Crafting Effective Letters to Legislators

Your legislators will never know you support an issue or bill unless you tell them. Writing a letter is still one of the most effective ways to convey your message. However, to make the time you take to send that letter really count, you need to follow some simple steps. Here are some basic Do’s and Don’ts.

	DO
1. Make sure you are a constituent of the legislator you are writing or at least work in the legislator’s district.

2. Determine the “Ask” and boil it down to one simple statement. Start the letter with that.

3. Be sure to ask the right officeholder. In the case of legislation to change APRN prescriptive authority, write your State Representative and State Senator.

4. Make your letter unique. Even if using a model letter, always personalize it.

5. Determine one reason the legislator should do what you ask and stick to that theme.  

6. Make your reason memorable to the legislator. Explain why what you request will improve life for this legislator’s constituents. Use a good example from your practice or the district.

7. Conclude by repeating your request and thanking them.

8. Be sure to include your home address and phone number and/or email.  The legislator needs to know if you are a constituent and how to reply or follow-up.

9. Ensure the letter looks professional, is free of grammatical or spelling errors and is typed in an easily read font such as Arial 12 pt.  If you have legible handwriting, handwritten letters are always very effective.
	DON’T
1. Write letters to legislators if you are not a constituent.  They land in the waste basket.

2. Complain, whine or make the legislator wonder what you want them to do. 

3. Address an issue on a bill in the Texas House or Senate to a U.S. Congressman or Senator, or vice versa.
4. Use a model letter without changes.

5. Give too much information in one letter and make your letter longer than 1 page.

6. Threaten or give global platitudes that this is good for Texas without saying specifically how and why.

7. Fail to close with a clear request that is polite and positive.

8. Fail to include complete contact information, including your home address.

9. Fail to take the time to make your letter or note look like it was done by an intelligent person who is taking this matter seriously. To do so, reflects negatively on all APNs.


FORM OF COMMUNICATION:  It is most effective to write a letter that is not like anyone else’s. It is even more effective if you handwrite the letter. Two former legislators told me that they always personally read handwritten notes. However, if your handwriting is not legible to most people, it is far better to type the letter. That is the second most effective form of communication. Last on the list is emailing. While most legislators assign a staff person to read email and tally support or opposition, few legislators have time to read most emails. 

CONTENT:  What should a letter asking for support of an APRN issue say? Here is one example of a basic outline for supporting changes in the Texas statutes to allow the Board of Nursing to grant APRNs authority to diagnose and prescribe.

1. I urge you to support changes in prescriptive authority for Advanced Practice Registered Nurses in Texas that will improve the delivery of healthcare in Texas.  Legislation such as HB 1007 filed in 2009 would allow the Texas Board of Nursing to grant Advanced Practice Nurses authority to diagnose and prescribe as they are permitted to do in 35 other states. 

2. Then give the reason passing this type of legislation is important by positively impacting constituents (not just by helping you and the physicians).  Your theme might be:

A. Improving access to health care in a state that ranks 43rd in the ratio of physicians to population. 

B. Modernizing the health care delivery system, as many economists and policy institutes now recommend, to fully utilize the healthcare providers Texas produces.

C. Permit more efficient use of physicians and Advanced Practice Nurses as permitted in 33 other states. Allow physicians more time to take care of patients that require a high level of diagnostic skill.

D. Improving the ability to relieve pain and suffering because this type of legislation would permit APNs to prescribe Schedule II, Controlled Substances as permitted in 40 other states.

E. Texas needs to get more value for the money it spends.  At least 8 APRNs can be educated for the same state dollars as educating 1 physician.

F. Don’t pay to produce Advanced Practice Registered Nurses and then encourage them to leave Texas by maintaining a system of prescriptive authority that is so far behind most of the surrounding states.  Regarding complexity of delegated prescriptive authority, Texas is probably the worst of all the states.

G. The number of primary care physicians is going down and that trend is not likely to be reversed. Now almost twice as many primary care non-physicians, such as NPs, CNMs and PAs, are being produced every year than primary care physicians.

H. All health care professions have overlapping scopes of practice.  In effect, RNs are taught to diagnose from the time they are in clinical courses. RNs in cardiac units must recognize when a patient’s heart is in atrial fibrillation, and RNs in newborn nurseries must recognize jaundice.  APRNs have required courses in medical diagnosis and prescribing.  When APRNs diagnose and prescribe in 35 states, it is the practice of nursing.  It is time for Texas to bring its laws up to date to reflect the education and training of Advanced Practice Registered Nurses. 

3. You can enclose and refer to one of the legislative handouts in the Advocacy section of CNAP’s Website that best supports your supporting point/s. http://www.cnaptexas.org/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=14 
4.  If you are coming to the Capitol anytime soon, mention the date and ask for an appointment with the legislator or health policy legislative aide.  If you are writing during the Interim, it is a perfect time to meet with your legislator in the home district when the legislator has more time to listen and consider the issues.  

5. Thank the legislator for considering your request to support the bill or issue.
