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To many people the term “Policy & Advocacy” is abstract, 

often misunderstood, or holds negative connotations. 

Understanding what policy and advocacy is and who 

the players are is the first step to advancing your Native 

CDFI’s community impact.

Public Policy 

Public Policy can generally be defined as the action (or in-

action) taken by the government, including Tribal govern-

ment, with regard to a particular issue. It is an attempt 

by the government to address a public issue by enacting 

laws, regulations, executive orders, judicial rulings, etc. 

that affect the public realm. 

Advocacy

Advocacy, whether by an individual or a group, is an 

aim to influence public policy. It may be motivated from 

moral or ethical principles or simply to protect an asset 

of interest, and includes identifying, embracing, and 

promoting a cause. Advocacy can include many activities 

that a person or organization undertakes including media 

campaigns, public speaking, community organizing, 

commissioning and publishing research, and lobbying.

Lobbying

Lobbying is a form of advocacy. Lobbying is an attempt to 

influence public officials in support of, or in opposition 

to, legislative proposals. Lobbying includes communicat-

ing with legislators and their staff directly and encourag-

ing others to contact their legislators. There are two types 

of lobbying—direct and grassroots. 

   Understanding
Policy & Advocacy

Direct Lobbying is a communication (e.g., letter, email, phone, 

personal visit) with a legislator (federal, state, tribal, or local) or 

legislative staff member that refers to specific legislation and 

takes a position on that legislation. Specific legislation includes 

bills that are introduced as well as legislative proposals. Direct 

lobbying also includes communication with other government 

officials if the principal purpose of the communication is to influ-

ence legislation.

Grassroots Lobbying is a communication with the public that 

refers to specific legislation, reflects a view of that legislation, and 

contains a call to action, such as identifying legislators that are 

in support or opposition of the legislation or telling the recipient 

to contact a legislator for the principal purpose of influencing 

legislation. 

Legislators & Government Entities

A legislator is someone who writes or passes laws and can be a 

member of a legislative body, part of a government entity. Legisla-

tors are usually elected into office and include: senators, congress-

men and congresswomen, governors, members of the House of 

Representatives, Tribal leaders, Tribal council members, mayors, 

and city council members. Depending on your particular Native 

community there may be others that are not listed.

Nongovernmental Groups that Influence Public Policy

Shaping public policy is a multifaceted process that involves 

numerous groups. Sometimes these groups collaborate with 

each other to influence public policy. Groups that often influence 

legislative decisions are: the media, special interest groups, public 

policy research organizations, trade associations, labor unions, in-

dividuals and private sector business, state and local associations, 

political parties, and foreign governments.

Nongovernmental
Groups

Government
Entities

Public
RealmAdvocacy Policy



As a Native CDFI, you are in a unique situation. You 

work with individuals every day that are underrepresented 

in our government’s policy process. You have an intimate 

knowledge of how to best help these individuals. You know 

what policies are harmful to the communities you serve and 

are qualified to make policy recommendations that would 

benefit these communities. You can create solutions and 

positively impact your Native community and our Native na-

tions through a multitude of advocacy efforts. 

How to Engage in Public Policy

There are a variety of ways Native CDFIs can impact public 

policy, but no single method is better than another. It might 

be necessary to use a number of strategies, or a single action 

might be sufficient. Most Native CDFIs are 501(c)(3) orga-

nizations (non-profits); this poses some restrictions on the 

type of policy and advocacy activities in which you partake. 

The most typical engagement strategies used by non-profits 

to impact public policy include:

Lobbying involves directly communicating with legislators or 

voters in order to influence legislation; grassroots lobbying 

means communicating with the public to encourage them to 

make their voices heard on a particular piece of legislation 

or issue. Lobbying is not limited to politically driven groups. 

Except for private foundations, all 501(c)(3) organizations can 

lobby, although there are legal limitations on lobbying and 

it’s funding. 

Voter engagement can lead to short-term policy adoption in 

the case of ballot initiatives, and long-term agenda setting, as 

policy will likely reflect voters and the issues they care about. 

Non-profits can engage in a number of nonpartisan activities 

such as registering and educating voters, and getting out the 

vote. 

Public education, including framing and messaging, is a 

key role that non-profits can play during the agenda-set-

ting phase of policy. Non-profit organizations can play an 

important role in translating complex policy information or 

creating awareness surrounding a cause. Polling and focus 

groups can be used to develop effective public education 

messages.

