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What is Advocacy?  
Definitions and Examples  

Effective advocacy enables nonprofits to shape the public debate on important social issues and 
ensure that underserved communities have a voice in the policies that impact their lives. The term 
“advocacy” encompasses a broad range of activities (including research, public education, lobbying, 
and voter education) that can influence public policy. Advocacy is the number one way nonprofits can 
advance the issues they care about and help bring about systemic, lasting change.   
 

How is advocacy different from lobbying? 

Lobbying is only one kind of advocacy. There are many avenues of advocacy that nonprofits can 
engage in that do not constitute lobbying. Federal tax law defines lobbying only; “non-lobbying 
advocacy” is often used to refer to those activities that don’t meet the definition of lobbying.  
 

What kinds of activities comprise advocacy work? 
 

 Organizing: Build power at the base. Communities United Youth Leaders in Chicago, IL 
mobilize young people in their communities to speak up and advocate for a campaign to  
increase investment in teen programs.  

 Educate Legislators: Provide information on issues. The North Carolina Civic Education 
Consortium sent all North Carolina legislators their study on citizens’ understanding of the 
state government when a civic education bill was being considered. The group was successful 
in getting funding for civic education activities in North Carolina schools after the mailing of the 
report.   

 Invite Legislators to Your Facility: Leave a lasting impression. The American Health Care 
Association encourages its members to invite legislators to visit their facilities because they 
understand these visits play a critical role in educational and legislative efforts (to avoid 
lobbying, do NOT discuss specific legislation). 

 Educate the Public about the Legislative Process: Introduce communities and 
constituencies to the legislators who represent them. Utah Issues: Center for Poverty 
Research and Action sponsors an annual Citizens Day during which the organization’s 
members and other Utah residents come to the state capitol to meet their legislators and learn 
about the legislative process. When community members have the opportunity to meet 
legislators face to face and discuss the issues that affect their everyday lives, not only do 
legislators receive the tools they need to represent their communities, but those communities 
are empowered to invest more heavily in the outcomes of policy debates, giving them a 
stronger hand in their own future. 

 Research: Produce relevant resources that reflect the real story of your community. The 
Center for Digital Democracy released a report titled “YouTube, Big Data, Big Brands = 
Trouble for Kids and Parents” to educate families about the ways YouTube markets to children 
using the YouTube Kids app.   

 Organize a rally: Mobilize for your cause. The Center for Reproductive Rights and many 
allied organizations stood up outside of the Supreme Court during the oral arguments for 
Whole Women’s Health v. Hellerstedt to rally for abortion access.  

 Regulatory efforts: Take action at the agencies. Consumer Action has pushed the U.S. 
Department of Labor to update a rule on fiduciary duty that would require investment brokers 
working with investment accounts to act in the best interest of their clients. 

http://bolderadvocacy.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Public_Charities_Can_Lobby.pdf
http://communitiesunited.org/issues/youth-organizing-developement
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/success-story-civic-education-legislation-passed-nc
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/success-story-civic-education-legislation-passed-nc
http://www.ahcancal.org/advocacy/Documents/HowToGuide.pdf
http://www.dailykos.com/story/2007/02/18/303196/-Citizen-s-Day-at-the-Legislature-in-Utah
http://www.centerfordigitaldemocracy.org/sites/default/files/YouTubeKidsFinalApril2015wLogo.pdf
http://bolderadvocacy.org/blog/advocating-for-reproductive-justice-at-the-u-s-supreme-court
http://www.consumer-action.org/coalition/articles/the_dept._of_labor_has_the_chance_to_protect_americans_hoping_to_retire_one


 

2 

 

 Public education: Educate the community on the issues. Salud America! provides 
information, resources, and tips on how to fight Latino childhood obesity.    

 Nonpartisan voter education: Inform the electorate on the issues. National Council for 
Jewish Women published a “Promote the Vote, Protect the Vote” 2015 resource guide to 
highlight the importance of voting, access to the polls, and educating voters on issues and 
candidates.   

 Nonpartisan voter mobilization:  Encourage citizens to vote. Nonprofit Vote works with 
nonprofits across the country and provides resources on how to conduct nonpartisan voter 
outreach to increase voter participation. 

 Educational conferences: Gather, network, share information, and plan for the future. 
The National Alliance on Mental Illness organizes a convention each year to connect 
researchers and advocates and discuss advocacy strategies for mental health reform.  

 Trainings: Asian Pacific Islander American Health Forum (APIAHF) leads a leadership 
training to provide individuals with the skills needed to be spokespersons on issues facing 
Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander communities.  

