal is to educate them 
on an issue, not make an ask of them.

 ✓ Use session time to meet with policymakers and 
present your proposal. Present a clear ask, and 
compromise where neccessary. 

Build Foundational Relationships
 ✓ Before you can begin a relationship with senior-most 

policymakers, you must first build relationships with 
their staff. The staff act as gatekeepers. If you establish 
relationships with staff, they are more likely to support 
you when you present your ask to the senior-most 
policymaker. 

The best advocates strategically manage relationships to maintain a strong connection with both staff and senior-
most policymakers. They avoid overwhelming the office, but continue to grow their relationships over time. 

“Just Right”“Too Hot”

“Too Cold”
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3. Supporting Voices

C-Suite 
Executives

Subject Matter 
Experts

 × Come unprepared to meetings  
 and are not properly briefed on the  
 legislation or pertinent issues.

 × Maintain a weak line of   
 communication with executives at  
 their organization.

 × Respond to requests for   
 information infrequently, or are  
 otherwise inaccessible.

 ✓ Act as the main point of contact  
 for issue-specific questions from  
 the policymaker’s office.

 ✓ Serve as an accessible resource to  
 policymakers and staff for follow up  
 questions.

Policymakers suggest that multiple perspectives on issues strengthen advocates’ messages. They identified three 
perspectives they prefer to hear from and the roles these perspectives should play in advocacy.

 ✓ Outline macro-level impacts of  
 legislation.

 ✓ Demonstrate that the issue is a  
 priority for the entire organization. 

What Policymakers Want What Frustrates PolicymakersMessenger

Grassroots 
Advocates

 × Serve as a token constituent   
 to secure a meeting with the  
 policymaker.

 × Are unable to draw connections  
 between government affairs office’s  
 advocacy and the policymaker’s  
 constituents.

 ✓ Possess knowledge of how   
 legislation impacts constituents.

 ✓ Personalize outcomes of legislation  
 and connect them to the   
 policymaker’s constituents.
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Tools For Policymakers
To help senior policymakers improve conversations with advocates, 

we developed two tools for you to share with your team.

1. What Policymakers Need to Know Before 
They Meet With Advocates:

Scheduling Form for Meetings
2. What Policymakers Want to be Briefed On:

Note-Taking Template

Instructions for Downloading Forms
To download interactive pdf versions of 

the scheduling form and note-taking template, go to 
BallastResearch.com/Scheduling-Form

BallastResearch.com/Note-Template

For assistance tailoring these resources to your office, email 
outreach@ballastresearch.com

http://BallastResearch.com/Scheduling-Form
http://BallastResearch.com/Note-Template 
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Scheduling Form For Meetings

Name of Group:

Brief Description of Group:

Subject:

Goal of Meeting:

Educate About an Issue Present Proposal

Other Notes:

Number of People in Meeting:

Other

ballastresearch.com/scheduling-form

To prioritize meetings and improve conversations, ask your team to collect information from advocates who 
request meetings.

*If available, please send a 1 page summary of your issue when you submit this form.

http://ballastresearch.com/scheduling-form
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Note-Taking Template
Ask your team to use this worksheet to take notes during conversations with advocates to ensure they capture the 
most important information.

ballastresearch.com/note-template

2. Goal of Meeting:

3. Advocate’s Ask (if there is one): 

4. Topic or Issue:

5. Impact on Constituents or District:

6. What Efforts has the Advocate already made toward addressing this issue?

7. What other groups are also interested in this issue?

8. What are the opposing arguments?

9. Does the advocate have support from other members or groups? If so, who?

1. Participants and Point of Contact:

10. Next Steps:

Name of Group: Date of Meeting:

http://ballastresearch.com/note-template
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“I	think	Hill	staffers	sometimes	take	their	foot	off	the	
gas, don’t tell advocates no, or don’t want to deliver bad 
news because they want to try to be helpful.” 

-Chief	of	Staff,	Congress

“To me, a successful interaction on our end is when the 
advocate feels heard. Even if we can’t change the policy, 
their input is always valued. That is the most important 
thing for us.”  

