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Introduction
“We in America do not have government by the majority. We have government by the majority who
participate.” That statement by Thomas Jefferson is a commentary on citizens’ right to “petition the
government for a redress of grievances.” Effective communications and interactions between citizens
and elected officials are essential to the democratic process, both to sustain the credibility of
government and to maintain a free flow of ideas which can be integrated into policy decisions.
However, since the introduction of the Internet, maintaining that free flow has been a challenge both
for Congress and citizens. Congressional offices are overwhelmed with the significant increase in
volume and the diversity of delivery methods used by advocate organizations. On the other hand,
citizens and the advocacy community have been frustrated by the myriad of technological tools
utilized by offices to authenticate that actual constituents are sending messages, yet result in
technological and “user interface” obstacles to communications.
As the organization founded to aid in management-related issues in Congress, the Congressional
Management Foundation (CMF) created the Communicating with Congress project in 2003. Our goal
is to help address the current frustrations and barriers, facilitate increased citizen participation in the
public policy process, and promote a meaningful democratic dialogue that benefits our country. In
these eight years we have produced a series of reports to illuminate the challenges that both sides of
the communications equation face, and offer ideas to improve the process.
In 2010 CMF expanded its mission to seek ways to improve citizen engagement and to help
Congress use continuously-changing technologies to facilitate and enhance interactions with citizens.
To do this, we established a new center at CMF, the Partnership For A More Perfect Union. The
Partnership will advance this vision by providing research and training to Congress, advocacy groups,
and citizens. This effort would not be possible without the generous support of our Founding
Partners: Fleishman-Hillard, Convio, AT&T, and the Hansan Family Foundation, and we deeply
appreciate their support.
This report is the latest in CMF’s and the Partnership’s effort to provide Congress, advocacy groups,
and citizens a greater understanding of constituent communications on Capitol Hill. The research is
based on a survey of more than 250 congressional staff, many of them senior managers, on attitudes
and practices related to managing constituent communications. Throughout 2011 we will release
research that will assess current communications practices by congressional staff and offer data on
how Congress has integrated social media tools to send communications and gauge constituent
opinion. We will also expand our research on the importance of town hall meetings and their
effectiveness in various formats. Finally, later this year, we will once again identify the best
congressional websites through the 112 th Congress Gold Mouse Awards.
In a democracy, as in any relationship, it is critical for both parties to have a degree of trust in one
another. Trust between Members of Congress and those they represent depends on an honest and
robust exchange of ideas. If Congress and citizens use the information in this report and material
available on the Partnership’s website (http://pmpu.org), we know it will contribute to a more
trusting and stable relationship between those who govern and those who are governed.
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1. The Internet, Participation and Accountability
According to the congressional staffers we surveyed, email and the Internet have increased both
citizens’ participation in the public policy process and lawmakers’ accountability to their constituents.
However, they feel that electronic communications have reduced the quality of constituents’
messages to Capitol Hill, and have had questionable impact on citizens’ understanding of what goes
on in Washington.

“The ease with which constituents
can communicate with their
Member has really diluted the
quality of communications
overall. We get way too many
email inputs that forward the
Congressman some email or
YouTube link with ‘is this true’ as
the only message.”
—House Legislative Director

•

Most staffers (87%) thought email and the Internet have
made it easier for constituents to become involved in public
policy.

•

Almost all (97%) felt electronic communications have
increased the number of constituents who communicate
with their offices.

•

A majority of staff (57%) felt email and the Internet have
made Senators and Representatives more accountable to
their constituents.

•

Nearly two-thirds (65%) thought email and the Internet have
reduced the quality of constituents’ messages.

•

Less than half (41%) thought that email and the Internet
have increased citizens’ understanding of what goes on in
Washington.
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2. Citizens Have More Power Than They Realize
The most influential advocacy strategies for swaying an undecided Member of Congress depend on
personal communications from constituents. Whether individuals make contact face-to-face, by
phone, or through personalized email or postal mail, Senators and Representatives are influenced by
their constituents’ own views about the public policy issues before them.
•

Most of the staff surveyed said constituent visits to the Washington office (97%) and to the
district/state office (94%) have some or a lot of influence on an undecided Member.

•

When asked about strategies directed to their offices back home, staffers said questions at
1
town hall meetings (87%) and letters to the editor (80%) have some or a lot of influence.

•

Constituents who make the effort to personally communicate with their Senators and
Representatives – except via fax – are more influential than lobbyists and news editors.

FIGURE 2
If your Member/Senator has not already arrived at a firm decision on an
issue, how much influence might the following advocacy strategies
directed to the W a s h i n g t o n o f f i c e have on his/her decision?*
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*Question was asked only of senior managers and mail staffers. Their responses are aggregated (n=194).
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A similar question was asked of senior managers and mail staffers about advocacy strategies directed to district and state offices. The results
were comparable to those shown here.
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3. It’s Not the Delivery Method – It’s the Content
There is virtually no distinction by the congressional staff we surveyed between email and postal mail.
They view them as equally influential to an undecided Member. What matters most is the content, not
the vehicle. Whether they are delivered via email or postal mail, messages that are customized in
some way by the constituents sending them are much more influential than identical form messages.
The personal touch from a constituent goes a long way toward differentiating a message.
•

Nearly identical percentages of staffers said postal mail (90%) and email (88%) would have
influence on an undecided Member of Congress.

