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T H E  R E B U I L D I N G  C O M M U N I T I E S  I N I T I AT I V E

The Center for an Urban Future endeavors to create workable policy solutions to the critical issues facing our cities. We know that some

of the best insight into how urban policy actually works can be found at the grassroots level, but we also know that community-based

organizations and nonprofits are often unwilling to speak up because of fear of jeopardizing their government funding.

This project was inspired by the Annie E. Casey Foundation's Rebuilding Communities Initiative, a s even-year effort to empower commu-

nity-based organizations to transform their local neighborhoods. The Casey Foundation's interest in nonprofit advocacy grew out of a

recognition that the RCI groups would, over the long term, be dependent on government funding to provide a core set of services in their

communities. At the same time, however, these groups were advocating on behalf of their constituents as part of their mission. The les-

sons from RCI sites in successfully bridging this tension have been instrumental in our research.

We give examples from three RCI sites in this report: the Marshall Heights Community Development Organization in Washington, D.C.,

Germantown Settlement in Philadelphia, and NEWSED in Denver.
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B e c a u se nonprofits work dire ctly with people and 

communities, they have a unique view of how policies play

o u t — i n fo r m ation that is needed by government decision

m a kers. Berry's re sea rch has shown that in many cities and

s t ates, nonprofits play a crucial role in creating public poli-

cy in social se r v i ces, education and health care. “[They] help

us to really hear all the issues that are out there that we

might not otherwise hea r,” says Linda Gibbs, co m m i ss i o n e r

of New York City’s Department of Homeless Services and

formerly with New York City's child we l fa re age n cy (se e

“ H ow ’re The Kids Doing?”). In fa ct, Gibbs says she relies on

co n s i s tent feedback from nonprofits to best do her job. 

These days, making government more effective is more

important than ever. Government funds support the great

majority of education, social service and community devel-

opment programs throughout the country, and the rules

and regulations set by local, state and federal government

agencies directly affect the lives of millions of citizens.

Clearly, then, advocating for change to government agen-

cies or lawmakers is critical to helping the communities

and the issues you care about.

For many local organizations, however, one of the bigge s t

h u rdles to doing advo c a cy is the Catch-22 that comes fro m

being invo l ved to o c l osely with government. Nonprofits have

been increasingly funded by government grants over the last

few decades. To d ay, for example, government funds pay fo r

m o re than 50 percent of the entire budgets of nonprofits per-

forming social and legal se r v i ce s .

Many agencies that use government money to provide se r v-

i ces are co n cerned that speaking up will endanger their legal

s t atus or put philanthropic and government funding in jeop-

a rd y. And gro u ps often find that expending the re so u rce s

needed to se r v i ce government co n t ra cts means less time,

focus and funds to do advo c a cy.

So, advocacy is vitally important but can feel almost

impossible. Is there a way out of this conundrum? With the

help of a grant from the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s

Rebuilding Communities Initiative, the Center for an Urban

Future has explored this question over the past year. We

found that while many nonprofits aren’t active in advoca-

cy, everywhere we looked, some were. We interviewed

more than fifty experts, including many executives at non-

profits around the country that both hold government 

contracts and conduct advocacy. They have a lot to say

about the importance of advocacy on behalf of their

clients, communities and organizations, and offer many

ideas about funding, strategy and mission that you can

employ at your own agency.

While we want to be clear about the pitfalls surro u n d i n g

n o n p rofit advo c a cy, you shouldn't feel that this work is a dra g

on your org a n i z at i o n's effe ct i ve n e ss.  “A d vo c a cy stre n g t h e n s

you as an org a n i z ation in the minds of the people you se r ve ,

and it gains you support in the broader community in that they

see you more, know you exist and work with you more ,” says

G ra ce Hou, exe c u t i ve dire ctor of the Chinese Mutual Aid

A sso c i ation of Chicago, which has been invo l ved with many

campaigns over the years, including joining a coalition that

kept the State of Illinois from cutting 80 percent of a $5 mil-

lion budget for se r v i ces to non-citizens. 

In other wo rds, advo c a cy is good for you, good fo r

your constituents and good for so c i e t y. That isn't to say

t h at marshalling the time, re so u rces or will to do advo-

c a cy is always ea sy. But we have some advice on how to

m a ke it ea s i e r. 

The Wide World of

Advocacy

You may be co n f u sed by our example of New Yo r k ’s child we l fa re

sys tem. Why are we talking about attending an advisory meeting?

I s n’t advo c a cy doing things like lobbying a state se n ato r, or hold-

ing a pre ss co n fe re n ce? In its broadest se n se, the term “a d vo c a cy ”

includes all so rts of actions aimed at benefiting your clients, yo u r

community and even your group itself (there by allowing you to

p rovide more effe ct i ve se r v i ces). Advo c a cy can be re l at i ve l y

innocuous, behind the scenes and quiet, or it can be radical and

attention ge tting. The common fa ctor is that the work tra n s l ate s

the needs of your constituents into messa ges to people who make

government policies. (For more on the levels of advo c a cy, se e

“C h o ose What 's Right for You” on page 5.)
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

At the heart of it, the question simply is: If you

don't do it, will anybody?

Sadly, the answer is probably no. When it comes to advis-

ing government agencies and elected officials on how to

make policies that improve the lives of those in need, non-

profits are frequently the only game in town. Who but your

organization has the knowledge or the mission to advocate

on behalf of your constituents?

This is especially important considering the populations

that most community organizations serve: the poor, immi-

grants, children, the disabled, the elderly. “People served by

n o n p rofits re ce i ve less re p re se n t ation in the political

process, and the only groups that will speak for them are

nonprofits,” s ays Jeff Berry, a professor researching non-

profits at Tufts University.

As co m m u n i t y - b a sed gro u ps around the country have

d i scove red, succe ssful advo c a cy can change laws and re g-

u l ations, allocate funding for needed pro g rams, and

i m p rove how se r v i ces are delive red. If that kind of infl u-

e n ce sounds appealing, but yo u're worried that spea k i n g

out will take too much time and re so u rces or even endan-

ger your government co n t ra cts or nonprofit status, plea se

read on. This manual lays out why you should co n s i d e r

a d vo c a cy—and how you can get beyond some co m m o n

roadblocks. 

The nonprofit sector has no peer in making life better for

often neglected populations. Nonprofits provide hundreds

of services in communities throughout the country: build-

ing subsidized housing, providing hospice services, running

after-school programs, marshalling volunteers for neigh-

borhood improvement projects, assisting entrepreneurs in

setting up small businesses—the list goes on and on.

These groups often deal with people’s immediate prob-

lems and concerns, usually on a one-to-one basis. But 

individual problems are connected to larger social issues. If

government money for childcare remains unspent while

thousands of families languish on a waiting list, maybe the

process for certifying new providers needs to be stream-

lined. When a homeless woman finds a job but then can't

find an apartment, her situation may say something about

a lack of affordable housing. 

How’re the Kids Doing?

