Texas Academy of Physician Assistants

ADVOCACY FOR YOUR PROFESSION

Overview

Whether you are making a visit to a legislator during the TAPA Legislative Summit or meeting with him/her on your own, every elected legislator’s office welcomes the opportunity to meet and hear from constituents. Your relationship with your legislator can make a critical difference in how issues important to you are viewed by lawmakers.  This outline is designed to provide you with some tips on how to interact with your legislator.  Your individual comments and response can make a difference in the success of the TAPA legislative agenda.

I. Why am I contacting my legislator?
More than likely you have received a specific request from the TAPA legislative team to contact your legislator.  In most cases the request is urgent and requires a quick response from you.

II. How can I contact my legislator?
There are several ways to contact your legislator.  Legislator’s take communication from their constituents by phone, fax, e-mail, or by a personal visit.  Much of the remainder of this document provides tips for a personal visit to the legislator. 

Most legislators are responsive to all of these communications.  If you are not sure who your legislator is you can use one of the TAPA legislative links to help you or you can contact the TAPA Austin office for assistance.
III. So I am going to visit my legislator.  How do legislative offices operate?
Each legislator maintains an office in your district and in Austin.  You can visit with your legislator and/or his staff at either location.  In many cases the legislator will make every effort to meet with one of their constituent’s at either location.  But on many occasion’s the legislator’s staff may be the only one available to meet with you.  But don’t fret; the legislator’s staff is very important in collecting your information and packaging it for the legislator.

Legislator’s hire staff members to help them process the vast amount of information on the wide variety of issues they must deal with each session. These staffers usually have a background or special interest in the area they handle for the legislator. It is generally the health policy staff member, and sometimes the Chief of Staff, who hears the position statements and arguments on health care issues since such issues are important to all constituents.  But it could be any staff member available that can see you or meet with you and the legislator.

IV. How should I dress?

Dress professionally. Although legislative staffers may be dressed more casually than you, dressing conservatively is a matter of respect and allows legislative staffers to focus on your issue and not on just you.

IV. How should I interact with the legislator?
· First, introduce yourself and briefly tell the legislator what you do.  Tell them the type of practice you work in, the name of your supervising physician, and if you feel it important the patient population you serve such as a rural and/or underserved population.  In addition, make sure the legislator is aware you are representing TAPA.
· Second, be familiar with the issues you wish to discuss with your legislator.  Your time will be limited so be as concise as possible.  For TAPA, be familiar with the Legislative Agenda as noted on the TAPA web site.  

· Provide printed material if possible to the legislator.  This is especially important if you have several issues to discuss but are only limited to discussing a few.  TAPA will post printed material for you to use on the TAPA web site.
· Since you time is limited be sure to hit the highlights of your visit and if appropriate reference how these issues may affect you practice such as access to care and the quality of care in your practice.

· Be respectful of the legislator and their staff!  You may sometimes hear something you do not like but again, stay focused.  Try not to be confrontational.  As well, be respectful of the time.  Try to time yourself to no more than twenty minutes.

· On some visits the legislator may change the direction of the conversation and discuss other issues important to him/her.  As much as possible, stay focused on the issues you are there to discuss.  If your opinion is asked on one of the legislator’s issue, feel free to offer your personal opinion.  If you are not sure your opinion reflects those of TAPA and other PAs, make sure to state so to the legislator.  If you are not sure of TAPA’s stance, state so to the legislator and tell him/her that you will ask the TAPA lobbyist to respond to the legislator on that issue as soon as possible.

· Ask your legislator for their support of your issues and try to get a clear answer for this.  But don’t push the legislator because many times they may wish some time to deliberate on your information.

· If available, tell the legislator what other legislators are supporting and/or sponsoring a bill. 

· Once you are finished, be sure to thank the legislator for their time.  Make them aware you may send them a follow-up communication (say an e-mail) highlighting your visit.  Some legislators often send you a communication first after the visit.

V. After the visit?
Take a few moments to consider what occurred during your visit.  What were the legislator’s reactions and comments?  Did they state support?  Did they state concerns?  Does TAPA need to be aware of specific concerns?  You visit should be communicated back to TAPA especially if you discover any concern.

Within two or three days of your visit, send the legislator a thank-you letter or e-mail.  Briefly highlight two or three of your issues and remind them of any printed material you left them.  And always end any communication with the legislator by letting them know that if they should have any questions on PAs, our agenda, or need a health issue resource, or if they are requesting support from TAPA please provide them contact information to TAPA.  
This is an exciting time in our profession.  Participating in the political process is an important way to progress the Physician-PA team concept.  Our future depends on this participation.  This does not have to seem like work but I believe you will actually enjoy the interaction especially the more interaction you have.  Also, don’t make this a one time process.  Remember you have access to communicate with your legislator by different sources whether at home or in Austin.  And as always, thank you for being an important part of our success.
