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Fifteen Principles for Working and Communicating More Effectively with Congress
					

1. Always be open and truthful. Keep in mind that you’re a public official and have an ethical responsibility to do so. Also keep in mind that the full story will inevitably emerge at some point. Your personal credibility is vital in this (and every) environment and once lost, is nearly always impossible to regain.

2. Obtain and use the most current, reliable, and accurate information. Part of your credibility and value is as a technical expert on your programs, but most congressional staff are generalists, so you need to be able to translate technical information into understandable language. Avoid using acronyms or technical terms that may not be understood by generalists!

3. Remember that your Congressional Affairs office has the main coordinating responsibility for contacts with Congress. Congressional Affairs officers are an invaluable source of information and guidance about everything related to your agency’s interaction with Congress. They set the rules for your involvement, and the more enlightened Congressional Affairs shops will seek your involvement in matters regarding your program. Others may need to be persuaded that your involvement is in the agency’s best interest. Some committee staff refuse to meet with Congressional Affairs officers unless they include the relevant program managers in the meeting.

4. While staff seek your technical expertise about your program, your understanding of congressional procedures as well as cultural norms will further enhance your credibility and value to staff.  You need to understand congressional terminology and processes. If you need to ask a staffer what a markup or conference report or enrolled version of a bill is, you’ll lose credibility. On the other hand, if you demonstrate that you understand and appreciate the process, it will enhance your credibility.

5. Identifying key staff is vital, and ideally you’ll establish and maintain a professional relationship with them. The goal is to become an important source of information to them while carefully following all of your agency’s or organization’s ground rules regarding lobbying and use of appropriated funds. Information is the currency of Capitol Hill, but information about your program is only useful if it’s provided to the right staff at the right time.

6. Understand the importance of timing. Providing information too early or too late in the process will not only be ineffective, but harm your credibility with staff.  Particularly when providing information related to pending legislation, it’s critical to interact at the appropriate stage in the legislative process. If you’re meeting with a committee staffer after the relevant bill has been reported out of committee, you’re probably too late. On the other hand, if you schedule a meeting with a staffer who is deeply involved in a bill that’s unrelated to your issue or program, you are likely wasting your time, and theirs as well. Congressional staff are often more available when Members are out of town, which generally means Mondays and Fridays, as well as during recesses. Still, timing with respect to the legislative process is the most critical factor.

7. Do your homework concerning staff with whom you’ll be meeting and/or communicating. Some will have detailed knowledge about your program and may even know more about the history of your program in Congress than you do. Others will have never heard of your program. Don’t assume that just because someone is professional committee staff he or she is familiar with the details of your program. Conversely, don’t assume that personal staff  are unfamiliar with your program. Don’t assume that a young staffer is less knowledgeable, or less important. The key is to do your homework.

8. You should also do your homework on the status and history of your program or issue in Congress. Are there other agencies, or even parts of your agency, that have (or have had in the past) any involvement with your issue or similar issues before Congress?  There may also be competing programs that have a history before Congress, with which you need to be acquainted as well. Few issues are brand new on Capitol Hill, and it is important that you have a complete and detailed context for your issue or program.

9. Never lose sight of the fact that every congressional staffer works for a Member of Congress. Personal staff represent their Members, and will frequently refer to their boss’s position on an issue. While not suggesting that policy is unimportant, the politics of the issue, i.e., constituent considerations, are always a priority. At minimum you should be aware of the politics of the issue from the Member’s perspective.

10. Professional committee staff also work for a Member of Congress and are hired by either the chair or ranking Member of the committee or subcommittee. The degree to which there is a political dimension to their positions on an issue varies by committee, by the Members they work for, by the individual staffers and by the individual issues. In any case, always bear in mind that all congressional staff, including professional committee staff, work for a Member of Congress who is either a Democrat or a Republican and who has specific state or district concerns and priorities.

11. Understand that there’s always a political dimension to an issue, and that the politics of an issue may be as important as -- or more important than -- the technical aspects of an issue. There are always competing interests on an issue, and the best public policy solution to an issue doesn’t always prevail. Politics is about compromise and balancing competing interests. It can be extremely frustrating to lose on an issue when you know you have the best solution.  If this dimension is something that you find intolerable, you probably shouldn’t be involved in congressional relations.

12. Don’t circumvent agency channels, but expedite things whenever you can.  Bureaucratic processes can be extremely, well, bureaucratic. Obtaining clearance on something that goes to Congressional Affairs, then to the agency head, then to OMB, then back again, normally takes weeks. Do what you can to expedite this process. But first, be certain as to whether you actually need to go through this process in any particular case. Under most circumstances, information can be provided directly to congressional staff without any need for clearance.  Nonetheless, proper channels should always be copied and kept informed of any communication with Congress.

13. Don’t promise more than you can produce, but don’t cede your position as a source of information to the private sector. Staff understand that bureaucracies often act slowly, but they may still push to get information faster than you’re able to provide it. Try to establish some ground rules that make sense, understanding that the private sector doesn’t normally have the sort of bureaucratic clearance requirements that you may have. Again, first determine that you actually need to go through channels in a particular instance, and keep staff updated as the process moves forward. 

14. If there is bad news, you should be first to deliver it (see #1 above on always being open and truthful.)  Any surprises should be assiduously avoided. Delivering bad news is obviously more difficult than bringing good news, but will in the long run add to your credibility. Bad news does not improve with age.

15. Be flexible. The Hill is highly dynamic -- meetings cancel at the last minute, staff get interrupted, meetings take place in hallways or shared office space -- so how you react to often rattling situations will be part of establishing your credibility. Expertise is important on the Hill, but so is flexibility. Finally, don’t take losses or rejection personally. The legislative cycle is after all a cycle: you need to be in it for the long haul, and both wins and losses are rarely permanent.
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