When New York City’s Administration for Children Services

(ACS), which oversees the country’s largest child welfare sys-

tem, went forward recently with a major restructuring, the

agency made sure to get input from the nonprofit agencies that

provide most ACS services. New York City wanted to create a

system in which children and families received services in their

home neighborhoods, even when kids went into foster care.

This was an almost 180-degree switch from the way things had

been done for decades.

So ACS set up an advisory board to create a forum for input fro m

the nonprofits. “[It gives] them the opportunity to infl u e n ce

p o l i cy dire ction and also counts on them as partners to keep it

m oving and in the dire ction that eve r yone has agreed upon,”

says Linda Gibbs, the age n cy ’s former deputy co m m i ss i o n e r.

The restructuring is still in process, but both government offi-

cials and provider agencies can already point to some key

places in which nonprofit feedback made for a better system,

especially around the crucial (but often ignored) issue of ensur-

ing a minimum of disruption to a child's education during fos-

ter care. With input from the nonprofit agencies, ACS has cre-

ated a school attendance database, a handbook for foster par-

ents on school enrollment, and a system to train child welfare

workers on school enrollment.
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There’s no official scale of the different kinds of advocacy for nonprof-

its. Below we’ve offered a rough guide to the intensity of involvement.

As you read it, think about what kind of voice your community needs

and what your group feels comfortable with. Don’t forget, you can

always get more involved with later projects.

Level 1

At its most basic, advocacy starts with learning more about an issue or

initiating an informal dialogue with a government official who you

already know. Examples might include:

Allowing an advocacy group to meet in your building and sending a

staff person to sit in.

Having an honest discussion with your government contract monitor

about some needed changes in a program he or she oversees.

Level 2

To become more involved, consider becoming active in an existing

advocacy coalition or taking a public stand on an issue. Examples

include:

Contributing information and resources to a campaign on an 

issue that effects your neighborhood.

Becoming a member of a coalition that itself does advocac y.

Signing a letter supporting or opposing legislation or agency

policies.

Level 3

More intense involvement means devoting more time and resources to

advocacy efforts. At this level, advocacy is usually more than extracur -

ricular; it’s a part of your group’s core mission. Examples could be: 

A ttending regular meetings with elected and/or appointed officials to

i n form them about how government policies affe ct your co m m u n i t y.

Recruiting people to write letters to legislators.

Helping lead a coalition of other nonprofits and/or community

members.

Level 4 

Groups that make advocacy a priority in their work don’t just join coali-

tions, they lead them—and even create them when necessary. While this

level of involvement requires more work (and a willingness to be known

as outspoken), it can produce notable results. Examples would be:

Designing and taking a lead role in a campaign to pass or defeat a leg-

islative bill, or change a specific government policy or regulation.

Organizing an annual lobby day at your state capitol with a set agen-

da of items and recommendations to legislators.

Conducting research and sending the results to government officials

to support a particular public policy.

Hiring an experienced lobbyist to help you strategize and conduct

advocacy at the local or state level.

In 1995, the Fifth Avenue Committee, a community-

based organization in Brooklyn that provides housing, job

training and social services, was seeing a disturbing new

trend. Apartment buildings for local low-income tenants

were being abandoned and left without heat or services.

With some investigation, they discovered the culprit: a

bank in the neighborhood was offering “low-documenta-

tion mortg a ge s” that co u l d n’t be affo rded by some 

landlords. When the owners went into foreclosure, the

bank refused to take care of the buildings. “We knew what

was happening in these buildings, and we knew that [the

bank’s] low-doc loans were responsible,” says Dennis Colon,

a tenant organizer at the agency. “We believed that if we

called enough attention to the situation, people would see

what we saw and demand change.”

A f ter a two - year campaign with a few other local 

nonprofits that included stories in the local media and a

neighborhood tour with bankers and regulators, the New

York State Banking Department conducted its own study

of the issue and confirmed the problems. The final result

was new laws requiring banks to give borrowers more

explicit and comprehensive information about their loans,

Choose What’s Right for You

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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S E C T I O N  O N E

Why You Should Care About Advocacy

We should be clear. Throughout this manual, when

we talk about advo c a cy, we’re re ferring to a wide

a r ray of actions, everything from lobbying for addi-

tional funding for your age n cy to helping org a n i z e

neighborhood residents around an issue. “There is a

t remendous amount of room for nonprofits to be

i n vo l ved in education and advo c a cy,” says Caro l

J o h n son at St. Mary’s Ce n te r, a nonprofit prov i d i n g

social se r v i ces to the elderly in Oakland. 

For example, your group is doing advocacy if you:

S p eak with state legislators to support a bill establishing

c h a rter sc h o o l s .

Sit down with a local official to talk about how to

improve the paper work to apply for public housing.

S t a rt a letter-writing campaign in favor of creating a new

h o m e l e ss shelter in your neighborhood.

H i re a lobbyist to approach a government agency about

resolving conflicting contracting rules.

Testify in public forums about the value of after-school

programs for teenagers.

A l l ow a neighborhood coalition against crime to meet in

your office s .

Organize a group of constituents to come down to City

Hall to lobby legislators against budget cuts.

Lobbying and advocacy are terms that get used inter-

changeably, but there is a legal difference you should

understand. Advocacy refers to any activity that attempts

to change government policy. Lobbying is a subset of advo-

cacy that aims to influence specific legislation, which

means it is aimed at a legislative body. If you write a letter

to your city councilperson about more funds for job train-

ing, it’s advocacy. If you’re writing to support a bill about

job training, it’s lobbying. And if the letter is to the mayor—

regardless of whether there’s a bill involved—it’s advocacy

but not lobbying because your actions aren’t directed to a

legislative body.

The good news is that both lobbying and advocacy are

legal for nonprofits. You may lobby for a particular type of

housing that your agency has developed in the past, using

your special expertise to explain its advantages. Or you

may take up a cause that has nothing to do with the serv-

ices you provide because it’s important to the welfare of

your clients. You can even lobby for a legislative allocation

that will directly result in more money for your agency’s

programs. Be aware, though, that there are limits to the

amount a 501(c)(3) nonprofit can spend on lobbying, which

we explain in “Understanding the Legal Framework” start-

ing on page 17.

T H E  U N I Q U E  R O L E  O F  N O N P R O F I T S

Why is getting involved so important? Frequently, nonprof-

it organizations are the only institutions with a view of

both the concerns most important to their constituents

and the day-to-day realities of how government programs

function. “We discover very quickly that something doesn’t

work on the ground when a policy is implemented,” says

Eric Schwarz, exe c u t i ve dire ctor of Citizen Schools, a

Boston-based nonprofit working with children and youth.

L o b bying and advo ca cy are

terms that get used inte r-

c h a n ge a b l y, but you should

u n d e r s tand the legal diffe re n ce.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•



always be a battle with government. Many officials recog-

nize the role of nonprofits in co m m u n i c ating policy 

a gendas, and they see advo c a cy as something that

enhances their relationship with nonprofit contractors.