 Litigation: Win in court for your cause or your community. The Women’s Law Project 
acted as co-counsel for Tara Brady, a student who was involuntarily dismissed from her 
university basketball team and forced to withdraw from her university because she was 
pregnant.  

 Draft a Petition: Demand change. Alliance for Justice drafted a petition to urge Spotify to 
remove their forced arbitration clause and urged the public to sign on to the petition. 

 Write an Op-Ed: Share your expertise on an issue. The National Employment Law Project 
wrote an op-ed on the importance of a living wage in Baltimore.  

 Lobbying: Advocate for or against specific legislation. 501(c)(3) public charities can 
engage in a limited but generous but limited amount of lobbying. Clean Air Carolina and 
coalition partners organized a lobby day in North Carolina on the importance of energy 
efficiency.  

 

How can your organization get more involved in advocacy? 
 

 Educate.  Inform your organization about the current policies and problems affecting your 
community.  

 Evaluate. Evaluate your organization’s mission and goals, and examine whether current 
programs involve advocacy as a means to address problems or grievances in the community. 
If not, how could advocacy play a larger role in your organization’s programs? 

 Collaborate. Work in coalitions with groups whose philosophy and goals resonate with yours. 
Together, pooling staff and resources, all parties involved in the coalition should be better 
equipped to take on campaigns and work for change. 

 Assess. Use AFJ’s free online Advocacy Capacity Tool to assess your advocacy skills, 
identify specific gaps and strategic opportunities, focus resources to strengthen your 
organization and achieve the best advocacy results possible.  

 
The information contained in this fact sheet and any attachments is being provided for informational purposes only and not 

as part of an attorney-client relationship. The information is not a substitute for expert legal, tax, or other professional advice 
tailored to your specific circumstances, and may not be relied upon for the purposes of avoiding any penalties that may be 

imposed under the Internal Revenue Code. Alliance for Justice publishes plain-language guides on nonprofit advocacy 
topics, offers educational workshops on the laws governing the advocacy of nonprofits, and provides technical assistance for 
nonprofits engaging in advocacy. For additional information, please feel free to contact Alliance for Justice at 866-NPLOBBY. 

 
www.bolderadvocacy.org  |  www.allianceforjustice.org 

http://www.communitycommons.org/groups/salud-america/
http://my.ncjw.org/vote
http://www.nonprofitvote.org/our-mission/
https://www.nami.org/Convention
http://www.apiahf.org/programs/chronic-diseases/catch-leadership-training
http://www.apiahf.org/programs/chronic-diseases/catch-leadership-training
http://www.womenslawproject.org/NewPages/wkImpact_litigation.html
http://org2.salsalabs.com/o/6539/p/dia/action3/common/public/?action_KEY=19676
http://www.nelp.org/content/uploads/2015/03/BaltBusJournalOped2010.pdf
http://cleanaircarolina.org/?p=3422
http://bolderadvocacy.org/tools-for-effective-advocacy/evaluating-advocacy/advocacy-capacity-tool


 

 
How to Prepare for a Meeting with a Decisionmaker 

 
Purpose of Lobby visits: 

 To build trust between the council member, his staff and yourself and your 
organization 

 To build a relationship with council members and staffers 

 To be seen as an expert in your community about your community issues 

 To highlight issues affecting your community and move your campaign forward 
 
Typical Roles for Lobby Visit: 

 Facilitator / Chair: the person coordinating the speakers, and the agenda, running 
the meeting and making sure everyone stays on message and on time 

 Note Taker: someone writing down notes from the meeting for follow up 

 Researcher: the person who will present the data and findings for the campaign 
that you are advocating for 

 Community spokespeople: persons that are usually directly affected by the issue 

 Other community supporters: depending on the issue, you may also want to 
include parents/youth/small business owners/faith leaders 

 Members from partner organizations: usually members of your coalition or 
organizations that support your campaign 

 
Other Items to Take Into Consideration: 

 There should typically be about 3-5 folks that make up a council member visit 

 Your group should be diverse by age, race, back ground and be reflective of 
the community that is being impacted by the issue.  

 Make sure everyone in your group has an opportunity to talk. 

 It is great if folks that are monolingual want to participate, just make sure to 
bring a translator. 
 

SAMPLE AGENDA: 
 
I. INTRODUCTIONS: Have all members of the team introduce 

themselves. 
 

