
When Your Legislator Says No 



Goals 

• Develop effective legislative strategy 

• Be able to rate a legislator’s level of support 

• Be able to recognize pushback 

• Be able to respond to pushback without de-
escalating demands 

• Be able to move reluctant legislators to a 
higher level without alienating them 



Rating Systems 

• Keep it simple:   1-5 

• Leader to opposed 

• Measurable actions you can ask a legislator to 
do 

– Willing to speak on the issue? 

– Willing to co-sponsor? 

– Willing to sponsor? 



Ratings System  

• 1: 

• 2: 

• 3: 

• 4: 

• 5: 



Recognizing Pushback 

• Legislators rarely say no directly. 

• Common to get stuck when you’ve had 
repeated visits with no progress. 
– Some steps taken such as providing information, 

delivering petitions, etc. 

• Pushback is indirect: 
– Delay 

– Noncommittment 

– Offer reasons why they cannot increase support. 



Recognizing Pushback 

• Pushback is a form of evasion. 

• Constituents have the right to expect their 
legislator to support bills that promote the 
health and well being of their constituents. 

• There is no good procedural reason for a 
legislator to allow the status quo to continue 
when it comes to health care. 

 



Recognizing Pushback 

• Pushback can be substantive in nature: 

– Opposition to the lack of deductibles and co-pays 

– Opposition to coverage for undocumented workers 

– Sometimes, it is nit picking. 

• Would you be willing to accommodate their 
concerns? 

• Most legislative bodies allow for the amendment 
process to fine tune bills in order to gain support. 



Recognizing Pushback 

• Most pushback is evasive. 

– Designed to keep the single payer supporter as a 
supporter of the legislator, but not support single 
payer legislation. 

– Legislators use a large repertoire of pushback. 



Common Excuses 

• Claiming to support your cause, but refusing to co-
sponsor your bill since co-sponsorship isn't important 
(they will surely explain to you why); 

• Stating that they only co-sponsor bills that they work 
on, and they don't have the capacity to take on single-
payer reform; 

• Saying they only co-sponsor a certain number of bills 
per session, and this is not their top priority; 

• Saying that they are in leadership and therefore can't 
co-sponsor legislation before it makes it through 
committees; 

• And so on. 
 



Developing A Response 

• Must maintain respectful language and tone. 

• Acknowledge their pushback, but do not 
argue about whether it is valid or not. 

• Respond by telling your story which can be 
about you, your family, your friends, your 
patients. 

• Do not back down from your ask. 



Develop a Repertoire of Escalating 
Tactics 

• Rarely do grassroots organizations take the 
steps they can to exercise their power. 

• Most lobbying manuals are written for those 
with other sources of power (money, 
campaign contributions). 

• Steps taken will be different to move a 
legislator from opposition to supporter than 
to move one from supporter to leader. 



Develop a Repertoire of Escalating 
Tactics 

• Start with minimal effort and private actions. 

• Public actions must exhibit a respectful – 
perhaps supportive – tone towards the 
legislator you are trying to move. 

• Lower levels of support should include 
political consequences for not supporting, 
while higher levels of support should include 
political rewards. 



Develop a Repertoire of Escalating 
Tactics 

• Tactics in your repertoire can vary depending 
on the time of year, the election cycle, or the 
legislative cycle.  

• No matter what the tactic, avoid creating an 
oppositional relationship as that guarantees 
failure. 