“There has to be a constant dialogue between both part-

ners in terms of what enhances the services, what is an

obstacle to providing quality services, what will make

t h i n gs work bette r,” says Lilliam Barrios - Paoli, who has run

both New York City’s housing and public ass i s t a n ce age n c i e s .

You may even find yo u r self making new friends by

b e coming invo l ved. Ve ronica Barela, the exe c u t i ve dire cto r

at NEWSED, a community development age n cy in Denve r,

says that when her org a n i z ation pre ss u red local banks to

i n vest in low - i n come communities, government officials

a ctually appre c i ated the gro u p’s activist stance. Because of

political and financial re l at i o n s h i ps with the banks, city offi-

cials we re unable to push for more community inve s t m e n t .

And in the end, those same banks inve s ted in deve l o p m e n t

p ro j e cts sponso red by NEWSED, because they knew that

the nonprofit had a thorough understanding of local needs.

A DV O C AC Y ’ S  R O L E
Advocacy isn’t an intrusion into the government’s closed

system of making decisions; lobbying is an integral part of

every level of government. As political scientist Nelson

Polsby wrote, “Policy [does not] appear out of the sea like

B o tt i ce l l i ’s Venus—dimpled, rosy and co m p l e te on a

clamshell.” It’s hammered out with research, discussions,

compromise and, of course, political maneuvering. And at

every stage, outside voices make recommendations and

apply pressure to make particular changes.

The American political system is built for “special inter-

ests” to lobby for their constituents—and in a perfect

world, both sides would present their input and the result

would be a balanced argument. But in reality, some special

i n te rests are more special than others. For exa m p l e ,

according to the Center for Responsive Politics, health care

interests spent $197 million in 1997 to lobby the federal

government (and tens or hundreds of millions more, pre-

sumably, for state and local decisions). How much of that,

do you suppose, was spent to promote the interests of

poor and uninsured patients?

“It’s important to build consent between citizens and

their government. It may be basic political science, but

that’s what a civic voice is all about—leveling the playing

field by engaging civic action, voting, persuading, joining

and volunteering. Then public policy begins to be more

re fl e ct i ve of enlarged majorities,” says Elizabeth Reid,

re sea rch asso c i ate at the Ce n ter for Nonprofits and

Philanthropy, a project of the Urban Institute that recently

co-sponsored a 10-part series on nonprofit advocacy and

public policy.

But there is someone to speak for the other side: you. The

n o n p rofit se ctor is large and still grow i n g — t h e re we re more

than 800,000 nonprofits re g i s te red in 2000, up 33 perce n t

f rom just six years ea r l i e r. More than 10 million people now

work for nonprofit org a n i z ations. In 1977, nonprofits had

revenues of $111 billion; by 1994, that sum had quintupled to

$568 billion, acco rding to Independent Secto r.

This massive cohort may not spend as much time or

money lobbying as corporations and other business inter-

ests, but it has infl u e n ce. “Nonprofits are very much

involved in state and local policymaking, and they play a

crucial role in both the formulation and implementation of

an extensive range of social service, education, and health

programs,” Jeff Berry of Tufts University notes. What’s

more, initial results of his nationwide study of nonprofit
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M a ny officials see advo ca cy

as something that enhance s

their re l ationship with non-

p rofit co n t ra cto r s .

T h e re we re more than

8 0 0 ,000 nonprofits re g i s te re d

in 2000, up 33 percent fro m

just six years earlier.

including information on New York City rent regulations

that covered the buildings. For tenants, it has meant more

stable ownership—and a much better place to live.

N o n p rofits are n’t simply a type of government vendor with

a quirky legal struct u re and a balance sheet that always adds

up to zero. Private companies that have a government co n t ra ct

a re responsible to government to deliver the pro d u ct and

responsible to their owners to make a profit. But org a n i z i n g

tenant councils or running a childcare facility isn’t the same as

building a highway. Nonprofits are not only responsible fo r

d e l i vering on their commitments; they are also responsible to

the individuals, families or communities that they se r ve .

“If you don’t try to addre ss sys temic and societal iss u e s ,

yo u ’re not doing your wo r k,” argues Nancy Wa c k s tein, exe c-

u t i ve dire ctor of Lenox Hill Neighborhood House, a New

York City age n cy providing a ra n ge of social and co m m u n i-

ty se r v i ces. Her group has been act i ve on homeless n e ss and

housing issues, as well as advo c ating through coalitions of

social se r v i ce agencies and local se ttlement house s .

All this isn’t to say that all your advocacy work will
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Over the last 100 years, the structure and role of nonprofits has

changed dramatically. These institutions have taken more of a central

role in ensuring society operates smoothly, but they are also increasing-

ly reliant on government support to carry out their missions.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, nonprofit organi-

zations—child welfare agencies or neighborhood settlement houses for

the most part—sprang up in significant numbers around the country,

most with the mission of helping society’s poor and disadvantaged.

Government support was a relatively small part of their budgets, if it

was there at all. Even the New Deal in the 1930s, which established pub-

lic subsidies to the poor, increased government funds for direct service

nonprofits only temporarily.

Until the 1960s, yearly grants from government to nonprofits were atyp-

ical (exceptions included a few specific fields such as child welfare). The

War on Poverty and the Great Society were a turning point in the rela-

tionship between nonprofits and government. In 1964, several major

new federal initiatives poured hundreds of millions of dollars into both

existing and newly established nonprofits to eliminate poverty and

improve social services. From 1965 until 1970, the annual amount the

federal government spent on social services went from $812 million a

year to $2.2 billion, according to Nonprofits for Hire by Steven Rathgeb

Smith and Michael Lipsky. And changes to laws and regulations made it

more attractive for government to contract with nonprofits to provide

these services. 

As funding for services such as Head Start, foster care prevention, and

community-based health, mental health and substance abuse treatment

grew in the 1970s, so did the size and number of contracts with 

nonprofits to deliver these services. Federal spending on community

mental health went from $143 million in 1969 to $1.4 billion in 1979; fed-

eral funds for equal opportunity and community action initiatives rose

from $51.7 million in 1965 to $2.3 billion in 1980; state spending on social

welfare went from $2.6 billion in 1975 to $4.8 billion in 1980. 

The politics and policies of the last 20 years have only acce l e rated the

co n n e ction between government funds and nonprofit wo r k. During

the Reagan years, the fe d e ral budget for social issues was cut, but

s t ates to a great extent picked up the slack, and ove rall, spending still

g rew in the 1980s. And in 1996 we l fa re re form so m ew h at inadve rte n t-

ly gave nonprofit co n t ra cting a big boost. The new rules prov i d e d

s t ates a set amount of fe d e ral dollars even when there was a decrea se

in the rolls of we l fa re recipients, creating a large new pool of funds

for se r v i ces for the poor. One result was significant increa ses in co n-

t ra cted se r v i ces, such as childcare, to assist people to find and ke e p

j o bs. Twenty-six of the 50 states now spend a majority of their we l-

fa re funds on se r v i ces rather than cash ass i s t a n ce, acco rding to a

re cent re p o rt by the U.S. General Accounting Office. In 1995, that wa s-

n’t true in a single state .

