
A Basic 
Guide To 
ADVOCACY

F O R  V E T E R A N S 
A N D  T H E I R  FA M I L I E S

Most laws in the United States begin as bills. A 
bill begins with an idea. That idea can come 
from anyone—including you!

The idea is sent to Congress, where a Member 
of the U.S. House of Representatives or Senate 
researches the idea and writes a bill. All House bills 
are H.R. and all Senate bills are S.

Once the bill is written, it is placed in the hopper, 
and assigned to its respective committee. If the 
bill passes out of the committee, it is introduced 
to the rest of the Members of the U.S. House of 
Representatives or the Senate. The Members 
debate the bill, and then vote on whether or not it 
should become a law using the electronic voting 
system. If the bill passes, 
it is then sent to the other 
congressional body where 
it goes through the same 
process.

The opposing body may 
add amendments to modify 
the bill, pass the bill as it is 
written or reject the bill. If amendments are added, 
then it must return to the original body to be voted 
on again. Often a committee from each body is 
appointed to work out the differences between the 
two bodies. If the opposing body rejects the bill, 
then it dies. After the bill has passed both bodies 
of congress it is sent to the President of the United 
States for approval.  The President may sign the bill 
or veto the bill.  If the bill is vetoed, the House and 
the Senate may choose to vote again to get a 2/3 
majority to override the veto.  If congress does not 
have enough votes to override the veto, the bill dies.  
If the President signs the bill, it becomes a new law. 

Vietnam Veterans of america stays on top of 
issues that merit our support or opposition, 

and we are actiVe adVocates to moVe VVa’s 
legislatiVe agenda forward in congress

“Never again will one generation 
of veterans abandon another”

Legislative Contacts
Whitehouse:
www.Whitehouse.gov 

Go track:
https://www.govtrack.us/start 

US Senate homepage:   
http://www.senate.gov/

US Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs:   
http://www.veterans.senate.gov/ 

US House home page:   
http://www.house.gov/

US House Committee on Veterans Affairs:   
http://www.veterans.house.gov/

VVA Government Relations Website:
http://www.vva.org/Committees/GovtAffairs/index.html 
http://capwiz.com/vva/home/

State Legislatures:  
http://www.ncsl.org/

Current Legislation:
http://www.thomas.loc.gov

Social Media, Facebook and Twitter

Vietnam Veterans of America
8719 Colesville Road, Suite 100

Silver Spring, MD  20910
www.vva.org

how laws 
are made

House - 435 members 
serving two-year 

terms

Senate - 100 members 
serving rotating 

six-year terms



A p p O i n T M e n T  S e C R e TA RY,  p e R S O n A L 
S e C R e TA RY O R  S C H e D U L e R :   Responsible 
for allocating a member’s time among the many 
demands that arises from their congressional 
responsibilities.

after the 
       meeting, 
   what’s next?
H Send a note thanking the legislator for the meeting;  
H Restate the substance of your position on the 

particular issue that has been discussed;
H Set up your next meeting;
H “Keep on keeping’ on”

VVA has earned 
a well-deserved reputation 

as the premier advocate for 
our nation’s veterans on a number 

of issues:  PTSD; Agent Orange exposure; 
assistance to disabled small business 

owners; assured funding for  
VA health care system; Women  

Veterans; and Homeless Veterans.

H o w  Yo u r  C h a p t e r / S t a t e  C o u n c i l  C a n  B e 
M o r e  E f f e c t i v e  L e g i s l a t i v e 
A d v o c a t e s

know before
     you go

e F F e C T i V e 
A D V O C A C Y i S 
b A S e D  O n :

W H AT  i S  A D V O C A C Y:   Advocacy is outlining 
an issue and stating a position in solid terms while 
attempting to convince, or influence our elected 
officials, members of the media, potential supporters, 
and allies.

W H Y A D V O C A C Y i S  i M p O R TA n T:  “Leadership 
[and advocacy] is the art of getting someone else to do 
something that you want done because he wants to do 
it.” Dwight D. Eisenhower.

e F F e C T i V e  A D V O C A C Y:  Establish, nurture, and 
maintain personal relationships with elected officials 
and their staffs.  Do this before there is a “hot button” 
issue to advocate for or against. Most importantly, 
relationships should be based on mutual respect and 
honesty.

b e  A S O U R C e  O F  R e L i A b L e  i n F O R M AT i O n : 
Value of the advocate to legislators and staffers is 
grassroots contacts; be understandable and accurate.

b e  p e R S U A S i V e :   Always break your proposals 
down to terms that will convince your legislator that 
your issues matter.  Build credibility with your legislators 
so that they will come looking for you when they need 
information.

K n O W  T H e  L O C A L p O L i T i C A L  p R O C e S S . 
Your involvement as citizens in the local political 
process is an essential part of democracy.

F O L L O W  U p,
F O L L O W  U p,  & 
F O L L O W  U p

H Knowing the key players: elected officials, key 
committee members, staffers who advise  
Congressmen on issues; government agencies; 
or an editor and reporters who covers veterans 
issues;

H Knowing the facts and being able to communicate 
them intelligently and passionately;

H Being neither avidly for nor close-minded when 
discussing an issue, since there are usually multiple 
shades of meaning and of truth;

H Staying focused on the issue at hand.

R e M i n D e R
H Always be courteous and polite even in the face of 

outright hostility.
H Dress neatly and be aware of cigarette smoke and 

other odors on your clothing
H If you have a statement to leave with an official, 

ensure that it is clearly written and organized, and 
that it addresses the topic at hand.

H Make sure that you have your business card with 
you.  Part of the rite of meeting is an exchange of 
cards.

W H AT  A R e  Y O U  G O i n G  TO  TA L K  A b O U T ?  
Develop an outline and identify key talking points.

O b j e C T i V e S :   Identify your long- and short-term 
goals.

A U D i e n C e S :   Identify your audience, i.e., those 
who can give you what you want and those who have 
the formal authority to deliver the goods, or have the 

capacity to influence those with formal authority.
M e S S A G e :   What do they need to hear?  Tailor a 
set of persuasive messages for different audiences.  
Advocacy messages have two basic components:  an 
appeal to what is right; and an appeal to audience’s 
self-interest.

M e S S e n G e R :   From whom do they need to hear?  
Identify who are the most credible messengers for 
different audiences, and equip them with appropriate 
information to be most effective.

R e S O U R C e S :   What have we got?  Past advocacy 
work that is related; alliances that are already in place; 
human resources; and contacts, information and 
political intelligence.

R O L e  O F  C O n G R e S S i O n A L S TA F F   
They are “gate keepers”

C H i e F  O F  S TA F F :   reports directly to the member 
of Congress; overall responsibility is evaluating 
political outcomes of various legislative proposals and 
constituent requests.

L e G i S L AT i V e  D i R e C TO R  ( L D ) ,  S e n i O R 
L e G i S L AT i V e  A S S i S TA n T  ( S R  L A ) ,  O R 
L e G i S L AT i V e  C O O R D i n ATO R  ( L C ) :   monitors 
legislative schedule and makes recommendations 
regarding pros and cons of particular issues.

p R e S S  S e C R e TA RY O R  C O M M U n i C AT i O n S 
D i R e C TO R :   Responsible for building and maintaining 
open and effective lines of communications between 
the member, his/her constituency, and the general 
public.