II. INTRODUCE THE ISSUE: Why are you here? What are you going to 
be talking about?  

 
III. TESTIMONY #1 : Usually by a person who is directly affected by the 

issue (community spokesperson) 
 

IV. RESEARCH: present research and findings to support your claim 
 

V. TESTIMONY #2 (not necessary but helpful): either someone affected 
or a partner organization or supporter 

 
VI. THE ASK: Done by staff member or affected community member 



 

 
 

Tips for a Successful Lobby Visit 

1. Prepare for the meeting. Create an agenda in advance. 

2. Practice ahead of time. Remember, this is your meeting— assign and 

practice different roles beforehand. 

3. Break the ice. Identify yourself and any influential connections you have to 

the decisionmaker. 

4. State your views clearly. Be clear about where you stand on your issue and 

on your ask of the council member. 

5. Consider yourself the expert. You are representing your community and 

you know the issues impacting it, own that. 

6. Be specific. Be explicit about what you would like the decisionmaker to do. 

7. Be respectful. Make sure to be professional and concise. 

8. Be honest. If you don’t know the answer to a question let them know that you 

are not sure and will get back to them. 

9. Listen. Don’t just speak the whole time. Make sure to listen when the council 

member and staff speak. 

10. Keep the door open. Even if your Member does not agree with your position, 

never write her/him off. Consider every meeting or letter an investment in 

future policy discussions.  

11. Don’t be nervous. Remember, these folks work for YOU. This is your 

opportunity to make our democracy work. 

12. Follow up. If there is follow up information or tasks make sure to follow up 

with the office, it is a good opportunity to connect again. 
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How to Advocate for Arts & Culture – By the Month 
There is always a way to advocate on behalf of San Diego arts and culture! 

 
Communication with elected officials is most effective when it is ongoing, rather than simply during 

election time or for a crucial vote. Get to know the people who represent you at every level – City, County, 

State and Federal. Engage them year-round, tell them who you are and why arts and culture is important 

to you and the community members your organization represents. 

 

YEAR-ROUND 
 Local – Many local government entities have monthly public meetings. Send a representative from 

your organization and take the opportunity speak about what you are doing, invite government 

staff/representatives to your events or share a compelling story! 

 Local – Invite legislators to your event, festival, production, etc. 

 Local – Participate in city- and county-level community forums where elected officials or staff 

members will be present. 

 State & Federal – Join newsletters that keep you abreast of relevant issues (ex. Americans for the 

Arts, SDRACC). When bills are up for a vote, advocate for or against them to your local 

representatives through emails, phone calls or letters. Newsletters will often give you a template. 

 

MONTHLY ADVOCACY 
JANUARY 

 Local – Start to think about City and County budgets. Fiscal years are July 1 – June 30, so they 

are beginning to prepare next year’s budget in January. 

 State – The California State Legislature convenes and the State budget is released. 

 Federal – Congress goes into session. 

 

FEBRUARY 

 Mail your organization’s Annual Report to Elected Officials. 

 

MARCH 

 Local – Communicate with the Mayor and City Council about your organization and how you 

are serving San Diego. 

 Local – County Community Enhancement Program grants are due March 1. 

 Federal – Participate in National Arts Advocacy Day. 

 

APRIL 

 Local – Attend City Council budget hearings. Sign in to ensure your presence is noted. 

 County – Arrange a meeting with your County Supervisor if you are applying for Community 

Enhancement Funds. 

 Federal – Congress holds hearings on the National Endowment for the Arts budget. 

 

MAY 

 Anticipate this as a key month each year for local arts advocacy in San Diego County. Make time 

in your schedule to be involved. 

 Local – City Council revises budget. 

 Local – Attend City Council budget hearings. Sign in to ensure your presence is noted. 
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 State – State budget is issued and may be revised. Keep abreast of what is happening with 

California Arts Council funding, arts education funding, and any other related budget items. 

 

JUNE 

 Local – Attend City Council budget hearings. Sign in to ensure your presence is noted. 

 Local – City budget is finalized and announced. 

 State – State budget is finalized and announced. 

 Local, State & Federal – Election years: vote in the primary. 

 

JULY 

 Local – Send thank you letters to City Councilmembers and the Mayor for their support of arts 

and culture in the City budget process. 

 State – Send thank you letters to the Governor and your legislators for their support in the state 

budget process. 

 

AUGUST 

 Local and County – Plan and announce events for National Arts and Humanities Month 

(October). 

 Local, State & Federal – If there is a November election, ask candidates if they support arts and 

culture. If they do, volunteer for their campaigns. If they don’t, reeducate them on the 

importance of arts and culture to your district. 

 

SEPTEMBER 

 State – The state legislature is in recess, so take the opportunity to schedule a visit with your 

state legislator in his or her office. 