B e c a u se of these trends, government is now a primary funder for non-

p rofit work in communities. For example, government co n t ra cts paid fo r

52 percent of all revenue re ce i ved by nonprofits performing social and

legal se r v i ces in 2001, acco rding to the Wa s h i n g ton, D.C. gro u p

Independent Secto r. In other wo rds, if every nonprofit that had a gove r n-

ment co n t ra ct re f u sed to do advo c a cy, there wo u l d n’t be many vo i ce s

f rom the nonprofit se cto r.

The Growth of the Contract State



I t ’s clear that nonprofits of all stripes have a re s p o n-

sibility and a right to advo c ate on behalf of their

constituents. And we hope yo u ’re co n v i n ced that

this advo c a cy can have impre ss i ve results. Still, we

re cognize that moving into advo c a cy at whateve r

l evel can seem like a daunting task. 

To successfully add advocacy to your agenda, you need

to have a clear idea of what might lay ahead. We’ve paid

special attention to groups that are funded at least in part

with government money, because these organizations face

specific challenges. Before you begin to get involved in

advocacy (which we’ll discuss in Section Three), you should

be aware of what potential problems to avoid.

M o n e y

Paying for advocacy is difficult. Government funds them-

selves don’t cover it (except in very rare cases when it’s

actually included in the contract), and private foundations

rarely fund it. Discretionary funds that are flexible enough

spend on advocacy effort are becoming more rare—and

nonprofits often already tap that money for other func-

tions that are hard to raise money for.

“Many nonprofits’ budgets are so restricted that there is

no discretionary cash to engage. And often grant letters

from private foundations will contain restrictive language

that goes well beyond either the tax code or state defini-

tions of lobby i n g ,” says David Arons, co -d i re ctor of

Charities Lobbying in the Public Inte rest at Independent

S e ctor in Wa s h i n g ton D.C. Lacking specific funds to pay

for advo c a cy, even gro u ps that are devo ted to it can find

t h e m se l ves stre tc h e d .

“ People don’t fund for advo c a cy, and organizing is not a

hot funding item. Funds are sc a rce, and it’s difficult identify-

ing re so u rce s ,” admits Patricia LeGrande at Germantow n

S e ttlement in Philadelphia, which nonetheless has made

a d vo c a cy a co re function of the age n cy.

C o n c e r n  O v e r  L o s i n g  N o n p r o f i t

S t at u s

Keeping 501(c)(3) status is a big concern for nonprofit serv-

ice providers. Being a nonprofit exempts an organization

from paying most taxes and gives those who donate money

to the group a tax write-off. Most foundations will only

give money to nonprofits. And the language of the Internal

R evenue Service code that originally governed nonprofit lob-

bying is vague, saying that agencies can spend “no subs t a n t i a l

p a rt” of their funding on lobbying act i v i t i e s .

The language about nonprofits and their IRS status was

better defined and clarified in a 1976 regulation, but some

confusion does linger. And even with the new rules, groups

must stay on the right side of the distinction between

advocating on government policies and legislation and get-

ting involved with candidates and elections. Even when

groups are very involved in advocacy, they have to be care-

ful and stay away from overt political partisanship and

endorsements.

T i m e

In our years of experience with nonprofit agencies and dur-

ing the dozens of interviews we did to create this manual,

we haven’t found a single nonprofit with extra resources on

its hands. There’s never enough money to accomplish

everything that needs to be addressed, and there’s never

quite enough time in the day, either. Often groups don’t

become advocates because they simply haven’t found the

extra hours—sometimes even just to come up with a plan

for how to begin.

The time crunch can be especially pro n o u n ced fo r

a gencies working with government money. In N o n p ro f i t s
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S E C T I O N  T W O  

Barriers to Entry
advocacy show that groups that organize themselves to do

advocacy are four times more likely to be approached by

government officials for their input than groups that don’t

have a staff person assigned to the task.

Whether you choose to have a quarterly meeting with

your government liaison or bus hundreds of pro te s ters to the

s t ate capitol, advo c ating on behalf of your constituents can

bring notable re s u l t s :

In coalition with other agencies, Planned Pa renthood of Linco l n ,

N e b raska, co n v i n ced the state’s governor and legislat u re to sup-

plement fe d e ral funds to educate Nebraska residents about

their family planning options. 

Germantown Settlement, a nonprofit based in Philadelphia,

has trained hundreds of community members to successful-

ly do their own advocacy around neighborhood issues such

as safety, zoning and school reform. Their victories include

turning a former mill into housing for elderly neighborhood

residents rather than the condominiums planned by a

developer and a successful campaign to bring a charter

school to the neighborhood.

Co n n e ct i c u t ’s Council of Family Service Agencies, a

statewide trade association of social service providers, col-

lected stories about families unable to support themselves

as they transitioned off welfare. After a few years of shar-

ing these tales with policymakers in reports, testimony and

at meetings with government officials, their advo c a cy

helped secure funding for new programs to work with the

families having the greatest difficulties.
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Don’t get too discouraged by the litany of problems

in Section Two. Our interviews with nonprofit exec-

u t i ves, academicians and fo u n d ation exe c u t i ve s

made clear that many nonprofits view public policy

advocacy as a vital function. These groups aren’t

only speaking up about how government rules and

regulations can be improved, they’re bringing about

important changes through their advocacy.

Agencies that have successfully integrated advocacy into

their work have five specific recommendations:

1. Be clear about your organization’s mission.

2. Diversify your funding streams.

3. Be politically savvy.

4. Approach government as an equal partner.

5. Understand the legal ra m i f i c at i o n s .

By fo l l owing these pointers, your group can addre ss 

worries about legal status and potential payback fro m

a g g ravated government officials, create an org a n i z at i o n a l

c u l t u re that supports doing advo c a cy, and better ensure

t h at you have the time, focus and re so u rces needed to

a d vo c ate. None is a silver bullet. But to ge t h e r, they re p re-

sent a sound strate gy to work with government to increa se

or improve se r v i ces to your constituents. 

1 )  C l a r i t y  o f  M i s s i o n

Deciding to advocate usually starts with having some dis-

cussions with your constituents, staff and board, testing

the waters when advocacy opportunities come up to see

what you’re comfortable with as an organization. It may

seem like overly cautious behavior, but experienced hands

say that the process is very important. People we inter-

viewed who balance government funding and conducting

advocacy say they constantly use a game plan they’ve

worked through as an organization to evaluate potential

advocacy issues that arise.

Once you start to make advocacy part of your work,

there will almost undoubtedly be many distractions. If you

have clarity and general agreement within your agency

about which issues you will consider tackling and how, you

won’t get tied up in knots every time you’re presented with

a new policy problem or asked to take an action. Instead,

you can focus your energies on figuring out how to manage

that specific situation most effectively.