Grassroots mobilizing is a powerful strategy used to raise the 

profile of the issue among community members and policy 

makers. Grassroots activities might include writing letters, 

making phone calls, contacting policy-makers, and demon-

strating. Grassroots organizing around policy issues doesn’t 

need to address specific legislation in order to influence 

agenda setting or policy-adoption.

Building coalitions and networks creates a platform where 

individuals and organizations can share resources, knowl-

edge, and skills. Coalitions can foster the development of 

new ideas and inform and shape public policies. 

Media and communications are important vehicles for Na-

tive CDFIs to contextualize public policy issues and reach 

a broad audience. Polling and focus groups can be used to 

hone in on effective communications strategies and mes-

sages. 

Policy research and analysis can enhance the reputations of 

foundations and public charities as credible, reliable policy 

activists. Non-profits may provide nonpartisan analysis and 

research to legislators and other decision makers, and to the 

public. 

Presenting testimony can be helpful in communicating your 

position to legislators. With the full attention of an audience 

of direct policymakers, what could be better? Although a 

testimony asks for support on a specific legislation, it is not 

considered lobbying if it is a response to a written request 

from a legislative body. 

Your Responsibility 
                     as a 
     Native CDFI





In order to become effective in the policy and advocacy 

arena and advance your community impact, it is important 

to build capacity within your Native CDFI. Consider the 

following points to develop an action plan for building your 

policy and advocacy agenda:

Advocacy Goals and Agenda

• To what extent is advocacy a clear part of your organiza-

tion’s mission, goals and strategy? 

• Do you have a written advocacy agenda?

• What are your advocacy goals and objectives?

Management

• Which employees are responsible for advocacy? 

• What percentage of your operating budget is designat-

ed for policy advocacy?

• In what ways are you challenged from a staffing or 

resource standpoint?

Leadership 

• To what extent is your board engaged in and committed 

to advocacy?

• To what extent is executive leadership engaged in and 

committed to advocacy?

• What organizational structures are in place to support 

advocacy? (e.g., a public policy committee, an advisory 

committee, a board committee, etc.)

Strategy, Strategic Partnerships and Networks

• What strategic partnerships, networks or coalitions are 

you involved with and what role do you play?

• How do these networks help you meet your advocacy 

goals?

• How does your policy agenda fit into the broader goals 

of these networks?

• How do you engage and mobilize your constituents and 

other members of the community that are affected by 

or can influence this issue/policy?

• How do you build and maintain working relationships 

with relevant policymakers (e.g., legislators and their 

staff, administrators, etc.)?

Policy & Advocacy Guidelines & Restrictions

As a Native CDFI, you most likely are a non-profit organiza-

tion that receives funding from the Federal government, 

and there are certain restrictions to your policy and advo-

cacy activities. There are some general guidelines to follow, 

however, please consult with your legal counsel to get 

complete information.

Non-Profit Organizations

As a 501(c)(3) organization, the IRS imposes limits on 

your lobbying expenditures. Lobbying, by IRS standards, is 

defined as attempting to influence legislation and can be 

either grassroots lobbying or direct lobbying. All 501(c)(3) 

organizations are absolutely prohibited from engaging in 

activity that supports or opposes a candidate for public of-

fice.

Federal Funding Recipients

Federal funds are not to be used in ways that promote 

particular candidates for public office, support partisan 

political activities, influence legislative action, or influence 

decisions to award grants or contracts to particular recipi-

ents of federal funds.

               Building
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What isn’t Lobbying?

A communication with the general public 

reflecting a view about specific legislation is not 

lobbying if it does not contain a call to action.

It is not lobbying to meet with legislators to educate 

them about a broad social problem like poverty in Na-

tive communities, as long as you do not express a pref-

erence for a specific legislative proposal to address the 

problem, such as enacting a permanent Native set-aside 

in the CDFI Fund’s appropriations.

Lobbying restrictions do not apply to activities includ-

ing: nonpartisan education or informational efforts; 

gathering, analyzing and reporting information on 

legislative or regulatory actions; providing advice 

or requested assistance from legislators; testify-

ing before legislative bodies; commenting on 

regulatory actions; or advocating general 

support for particular programs.



       Communications 
Planning to
  Advance Policy      

When you think about communication, media public-

ity probably comes to mind, but communication involves 

much more. It’s the many ways you create awareness of 

your cause, reach out to different groups in your commu-

nity, and engage policymakers. It can involve public educa-

tion campaigns, advertising, media relations, and even fund 

raising. No matter how you do it, the goal of your commu-

nication is the same – to move people into action.