•

About 20% of staffers said individualized email and postal mail would have a lot of influence
on an undecided Member and only one percent said identical form email and postal mail
would.

•

Some helpful ways for constituents to personalize their messages include discussing the
impact of a bill on the state or district, providing the reasons they support or oppose the bill
or issue, and providing a relevant personal story.

FIGURE 3
If your Member/Senator has not already arrived at a firm decision on an
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directed to the Washington office have on his/her decision?*
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*Question was asked only of senior managers and mail staffers. Their responses are aggregated (n=194).

FIGURE 4
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4. Grassroots Advocacy Campaigns – Staff are Conflicted
The congressional staff we surveyed have conflicting views and attitudes about the value of
grassroots advocacy campaigns. Many believe they are good for democracy, and a significant
majority believes that responding to constituent communications – most of which are the result of
grassroots campaigns – is a high priority for their offices. Identical form campaigns also have some
degree of influence on undecided Members of Congress, yet a majority of staffers also believes that
most identical form communications are sent without constituents’ knowledge or approval.
•

More than one-third of congressional staff (35%) agreed
that advocacy campaigns are good for democracy.

•

Most staff (90%) agreed – and more than 60% strongly
agreed – that responding to constituent communications
is a high priority in their offices.

•

More than half of the staffers surveyed (53%) agreed that
most advocacy campaigns of identical form messages are
sent without constituents’ knowledge or approval.

“One of our office’s top priorities
is maintaining a high quality of
dialogue with the people we
represent.”
—Senate Correspondence Manager

FIGURE 5
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5. Social Media Used to Listen and Communicate
Congressional offices are integrating social media tools into their operations, both to gain an
understanding of constituents’ views and to communicate the Member’s views. Facebook even
surpasses identical form messages in importance for understanding constituents’ views and opinions.
However, comments from social media applications have little influence on undecided Members (see
Figure 1), most likely because Members and staff cannot tell whether comments are made by
constituents.

“We continue to explore new
ways to use technology to reach
out to our constituents. Social
media is less expensive and
reaches a broader audience so
we plan to expand our use.”
—Senate Administrative Director

•

Nearly two-thirds of staff surveyed (64%) think Facebook is an
important way to understand constituents’ views and nearly
three-quarters (74%) think it is important for communicating
their Members’ views.

•

Twitter has also gained acceptance on Capitol Hill, with 42% of
staffers saying it is an important way to understand
constituents’ views and more than half (51%) saying it is an
important vehicle for their Members’ communications.

•

YouTube is viewed by nearly three-quarters of staffers surveyed
(72%) as important for communicating their Members’ views,
and 20% considered it very important.

FIGURE 6
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*Question was asked only of senior managers and communications staffers. Their responses are aggregated (n=138).
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FIGURE 7
In your opinion, how important are the following for communicating the
Member/Senator's views and activities to constituents?*
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*Question was asked only of senior managers and communications staffers. Their responses are aggregated (n=138).

FIGURE 8
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Methodology
These data are based on an online survey of congressional staff on their opinions and practices
related to constituent communications, including social media. The survey was in the field between
October 12 and December 13, 2010. Congressional staff were invited to participate through e-mail
requests to all House Chiefs of Staff and Legislative Directors, all Senate Administrative Directors,
and a variety of staff affinity groups (e.g. the House Systems Administrators Association). The survey
had 260 respondents (the demographics of which are described below):72% from the House of
Representatives and 28% from the Senate. Many of the questions asked were identical to those
asked in a 2004 survey, the results of which were published in the report Communicating with
Congress: How Capitol Hill is Coping with the Surge in Citizen Advocacy .
HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
•

60% of respondents worked for Democrats and 40% for Republicans. (At the time of the
survey, 59% of House offices were held by Democrats and 41% by Republicans.)

•

29% were Chiefs of Staff; 21% Legislative Directors; 9% Communications Directors; and 41%
“mail staff” (legislative and administrative staffers with responsibility for researching, writing,
and/or processing constituent communications).

•

44% had three or fewer years of experience on Capitol Hill; 35% had 4–10 years; and 21%
had more than 10 years’ experience.

•

22% were younger than 25 years old; 60% were between 25 and 40; and 18% were over 40.

SENATE
•

64% of respondents worked for Democrats and 36% for Republicans. (At the time of the
survey, 59% of Senate offices were held by Democrats, and 41% by Republicans.)

•

28% were Chiefs of Staff; 17% Communications Directors; 25% Correspondence Directors;
and 30% “mail staff” (legislative and administrative staffers with responsibility for researching,
writing, and/or processing constituent communications).

•

36% had three or fewer years of experience on Capitol Hill; 29% had 4–10 years; and 35%
had more than 10 years’ experience.

•

14% were younger than 25 years old; 60% were between 25 and 40; and 26% were over 40.

Conclusion
This report is the first release of the data from our survey. We will be producing additional reports
based on this data throughout 2011. All of this research will be available online at the Congressional
Management Foundation’s Partnership For A More Perfect Union website (http://pmpu.org). The
goal of the Partnership is to further meaningful civic engagement through research, education,
programs to re-establish trust, and by providing innovative yet pragmatic tools to facilitate meaningful
two-way communication between Members of Congress and their constituents.
If you would like to receive notice of future releases and other updates from CMF’s Partnership For A
More Perfect Union, please register for email updates on the Partnership’s website.
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