When the Community Food Resource Center was found-

ed 21 years ago, Kathy Goldman, her board and the agency’s

first two staff members decided that advocacy would

always be among the agency’s top priorities. Today, the

organization has a hundred employees, which, Goldman

says, means it has more to lose by taking strong policy posi-

tions. But having made a commitment to advocacy way

back when makes it easier to see the right response to any

given situation today. “Once we decide on the correct

position on an issue, we’ve made a conscious decision not

to take into account the potential impact of that decision

on funding or on anything else,” she says. 

B rad Lander, exe c u t i ve dire ctor of Bro o k l y n’s Fifth

Avenue Committee, says the agency’s decision to do more
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S E C T I O N  T H R E E  

To Get in the Game

Deciding to advo cate usuall y

s ta rts with having some 

discussions with your co n-

stituents, staff and board ,

testing the waters when

o p p o rtunities come up.

for Hire, Smith and Lipsky note that more (and large r)

government co n t ra cts tra n s l ate into increa sed re g u l at i o n .

The end result is that age n cy staffs spend many more

hours doing things like filing re p o rts, writing funding pro-

p osals, gathering data on se r v i ces provided and ce rt i f y i n g

staff qualifications. 

F e a r  o f  G o v e r n m e n t  R e t r i b u t i o n

At times, agency executives hesitate to speak out on poli-

cy issues because they fear that public officials will

respond punitively: taking away contracts or not awarding

them in the first place. Kathy Goldman, at the Community

Food Resource Center in New York City—which does

everything from running programs feeding the elderly to

assisting poor families that are in danger of losing their

apartments—admits she’s quite aware of the possible con-

sequences of the group’s advocacy. “Look at the fact that

our staff saves 2,000 families from being evicted every

year. Then you have to ask is it worth it to open your mouth

and take the risk that the funding will be taken away and

these families will be out on the street?”

Outright punishment for speaking out is against a gro u p

t h at does advo c a cy is re l at i vely ra re. Some nonprofit pro-

fe ssionals say that negat i ve re s p o n ses on the part of 

government, when they do happen, are usually much more 

subtle. For example, we inte r v i ewed age n cy e xe c u t i ves who

said they ’ve had government payment checks co m e

notably late—months and occasionally even a year or

m o re after the se r v i ces we re prov i d e d — a f ter taking a

p a rticularly vocal opposing stance on an issue. 

M i n d se t

Some nonprofit exe c u t i ves say doing gove r n m e n t ’s bid-

ding can lead to a loss of perspect i ve, to the point

w h e re you don’t even consider advo c a cy as an option or

fo rget about its import a n ce. “As we began to respond to

government requests for se r v i ces, I think our age n cy

really began to neglect advo c a cy,” says Marilyn Miller,

who runs Po rtland Impact, an Ore gon social se r v i ce and

community development age n cy. “You get so caught up

in funder re q u i rements, it becomes more and more dif-

ficult to do advo c a cy. Because we we re so fo c u sed on

meeting co n t ra ct re q u i rements, we really lost sight of

even being an independent age n cy that funct i o n e d

a p a rt from gove r n m e n t .”

To meet government stipulations for funding pro p osa l s ,

re p o rts on se r v i ce provision and co n t ra ct nego t i at i o n s ,

m o re and more nonprofit staff become career administra-

tors. And since the kinds of expert i se needed for nonpro f i t

staff to administer grants and for government officials to

ove r see the grants are closely re l ated, it’s not unusual fo r

people to move from working from a nonprofit to gove r n-

ment, or vice ve r sa. When a nonprofit pro fe ssional has the

same mindset about administration as a government re p re-

se n t at i ve—and if he or she might be inte re s ted in taking

t h at job so m e d ay—it can be hard to put pre ss u re on an

a ge n cy or legislato r, even if that pre ss u re is applied to

i m p rove conditions for the co m m u n i t y. 
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Be Clean Befo re You Screa m

To take a public stand about the policies of the government

agencies you deal with, you need to hold to the highest opera-

tional and financial standards in spending government money.

“Not-for-profits that want to criticize have to absolutely be as

c l ean as they can,” says Kathy Goldman of New Yo r k ’s

Community Food Resource Center. Smart choices and meticu-

lous re co rds for spending and accounting give her group 

credibility with its funders and in the field. And with that

comes a comfort level when it comes to taking advocacy posi-

tions—and no justifications or excuses for government agencies

to sanction her group.

Doing gove r n m e n t’s bidding

can lead to a loss of perspec-

t i ve, to the point where yo u

d o n’t consider advo ca cy.



and citizenship issues, and police/community relations. All

these projects are supported to a large degree by rent the

organization collects from its business and residential ten-

ants in pro p e rty the age n cy owns. In the opinion of

Veronica Barela, the agency’s executive director, “The only

thing that makes an agency self-sufficient is to have assets

and to do bricks and mortar.”

Of course, not all groups are willing or able to buy prop-

erty to rent. But while a flexible, independent source of

cash is nice, it isn’t required. In fact, some nonprofit execu-

tives say that becoming more active in advocacy can 

actually make diversifying your funding easier, because it

raises your organization’s profile, increases its credibility

and shows that you have a commitment to your con-

stituents that goes beyond providing day-to-day direct

services. Many people appreciate that an organization is

willing to speak out on issues that they think are important.

Planned Pa renthood of Lincoln, for example, has an

e n t i re group of individual donors who wo u l d n’t support

the age n cy if it didn’t do advo c a cy, says exe c u t i ve dire c-

tor Chris Fu n k. The ARC of Dallas, Te xas, an age n cy that

a d vo c ates for and provides se r v i ces to the deve l o p m e n-

tally disabled, for many years chaired a committee on 

juvenile justice issues. When the committee eventually

developed a plan for training court personnel how to

i n te ra ct with the developmentally disabled (w h e t h e r

offenders, witnesses or victims), the agency itself was the

logical place for a new government-funded program to

carry out the work.

If starting a whole new fundraising campaign is too much

to tackle right now—or if you think your organization

would like to do more low-impact advocacy—you can still

become involved. Few nonprofits are funded solely by gov-

ernment, so you probably could find room in your budget

to pay for a trip to the legislature or to help out a campaign

by printing and mailing materials. In situations where there

isn’t much funding or flexibility, David Arons, who counsels

nonprofits on this issue, says, “We’ve talked about staff

going to lobby on their lunch hour, doing a legislative

breakfast off-hours, bringing on volunteers who aren’t on

your payroll.” If you think advocacy is important, you can

find a way.
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Some nonprofit exe c u t i ves say

t h at becoming more act i ve in

a d vo ca cy can act u a lly make

d i versifying your funding easier.

Lessen your advocacy costs by joining up and

working with like-minded groups that have

more resources or flexible funding.

Investigate the private foundations in your area

(the local Foundation Center is usually the best

source), with an eye toward who funds pro-

g rams and agencies in your field and who 

supports advocacy-related projects. Cultivate

new relationships with these philanthropies and

educate them about your agency.

Look at the profile of your current individual

donors and/or those you think might be inter-

ested in giving to your organization. Would

these donors be more or less interested in giving

money to your organization if they thought it

would support advocacy? The answer should

help you shape your strategy.