Before you mobilize a group of protestors or make an ap-

pointment with your senator, gather your thoughts into a 

clear, concise message. Think about what you are trying 

to accomplish and whom it will affect. It’s important to 

take some time to plan your communication before the 

demands of your program set in. If you can recruit media 

or public relations sponsors for your policy and advocacy 

efforts, they can lend their expertise to your communication 

planning. 

Establish Goals

Native people face many challenges, and as a Native CDFI 

you have most likely developed solutions to overcome those 

challenges. Implementing those solutions may bring a 

whole set of new challenges. Your policy and advocacy goals 

will remove barriers that your community and others face. 

Use your goals as the foundation for your communication 

strategies.

Get to Know Your Target Audience

Who are you trying to reach? Is it community members, 

tribal council, state legislators? Get to know these people, 

and get to know them well. What backgrounds do they 

come from? What are their interests? What motivates 

them? 

  

Create an Effective Message

Now that you intimately know your target audience, you 

can develop a message that will get you results. What is the 

main point you need to get across? Why will your audience 

care? Connect their core desires with your goals. The way 

you word something makes all the difference in the world, 

so put yourself in your target’s shoes when developing your 

message.

Create Communication Tools

There are several tools you can use to communicate your 

message. Think about your target audience and what form 

of communication they are most likely to be receptive to. Is 

it email, “snail mail,” a brochure, a website, billboards, or a 

personalized letter? Start off by developing a few basic tools 

that communicate your message, and your supporting key 

points if appropriate, in a clear and concise manner. 

Work with the Mass Media

If you’re new to media work, be assured you don’t need spe-

cial training or experience to promote your story effectively. 

Publicity is a cost-effective communication method that 

builds credibility. You will need to write press releases for 

newsworthy activity and distribute it to targeted media out-

lets. Make sure your press release is short and to the point 

and that it covers the where, when, why, what and who in 

the first paragraph. Following up with media contacts to 

pitch the story is one way of increasing your chances of 

exposure.
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Newsletter

The newsletter is one of your most powerful com-

munication tools. It helps you to maintain or gain visibility 

and build credibility with your target audience.  Make sure 

your content is relevant to the audience by presenting the articles 

in a way that is educational to your readers. 

Establish a standard structure for your newsletter and stick to it so that 

your readers can more easily navigate through it. Whichever method 

you choose - print or electronic, send out an issue at least once per 

quarter but no more than once a week. 

Press Release

Seriously consider whether a topic is newsworthy before distrib-

uting a press release. If you send too much useless information 

you will be determined a non-credible source by the press. Write 

clear, concise releases that tell a compelling story following these 

guidelines:

• Include a news hook in the headline and the opening sentence. 

• Use a factual and objective tone and back up any claims with supporting data. 

• Use the inverted pyramid structure to include the who, what, when, where, 

and why in the first paragraph.

Email Marketing

Email marketing has several advantages over traditional marketing methods 

because you can reach a broader audience, and it is much less expensive. People 

receive hundreds of emails every day, however a significant portion don’t get 

opened or get deleted. How do you successfully implement an email marketing 

strategy?

Limit your subject line to 5-8 words and make your brand recognizable. Think 

about your target audience and what information they are hungry for, and 

focus your content on their needs. Short and sweet is the key. Internet users 

don’t read. Instead, they scan. Use simple terms include no more than 3-5 

topics per email.

Social Media

Social media sites like Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn have recently be-

come the #1 activity on the web and offer tremendous opportunities in 

gaining awareness and supporters for your policy and advocacy cam-

paign. By creating a profile for your organization and updating your 

status, you can generate traffic to your website, spread the word on 

policy issues, and even gain media attention. Consider posting 

articles and news stories, blog posts, video demonstrations 

upcoming events, requests for participation, polls, a com-

pelling question, or any free giveaways.

       Essential 
   Communication 

     Tools & Tips



       Messaging that  
   Moves People to        
          Action

Your brochure, flyer, and website are not just platforms 

to talk about your program or the achievements you have 

made. Although is important information, your communi-

cation pieces are vehicles to drive your message home. Your 

ultimate goal is to move people to act – whether it is getting 

them to vote, changing their financial management habits, 

or donating to your organization. 