 Local, State & Federal – If there is a November election, participate in the campaigns of 

candidates who support arts and culture. Investigate their art and culture “report cards” and/or 

attend local debates/community discussions and ask the candidates about their stance on arts and 

culture. 

 

OCTOBER 

 Local and County – National Arts and Humanities Month. Implement events, publish op-ed 

pieces and attend RALSD’s Creative Conversations. 

 State – California Arts Day is the first Friday in October. 

 

NOVEMBER 

 Local, State & Federal – Collect your legislators’ names and contact information so that you 

are ready to take action during the upcoming season. 

 Local, State & Federal – Election years: vote! 

 

DECEMBER 

 Local, State & Federal – Send congratulations notes to newly- and re-elected officials. 

 Local, State & Federal – Add legislators, elected officials and staff members to your holiday 

card list. 

 



 

 

Advocacy Resources 

 

GOVERNMENT DECISIONMAKERS/GRANTORS 
City of Carlsbad: www.carlsbadca.gov  

City of Chula Vista: www.chulavistaca.gov  

City of Coronado: www.coronado.ca.us  

City of Encinitas: www.ci.encinitas.ca.us  

City of Escondido: www.escondido.org  

City of Oceanside: www.ci.oceanside.ca.us  

City of San Diego: www.sandiego.gov  

County of San Diego: www.sandiegocounty.gov  

California Arts Council: www.cac.ca.gov  

National Endowment for the Arts: www.arts.gov  

National Endowment for the Humanities: www.neh.gov  

 

 

ADVOCACY ORGANIZATIONS 
San Diego Regional Arts & Culture Coalition (SDRACC): www.sdracc.org 

North County Arts Network (NCAN): sandiegoncan@gmail.com 

Californians for the Arts: www.californiansforthearts.org  

Americans for the Arts: www.americansforthearts.org 

 

 

ADVOCACY TOOLKITS/INFORMATION 
SDRACC Resources: 

 Advocacy 101 for Individuals: www.sdracc.org/be-an-advocate/advocacy-101-tips-for-

individuals  

 Advocacy 101 for Organizations: www.sdracc.org/be-an-advocate/tips-for-organizations  

 Arts Education Advocacy: www.sdracc.org/be-an-advocate/arts-education-advocacy  

 

Americans for the Arts: 

 Legislative Issue Center: www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-

data/legislation-policy/legislative-issue-center  

 Toolkit: www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-data/legislation-

policy/legislative-issue-center/advocacy-toolkit-organizations-and-congress 

 

California Arts Council’s Arts Advocacy: www.cac.ca.gov/getinvolved/advocacy.php  

 

California Arts Advocate’s Advocacy Tools (including Legislative Calendar): 

californiaartsadvocates.org/advocacy-tools/around-the-capital  

 

National Assembly of State Arts Agencies Advocacy Tools: www.nasaa-

arts.org/Advocacy/Advocacy-Tools/index.php 

 

National Council of Nonprofits’ Resources: www.councilofnonprofits.org/everyday-advocacy-

resources  

http://www.carlsbadca.gov/
http://www.chulavistaca.gov/
http://www.coronado.ca.us/
http://www.ci.encinitas.ca.us/
http://www.escondido.org/
http://www.ci.oceanside.ca.us/
http://www.sandiego.gov/
http://www.sandiegocounty.gov/
http://www.cac.ca.gov/
http://www.arts.gov/
http://www.neh.gov/
http://www.sdracc.org/
http://www.californiansforthearts.org/
http://www.americansforthearts.org/
http://www.sdracc.org/be-an-advocate/advocacy-101-tips-for-individuals
http://www.sdracc.org/be-an-advocate/advocacy-101-tips-for-individuals
http://www.sdracc.org/be-an-advocate/tips-for-organizations
http://www.sdracc.org/be-an-advocate/arts-education-advocacy
http://www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-data/legislation-policy/legislative-issue-center
http://www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-data/legislation-policy/legislative-issue-center
http://www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-data/legislation-policy/legislative-issue-center/advocacy-toolkit-organizations-and-congress
http://www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-data/legislation-policy/legislative-issue-center/advocacy-toolkit-organizations-and-congress
http://www.cac.ca.gov/getinvolved/advocacy.php
https://californiaartsadvocates.org/advocacy-tools/around-the-capital
http://www.nasaa-arts.org/Advocacy/Advocacy-Tools/index.php
http://www.nasaa-arts.org/Advocacy/Advocacy-Tools/index.php
http://www.councilofnonprofits.org/everyday-advocacy-resources
http://www.councilofnonprofits.org/everyday-advocacy-resources
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