For any pitch to raise money for advo ca cy — to

fo u n d ations or individuals—be clear on what yo u

hope to accomplish and how it will help your 

constituents. Let them know that yo u ’re not advo-

cating just to be a ga d fly; your goal is affe ct i n g

c ri t i cal changes to government policy.

•

•

•

•

TIPS

community organizing and be more outspoken about poli-

cy issues required a discussion with the agency’s board and

staff about the potential ramifications. “We basically said

that we feel like this is important work to do, and we can

imagine that there might be times when it would cost us

government money,” he says. 

Lander adds, though, that the decision has allowed the

group to affect government policies in a number of areas,

including regulation of the cost of rental housing, more

protection for bank loans to low-income individuals, and

city policies on hiring and paying workers receiving welfare

benefits. Their high profile on these important issues has

also paid off in more active and engaged community mem-

bers. And Lander’s sense is that becoming more active

hasn’t actually decreased the organization’s access to gov-

ernment funding.

2 )  M o n e y  F r o m  M a n y

Having a wide range of funding sources is generally 

considered a good management practice at any nonprof-

it—no one wants to lose their organization or have to close

a valuable program because of a decision made by a single

government or private funder. But diversifying funding is

even more important for a nonprofit’s ability to advocate

on policy issues, especially as you take more public 

positions. “If we didn’t raise funds directly that are discre-

tionary, we wouldn’t be able to do the kind of advocacy or

public policy work that we do,” says Catholic Charities of

Denver’s president, Jim Mauck.

G overnment money is ra rely available to pay for advo-

c a cy, which leaves a few options—raising funds fro m

individual donors, writing grants to fo u n d ations for ge n-

e ral operating support and/or specific pro j e cts that

include advo c a cy, and recruiting vo l u n teers or staff

members to donate their time when they ’re not wo r k i n g .

People in the field acknow l e d ge the difficulties invo l ve d

in finding the re so u rces to cover the costs of doing advo-

c a cy. But even in the most re s t r i ct i ve situations, there are

ways to build it into your work that don’t create pro b-

lems with your funders. 

For example, Catholic Charities of Denver talks about

its advo c a cy in its appeals to individual donors for money

to cover ge n e ral operating expenses, and also brings in

individual donations and grants to pay for specific advo-

c a cy pro j e cts. At one point, an individual gave money to

co n d u ct a study of how increasing public ass i s t a n ce pay-

ments would help local families and the local eco n o m y.

Denver’s NEWSED is extremely active on a range of advo-

cacy issues, including housing discrimination, immigration
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If you have no history of advo ca cy at yo u r

o rga n i zation, sta rt a discussion with sta f f

and board members about the to p i c. You ca n

g i ve examples of re cent issues with which

your orga n i zation would be inte re s ted in

b e coming invo l ve d .

Judge whether or not your organization’s mis-

sion either explicitly or implicitly directs the

o rga n i zation to co n d u ct advo ca cy. If it’s

unclear—or absolutely doesn’t support advo-

cacy—take up the possibility of modifying it

with your board and colleagues.

R e ga rdless of what happens with your mis-

sion, the exe rcise of sitting down, thinking

t h rough the kinds of advo ca cy that are impor-

tant to the age n cy and co n s i d e ring its implica-

tions for funding and daily operations is a

valuable exe rc i s e .

•

•

•

TIPS

D i versifying funding is eve n

m o re important for 

a nonprofit that wants to 

a d vo cate on policy issues.



o u tg rowth of its work with children and families. But know i n g

the strong pro-gun mindset of the current Ohio state legisla-

t u re, the age n cy is focusing its energies on re sea rch and educa-

tion. “We really would like to be lobbying on this issue, but its

just not politically viable for us to do so ,” says Carrie Carpente r,

the org a n i z at i o n’s government affairs dire cto r. In the long te r m ,

t h ey hope that by documenting the issue and showing the ge n-

e ral public how guns affe ct domestic violence, home sa fe t y

and other family issues, they can sow the seeds for change .

4 )  C o m e  t o  t h e  Ta b l e  a s  a  P a rt n e r

Many organizations that both provide services and engage

in advocacy see themselves as partners with government

on issues of common concern. When they don’t agree with

the government’s policies, these nonprofits start a discus-

sion based on the assumption that they are dealing with

their peers. “We’re equal partners–we’re arrogant enough

to come to the table believing that,” says Loretta Tate, who

h eads the Marshall Heights Community Deve l o p m e n t

Organization in Washington, D.C.

Sounds good, but how do they do it? In part, it’s simply a

matter of presentation—some say that when they see their

own group as equal to a government agency or official in

stature and authority, government sees them that way as

well. As Tate points out, how you come to the table has an

impact on the ensuing discussion itself.

This isn’t to suggest that you should be rude to the gov-

ernor’s secretary, or that the commissioner’s knees will

When you choose the policy issues on which

your agency wants to focus, hone in on the gov-

ernment agencies or officials with the power to

change things. Then research the political rea-

sons they may or may not take your advice. You

may decide to take a stance even if you’re in for

a tough battle, but at least you will have

thought through the implications of what you’re

doing—and have a better idea of what it will

take to win. 

M a ke a pra ct i ce of keeping in touch with the

government officials overseeing the policy are a

you ca re about. That wa y, yo u ’ll have an idea

of how they ’ll respond to any specific pro p o s a l ,

and they ’ll never feel blindsided if you go ove r

their heads or to the media with the problem. 

Be sensitive to the tone you use—know when

and why you’re shouting. Grace Hou points out,

“There is a huge difference between being bel-

ligerent and being strong.”

If you feel like you don’t have the experi e n ce and

co n f i d e n ce to judge whether to speak out on an

issue or hold your tongue, consult some experi e n ce d

people: board members, co lleagues, co m m u n i t y

leaders or even paid lobby i s t s .

•

•

•

•

TIPS

Listen Before Talking

Much of the trick of interacting with g overnment officials isn’t

tricky at all—its simply exercising good common sense. For one

thing, don’t automatically assume that an official is going to

disagree with your organization. “I always said to the advocates

when I was a commissioner—don’t call The New York Times

before you see if I even agree with you on the issue,” says

Lilliam Barrios Paoli. At the very least, show the agency or com-

missioner enough respect to tell them your position before

making it public.

M a ny orga n i zations that bot h

p rovide services and enga ge in

a d vo ca cy see themselves as

p a rtners with government on

issues of common co n cern. 

3 )  P o l i t i c  A b o u t  P o l i t i c s  

R e g a rd l e ss of the level of advo c a cy your group engages in,

you have to exe rc i se some political acumen if you want to

ra i se your vo i ce without jeopardizing your ability to prov i d e

se r v i ces. The good news is, we found politically savvy org a n i-

z ations that are able to maintain their public se ctor co n t ra ct s

while being outspoken about views that are at times diamet-

rically opposed to the government agencies that fund them.