Develop a Winning Message

Your message is the core argument of your campaign or or-

ganizing effort. It should reflect how your goals overlap with 

the desires and motivations of your target audience. Don’t 

be afraid to strike an emotional cord with your audience; 

in fact, aim for their emotions. Be sure your message uses 

common language, free from jargon, technical terms, and 

acronyms. This will make it easy to establish a connection 

with anyone that may hear or read your message. 

You will also want to come up with some key points that 

convince people to support your position. These points will 

address the issue, why it is important, whom it affects, and 

what needs to happen for change. 

Story Telling

When developing your message, consider story telling as 

a method. Story telling is the way we learn and can greatly 

persuade your audience by putting a personal spin on your 

message. 

An effective message:

Is Clear and Concise. Does the audience get the message, 

the main idea, the point? What does the message instantly 

communicate?

Makes a Connection. Not only does the audience “get it,” but 

it resonates with them, has meaning and significance for 

them, and usually triggers an emotional response. When 

connection is there, it will spark new behaviors and actions.

Has Credibility. The audience believes who is saying it, what 

is being said, and how it is being said. Even if the audience 

understands and connects to your message, they will com-

pletely disregard it if they don’t believe it is coming from a 

credible source. 

Is Contagious. You want your audience to catch the message 

and spread it around. To be contagious, a message has to 

be energetic, new, different, and memorable. It should also 

evoke a vivid emotional response, have “talk” potential, and 

motivate the target to do something.

Messaging that Creates Community Change

Four Bands Community Fund in Eagle Butte, South Dakota 

launched a public education campaign to raise awareness 

of financial education among community members. They 

came up with a short but compelling message (“Make 

Money Matter!”) that got community members thinking 

about how they manage their money.

Could you imagine if they would have adapted the slogan, 

“Employ sound financial practices in order to decrease your 

debt-to-income ratio!”? This message, although it has a 

similar point, does not make a connection with the people 

of Cheyenne River. The “Make Money Matter!” campaign 

has infected (in a good way) the minds of community mem-

bers and spread around the community, having a much 

greater impact.



1. Speaks to the self-interest 

and motivation of the target 

audience.

2. Relatively brief, 25-30 words.

3. Repeated over and over and 

over and over .........

3 Keys to a 
Successful Message



   Grassroots  
Organizing & Mobilizing

    Works
Organizing and mobilizing refers to efforts to engage 

individuals and groups in collaborative efforts, coalitions, 

constituency development or community building around a 

specific viewpoint, or to inform the public about a particular 

set of issues. 

How Grassroots Movements Effect Policy

A grassroots movement is one driven by the community. 

Grassroots movements are often at the local level, as many 

volunteers in the community give their time to support the 

local party, which can lead to helping the national party. 

For instance, a grassroots movement can lead to significant 

voter registration for a political party, which in turn helps 

the state and national parties. 

Grassroots organizing can give you the momentum to ad-

dress a community concern, win an election, or advance a 

public policy agenda. The key to creating a grassroots move-

ment is to be organized. Organize your resources, people, 

and ideas. Develop a strategy with a long-term perspective 

to ensure success of your organizing efforts. Grassroots 

movements organize through procedures like:

• hosting meetings, organizing demonstrations

• putting up posters

• mobilizing letter-writing, phone-calling, and emailing 

campaigns

• using online social networks to organize virtual com-

munities 

Starting a Grassroots Movement

Build an initial working group. Make a list of ten to fifteen 

people from diverse backgrounds that would agree that the 

issue you are working on is an important one facing the 

community. Make personal invitations to the people on 

your list. To successfully recruit participants and then move 

to action, the cause needs to be sponsored and led by a 

strong, diverse working group.

Talk about what you want to accomplish. As a group, share 

your ideas about why it is important to engage the whole 

community or a larger group in addressing the issue you’ve 

been talking about in this dialogue. What is happening in 

your community that concerns you? Is this issue relevant to 

a large portion of the community? What is the geographic 

area we are trying to impact? What are the broad and spe-



cific goals we are aiming to achieve? Who should lead the 

program? Who else should be involved? Who is already 

working on this issue? Who else is affected by the issue?

Grow roots in your movement. The purpose of grassroots 

movements is to address community issues by bringing 

together large numbers of people who represent diverse 

viewpoints, backgrounds, and experiences. Change is 

more lasting and effective when it happens at many lev-

els—individual, group, institutional, and policy. Identify 

key people and organizations to recruit and explain why 

they should get involved, and how.