-Director,	Executive	Branch

Tips From Peers

Listen Actively

Don’t Be Afraid to 
Deliver Difficult 

Messages

Identify 
Common Goals

“We, as a government, never want to just be dictating 
to these companies what’s happening. We want to be in 
a partnership with them on the assumption that we’re 
all working toward the same goal, which is securing the 
health, wellbeing, and security of the United States.” 

-Director,	Executive	Branch
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For the past five years, Ballast has conducted an annual online study of individuals who work in 
the DC policy arena. In 2019, 1,298 individuals participated in the online study.

Our Methods: Online Study

Respondents answer questions about their views on current advocacy practices, public policy issues, 
and public-private partnerships. They also rate their familiarity with advocacy efforts of various 
organizations who advocate in DC and provide perspectives on how effective they find their advocacy. 

40

50

60

2016 2017 2018 2019

Technology

Telecom
Utilities
Food & Bev

Banks

Oil & Gas

DC Reputation by Industry Over Time
Average of Individual Companies in Each Industry
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Our Methods: In-Depth Conversations

Our in-depth conversations provide policymakers 
an impartial and unbiased avenue to convey their 
perceptions of major organizations, companies, 
and trade associations, and express their views on 
key public policy challenges and opportunities. 

By collecting and delivering candid, anonymized 
feedback to advocates, we help them provide 
better policy inputs to policymakers, and make 
better use of policymakers’ time. Every year, 
we conduct hundreds of phone and in-person 
interviews with senior-most policymakers 
from the Legislative and Executive branches of 
government, as well as with leading voices from 
across the private sector.

We share our findings with clients (companies 
and trade associations who advocate in DC), as 
well as provide a summary report back to the 
policymakers we interview.

All our conversations with policymakers are 
held in strict confidence so that they can speak 
with candor. We offer total anonymity to all 
policymakers we speak with.

March

June

MayApril

July August September October
Online Study

Research Conversations

Research Timeline

“I think insight is so important, and 
I’m glad that I could lend something 
to what you’re doing. If we can 
help entities understand how to 
communicate better, perhaps we can 
fix a lot of the challenges we face. 
But if we continue down this path of 
not communicating or listening to 
one another, it’s just going to hurt all 
parties involved.” 

-Policy Expert, Private Sector

In 2019, we spoke with 325 individuals who shared their knowledge and insights about 
advocacy in the nation’s capitol.
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“Politics are deeply human, 
and the one thing that always 
matters is relationships.”  

-General Counsel,
Congress
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Up Next
What to look forward to from Ballast Research

Developing High-Value 
Professional Networks

Relationships matter in DC. The city is a web of 
connections. These connections influence our 
conversations, propel our careers forward, and shape 
our political climate. Yet, there is little practical 
guidance on how to build high-value professional 
networks.

Look out for our report on Strategic Relationship 
Building in Spring 2020.

Drawing upon interviews from the past five years with 
hundreds of Representatives, Senators, Hill staff, and 
political activists, this study distills key insight into 
building high-value relationships in DC.

Online Study
March - May

Research 
Conversations

June - October

www.ballastresearch.com

2020

Strategic Relationship Building

Developing High-Value Professional Networks

Want Even More Content?

Contact

Participate in The Washington Insights Review

outreach@ballastresearch.com
Email:

Online:
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A Note on Use of These Materials
This document has been prepared by, and comprises valuable proprietary information belonging to Ballast Research. It is intended for educational purposes only.

Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database retrieval 
system without the prior written permission of Ballast Research.The use of copyrighted materials and/or images belonging to unrelated parties and reproduced herein is permitted pursuant to 

license and/or 17 USC § 107.

Legal Caveat
Ballast Research has worked to ensure the accuracy of the information it provides in this report. This report relies upon data obtained from many sources, however, and Ballast Research is not 

able to guarantee the accuracy of the information or analysis contained in these materials. Furthermore, Ballast Research is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or any other professional 
services. Ballast Research specifically disclaims liability for any damages, claims or losses that may arise from a) any errors or omissions in these materials, whether caused by Ballast Research or 

its sources, or b) reliance upon any recommendation made by Ballast Research.
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