In 1999, when police harassment of teenagers on the

streets of Chicago became an issue in the youth advocacy

community, there were different opinions regarding how to

respond. The city had passed an ordinance saying that no

more than three teenagers could congregate on the street

together at a time, and the Chinese Mutual Aid Association

frequently heard complaints about it from teens in its pro-

g rams. The asso c i ation got to gether with other local

groups to figure out how to respond—one particularly

activist group said it wanted to plan things like street

protests and picketing. “(They) wanted to be really hard

and strong and fight,” says Grace Hou, the association’s

executive director.

But Hou took a more subtle approach. She didn’t want to

jeopardize the government funds her agency counts on for

its work with immigrants and refugees in the city. And just

as importantly, she understood that the police department

had a very conservative culture that would respond to

loudmouth protests by digging in its heels instead of

changing its behavior. So the organization invited the

Chicago Police Superintendent to a meeting with the com-

munity and carefully sc r i p ted the se ssion by writing 

testimony with young people about both good and bad

e x p e r i e n ces with the police. The superintendent agreed to

come, Hou says, because of the re s t rained way in which he

was approached. Once he got there, he was impre ssed by the

n o n p ro f i t ’s organizing ability and appre c i ated the opport u n i-

ty to hear dire ctly from community members, and even to

h ave a dialogue with them. 

“The re l ationship between youth and police has improve d

d ra m at i c a l l y,” says Hou, because local police took a cue

f rom how their boss responded to the meeting. And the

C h i n e se Mutual Aid Asso c i ation got an unanticipated bene-

fit—a grant from the city to work on educating the police

and the immigrant community to work to gether bette r.

When considering speaking up, also think about who

yo u ’re speaking against. Many say it’s easier to advo c ate

with government agencies and elected officials who don’t

d i re ctly fund you. Lenox Hill Neighborhood House in New

York City is fighting the city’s decision to sell a fo r m e r

armory that now houses a homeless shelter to a private

d eveloper who wants to use the building for luxury housing.

N a n cy Wa c k s tein, the gro u p’s dire cto r, says her org a n i z at i o n

thought long and hard about how to come out publicly

against the sale without jeopardizing pro g rams. Their so l u-

tion? Ta ke the issue to the state level and co n v i n ce state

p o l i cy m a kers to exe rt pre ss u re on city leaders, she says .

When it’s all said and done, sometimes the strategic decision

is to not go public. The Cleveland Child and Family Service

A ge n cy sees its inte rest in co m b ating gun violence as a nat u ra l
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The Time Is Right

Consider all the factors that might have an impact on your advocacy. For Paige MacDonald, who runs Families Together in New York State—an organ-

ization of parents of children with serious mental health problems—the issue was timing. When the governor came out with a proposal to close down

children’s psychiatric hospitals and send the kids to adult facilities, her group was strongly opposed. But the state mental health agency is her orga-

nization’s primary funding source. Still, she looked at the calendar and realized she could take the politically risky position. “I wasn’t worried about

my funding. Next y ear is an election y ear and it wouldn’t be good politics for the Office of Mental Health to pull contracts based on the positions

people take,” she says. “That was the reason I wasn’t too concerned.”
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5 )  U n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  L e g a l

F ra m e w o r k

If your org a n i z ation does advo c a cy, you need to know

some basic info r m ation about government re g u l at i o n s ,

including the kinds of activities that are considering 

“ l o bbying” and the limits on how much money your non-

p rofit can spend on lobbying activities (which could be as

much as $1 million a yea r, depending on the size of yo u r

g ro u p’s budge t ) .

Many activities that fall within the bounds of public pol-

icy advocacy aren’t actually considered lobbying at all,

including:

Telling legislators or government officials your opinion

of an issue that isn't related to specific legislation.

Educating your organization’s membership about a piece

of legislation.

Publishing analysis of a legislat i ve pro p osa l .

On the other hand, sending a letter to people in your co m-

munity that enco u ra ges them to co n t a ct a specific legislato r

about a bill is co n s i d e red lobbying, as is taking out an adve r-

t i sement about a specific bill. 

Much of the confusion about nonprofit lobbying stems

from language in the original 1934 Internal Revenue Service

code, which stated that “no substantial part” of a nonprof-

it organization’s activities could be taken up with lobbying.

The term “substantial” was left undefined. A federal law

passed in 1976 to help clarify this phrase set very specific

rules about what does and does not constitute lobbying by

501(c)(3) nonprofits, giving organizations wide latitude to

lobby within a specific regulatory framework and to spend

a certain portion of their annual budgets on lobbying.

One slight co m p l i c ation: In order to fall under the defini-

tions of lobbying in that law, you must fill out the one-page

IRS Form 5768. If you don’t, the vague “no substantial part ”

te r m i n o l o gy still technically applies to your org a n i z at i o n .

You should also be aware of any applicable lobby disclo-

sure laws. Many states and municipalities have instituted

rules that require anyone paid to influence legislation—on

staff, as a consultant or even a volunteer reimbursed for

expenses—to re g i s ter and re p o rt the amount spent on lob-

bying. These rules (and the IRS limits on lobbying) are not

n early as onerous as they might seem at first glance; the

re p o rting re q u i rements for most government co n t ra cts are

much more time co n s u m i n g .

The one thing you can’t do—because it will jeopard-

ize your org a n i z at i o n’s nonprofit status—is favor or

e n d o r se a candidate for political office by making a

public statement in favor of that candidate’s elect i o n ,

inviting him or her to addre ss a public forum without
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M a ny activities that fa ll 

within the bounds of public

p o l i cy advo ca cy are n’t act u a ll y

co n s i d e red lobbying at all.

Walk into meetings with government officials

with your head held high. Because of the work

you do and who you represent, you are qualified

to be speaking on their behalf.

Think through the sources of authority that your

agency brings to the table and play to your

strengths. If you work in a community with

active voters, you might use a petition to let

l o cal elected officials know how their co n-

stituents feel. If your agency has a reputation for

providing quality services, you could conduct

credible research based on your agency’s experi-

ence. If your board of directors is well-connect-

ed politically, a board member could call in a

favor to get an important meeting scheduled.

TIPS

•

•

•

•

•
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buckle when you present your demands. But don’t feel like

you’re a supplicant while trying to help government do its

job better. After all, your nonprofit organization actually

does the work of providing services. You have the knowl-

edge and understanding of your constituents’ needs and

have seen firsthand what works in the real world—that’s

crucial information for government officials who want to

effectively set policy. “The fact that this agency provides

services to 200,000 Coloradoans in a variety of areas, that

gives us a level of credibility because we know from our

firsthand experience what, in fact, is the situation,” says

Catholic Charities of Denver’s Jim Mauck. “The legislators

may not agree with our conclusions, but they can’t dis-

count where we’re coming from.”

D o n’t ignore your gro u p’s other potential so u rces of

p ower and authority. You may legitimately claim to

re p re sent and even speak on behalf of a community of

voting constituents—whether from a particular neigh-

borhood, ethnic group, age group or other affiliat i o n .