Document and evaluate. One of the most effective things 

you can do to strengthen your grassroots movement is 

document and evaluate the entire effort. This doesn’t 

have to be a complicated undertaking. Most everyone 

who takes part in your movement will want to know 

who participated, how effective the organizing strategies 

were, and what the outcomes were. Moreover, grant-mak-

ing foundations, public officials, news media, and other 

people who can help you expand and strengthen will want 

to know about your efforts and their impact.

The “Take Five” Campaign

Experienced advocates know three things:

1. Phone and letter campaigns remain effective. Elected officials 

(and their staff) note the issues that generate the most letters 

and calls; they are a useful gauge of community support for/

against an issue.

2. Broad appeals for action don’t work. Alerts that sound too gen-

eral, or too complicated, get set aside.

3. The competition for attention is very keen. By now, there are so 

many groups sending out emails and “snail mails” requesting 

action that readers ignore much of what comes their way. 

If you want your appeals to produce results make taking action easy; 

make it time-limited; and design it to fit into busy lives. Start a “Take 

Five” (as in 5 minutes) Campaign that overcomes all of the excuses 

people usually come up with for not participating. Provide sample 

letters, brief fact sheets, people to answer questions, blank paper/en-

velopes/stamps, plus the names and addresses of all the legislators.



Meeting with

   Legislators       
An essential part of your policy and advocacy work is 

meeting with legislators. Many people are intimidated by 

this step, but legislators count on lobbyists (that means 

you) to provide them with the background and research to 

formulate their policy decisions. The most important aspect 

of direct lobbying activities is to develop positive, trusting, 

strategic relationships with elected officials and their staff 

– even those on the other side of the aisle.

Here are five easy steps to follow when meeting with legis-

lators:

Step 1: Get to Know Him/Her

Research their voting history and background. If possible, 

identify a point of connection. Did you go to the same high 

school? Were you born in the same city? What is his/her 

voting history?

Step 2: Establish a Goal 

Go into your meeting prepared and know what you want to 

get out of it. Will you find out if this legislator is a support-

er, undecided, or an opponent of your proposed ideas?

Step 3: Figure Out Who is Going to Say What

If you are going in to this meeting with a group, discuss 

amongst yourselves how you will deliver your message. 

Remember to be clear and concise and to tell your story. 

Also demonstrate your power by letting the legislator know 

whom you represent. Numbers (as in numbers of votes) 

matter.

Step 4: Define Roles

When deciding how you will deliver your message, define 

the roles of all group members that will participate in the 

meeting. Will you be a meeting leader, story-teller, or a 

meeting recorder? All positions are important.

Step 5: Set an Agenda 

Be prepared and go into your meeting with a set agenda. 

Since you requested the meeting, the legislator will expect 

you to know exactly what you want to talk about. A good 

meeting format is:

Introduction & Meeting Overview 

Introduce yourself and group members and let the legisla-

tor know why you are here.

Personal Stories 

Tell your personal story. Share how this issue has effected 

you, your family, or your community members.

The “Ask” 

Ask the legislator directly, “Can I count on your support for 

___________?” By asking directly, you can figure out if the 

legislator is a supporter, undecided, or an opponent. 

Strategic Response 

Depending on if the answer to the “ask” is yes, no, or 

undecided, provide a strategic response. If this legislator is 

undecided, you might want to provide a little more informa-

tion to help them make up their mind. You will probably 

want to formulate this response prior to the meeting.

Wrap Up & Next Steps 

Conclude your meeting and establish any next steps. Don’t 

forget to say, “Thank You.”



What Next?
We hope you have found this guide as an inspiration to launch 

or revitalize your Native CDFI’s policy and advocacy program. 

We encourage Native CDFIs to connect with networks, like NCN, 

to garner the support and solidarity they need to overcome the 

challenges faced by their communities and to promote their 

effectiveness in finding solutions and creating opportunities to 

long-lasting change for our Native people.

Resources
NP Action, www.npaction.org

 Alliance for Justice, www.afj.org

Internal Revenue Service, www.irs.gov

Center for Lobbying in the Public Interest, www.clpi.org

National Council of Nonprofits, www.councilofnonprofits.org

Everyday Democracy, www.everyday-democracy.org

Wellstone Action Fund, www.wellstone.org

OMB Watch, www.ombwatch.org 

CFED, www.cfed.org
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