For example, Germantown Settlement in Philadelphia

has formal, struct u red so u rces of constant fe e d b a c k

f rom the co m m u n i t y, including a large community advi-

sory board. The org a n i z at i o n’s allies have even fielded

s u cce ssful candidates for political office. In Denve r,

when NEWSED organized against the development of a

u n i versity dormitory on Denve r ’s West Side, re s i d e n t s

a l l owed the nonprofit to put up signs on the issue in

v i rtually every front ya rd. Ultimate l y, the group wo n

t h at batt l e .

M o ral authority is another so u rce of powe r. Sr. Pa u l e tte

L o M o n a co, the exe c u t i ve dire ctor of Good Shepherd

S e r v i ces, a child we l fa re age n cy in New York City, fre e l y

admits that being a nun gives her leve ra ge to get gove r n-

ment officials to listen and respond when she lobbies. But

just as important as her religious affiliation, she says, is

t h at she re p re sents a nonprofit age n cy with a solid 

re p u t ation and a long history of working with poor and

d i sa d va n t a ged children and families in the city. “If I go

d own to City Hall the night befo re the budget is passe d

to lobby, it co u n t s ,” she says. “When the City Council se e s

me there, it helps .”  

Wise Counsel

In New York City, thousands of kids, mostly te e n a gers, live in

fos ter care group homes run by nonprofit agencies. During the

mid-1990s, the state trimmed the rate paid to these nonpro f i t s ,

and seve ral agencies had to close their homes because they

co u l d n’t ra i se enough private money to make up the diffe re n ce .

When the governor pro p osed another, large r, rate cut for fos te r

c a re se r v i ces in January 1997 to help close a budget deficit, so m e

of the age n c i e s’ exe c u t i ve dire ctors began meeting over deli

sandwiches after work to come up with an advo c a cy strate gy to

e n s u re sufficient funding for quality care and to ensure the sa fe-

ty of teens and staff.

Several e venings and five trips to the state capitol later, the

group emerged victorious. At a time when foster care services

in general were getting cut, the executive directors succeeded

in convincing state officials not to touch the budget for group

homes. “Had that not happened, we would have seen the

destruction of the group care system that we have,” says Sr.

Paulette LoMonaco of Good Shepherd Services, one of the pri-

mary strategists in the effort.

Why were they successful? It wasn’t enough that they had a

good argument on their side. The advocates all headed non-

profits that had been in the child welfare field for decades and

had excellent reputations, so no one could dispute their expert-

ise and credibility. And the fact that the group consisted 

completely of chief executives made a statement to legislators

that the issue was important enough for them to take signifi-

cant amounts of time out of their busy schedules. 

You may legitimately claim 

to re p resent and even speak

on behalf of a community of

voting co n s t i t u e n t s .



S E C T I O N  F O U R

Resources 

As you have read, nonprofit advocacy can be a powerful tool for change. It might take some work to get start-

ed, but there are a lot of excellent resources to help. Below are some of the best we’ve found, with research

and debate about the role of nonprofits in society, advice on effective advocacy strategies, and detailed infor-

mation about legal and regulatory issues.

“The Nonprofit Lobbying Guide” This excellent book by Bob Smucker at Independent Sector offers good general advice on how

to lobby effectively, as well as clear concise information on the intricacies of federal regulations. Visit their website to buy the book

or download an electronic version (clpi.org).

Lobbying Without Regrets The Grantsmanship Center posts this short and clear explanation of the IRS rules for lobbying, includ-

ing a chart of the spending limits for gro u ps of various sizes and exa ct boundaries for issues like gra ss roots lobbying and nonpart i sa n

a n a l ysis (tgc i . co m /p u b l i c at i o n s /9 6 s u m m e r/ l o b by i n g . h t m ) .

Charity Lobbying in the Public Interest Run by Independent Sector, this project’s website provides all sorts of valuable informa-

tion on public policy advocacy, legal and regulatory information, including tips on how to be effective with just three hours a week

of work (independentsector.org /clpi/index.html).

“How—and Why—to Influence Public Policy: An Action Guide for Community Organizations” For a real grassroots guide on

organizing around public policy issues (from an overtly leftist perspective), read this 60-page manual on the Center for Community

Change website. Go to their site and look up the title on the Publications page (communitychange.org).

“The Big Idea: A Ste p - B y - S tep Guide to Creating Effe ct i ve Po l i cy Report s .” Another publication of the Ce n ter for an Urban Fu t u re ,

this book gives nonprofits a ste p - by - s tep guide to co n d u cting policy re sea rch and crafting effe ct i ve re p o rts with that info r m at i o n — a l l

w r i tten with nov i ces in mind (nycf u t u re . o rg ) .

A l l i a n ce for Justice This site includes a wide array of news on nonprofits and advo c a cy, including info r m ation on 

workshops and technical assistance and timely updates on regulatory and legislative issues (afj.org).

OMBWatch This group provides up-to-date information on federal actions that affect the ability of nonprofits to conduct advo-

cacy (ombwatch.org).

“Nonprofit Advocacy and the Policy Process” Beginning in February, 2000, the Center on Nonprofits and Philanthropy ran this ten-

part seminar series, which discussed issues from funding to international examples. The ideas are interesting, but tend to be 

presented in very academic language (urban.org/advocacyresearch/about_seminars.html).
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inviting other candidates, or in any other way act i n g

p a rt i san during an election. 

C O N C L U S I O N  

N o n p rofits like the National Rifle Asso c i ation and the Sierra

Club are powe rful vo i ces in Wa s h i n g ton, D.C., and state capi-

tols. But you may be unfamiliar with the nonprofit advo c a cy

done by co m m u n i t y - b a sed org a n i z ations. As yo u ’ve se e n ,

h oweve r, local gro u ps can make a diffe re n ce through a wide

ra n ge of actions. And with some fo rethought and strate g i c

planning, advo c a cy can allow your org a n i z ation to better the

l i ves of your constituents without doing any harm to yo u r

funding or legal stat u s .

We hope that this manual has been persuasive about the

opportunities that advocacy offers. Our goal was to show

that you don’t have to be a national organization or a lob-

bying powerhouse to make a difference. We also wanted to

help your group plan on how and when to speak up for

what you think needs to change. If you’re ready to begin,

we re commend you take some time to look at the

resources listed on the next page. Not only will you get

some great tips on how to do the best job possible, these

websites and publications give examples of nonprofits

doing advocacy in communities across the country.
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You don’t need to become an expert on the

legalities of lobbying, but it’s good to have the

basic information. We list several books and

websites in the Resources Section (see page 19)

that are excellent guides.

File the short, simple IRS Form 5768 to register

under the 1976 law. You’ll be subject to a clear

set of rules about what is allowable.

If you get a legal opinion on your options, make

sure the lawyer you’re consulting knows the law

and how other nonprofits have handled yo u r

s i t u ation, so he or she doesn’t unnecessarily

limit your activities.

•

•

TIPS

•



The Center for an Urban Future is a New York City-based think tank that uses journalistic reporting

techniques and traditional policy analysis to produce in-depth reports and workable policy solutions on

a range of critical issues now facing our cities.  For more information, visit www.nycfuture.org.
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