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cover photos (by Bob Denniston)

Hand-written letters from constituents have greater impact with policy makers because they reflect 
greater personal effort and sometimes include a relevant personal story, compared to petitions or 
computer-generated mass mailings. But keep them short and make sure the writer’s address is in-
cluded so elected officials know the writer is a constituent and they can send a return response.

At left — having snacks helps sustain letter-writers at the UU Church of the Shenandoah Valley! Far 
Right. Christine Gill of the Unitarian Universalist Church of Arlington, VA, drops her letter in the mail-
box for later hand delivery by the UUSJ Capitol Hill Advocacy Corps to her elected official. If at all 
possible, letters should be hand-delivered for maximum impact especially if you can set up a meet-
ing with the policy-maker or staff to discuss the issue as well as to deliver the letters. For Members 
of Congress, regular mail will not be delivered in a timely way (at least 2-3 weeks) due to security 
screening. You can scan and email, or fax your letter to your member of Congress. For hand-delivered 
letters to members of Congress in Washington, DC they should not be in sealed envelopes. Become 
a Write Here! Write Now! letter-writing monthly partner and UUSJ Advocacy Corps will hand deliver 

your congregations’ letters. 

about uusj

Vision                 
We envision a peaceful, just and environmentally sustainable world.

Mission
Our mission is to mobilize and amplify the voice of Unitarian Universalists in the National Capital 
Region as we seek to change the world through acts of love and justice.

Website   Phone   Email
www.uusj.org   202-600-9132   advocacy@uusj.org

Mailing Address
7750 16th St NW

Washington, DC 20012

Become a Member
An annual contribution of $40 or more makes you a member of UUSJ, and your tax-deductible donation 
will enable our important work to continue. To donate, please visit www.uusj.org > DONATE NOW.

Feedback
Suggestions to improve this toolkit are welcome, and we encourage you to share your Write Here! 
Write Now! success stories and pictures with us.
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“The toolkit made it really easy — it has everything 

we needed to get started,” said an organizer  

from Missouri
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Target Audience for this Toolkit

The purpose of Write Here! Write Now! Toolkit is to inspire and engage congregations in 
advocacy for better public policies, consistent with UU values, through letter-writing cam-
paigns. Citizen advocacy is a key element of the democratic process, and letter-writing can 
be an excellent way to raise up congregational voices on a matter of public concern.

The target audiences for this publication are members of the congregation with three com-
plementary roles: 

• Social justice leadership (e.g. social action chair or committee)  — those who have broad 
responsibility for social justice issues in their congregation, and who are willing to pro-
mote Write Here! Write Now! campaigns and generate widespread interest and support 
among ministers and the congregation.

•  A Write Here! Write Now! contact person in the congregation who has responsibility for 
organizing, implementing, and promoting Write Here! Write Now!

•  An issue advocate/campaign organizer who has passion for a particular social justice 
issue, with substantial knowledge of the topic, how it fits with UU principles and congre-
gational social justice interests, strategies for advocacy, and sufficient time to carry out 
such a campaign.
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Write Here! Write Now!
a toolkit for letter-writing campaigns

What is Write Here! Write Now!?

Write Here! Write Now! offers congregation members a way to communicate with opinion lead-
ers and policy-makers to advocate for positive change, or to express a point of view on public 
issues facing our community, state or nation. As part of an advocacy initiative, letter-writing 
can be an effective means to let officials know how our faith and values compel us to seek a 
better way of life for people and a more just world.. 
 
Research shows that elected officials respond more favorably to hand-written letters from 
their own constituents than to emails and petitions. When an entire congregation writes 
letters and they are delivered to the policymaker by members of that congregation they are 
even more powerful. 
 
This Write Here! Write Now! Toolkit provides all you need to know to launch an effective 
letter-writing campaign. You can generate a sizable number of letters and promote an issue 
important to your congregation by giving congregants an opportunity after Sunday service (or 
at any other congregational or secular gathering) to “write here, write now.” Provide signage, 
paper, addresses* of legislators or other officials, sample talking points and a place to write.

In some cases the “target” of the campaign will be an elected official at the federal or state 
government level, in other cases perhaps an appointed official such as a department head 
who makes key decisions. In other situations it might be a corporate leader who needs to un-
derstand the perspective of his/her firm’s customers, stockholders, or community neighbors.

Letter-writing Campaigns as Issue Advocacy 

Advocacy – the act or process of supporting a cause or proposal – is an important part of 
UU efforts to make the world a better place. By promoting better public policies we can 
have a positive influence on social justice, consistent with our UU values and principles. As 
citizen advocates we have an opportunity – and a responsibility – to make our voices heard 
for the greater good. 

Writing letters is an important piece of an advocacy campaign. It should be grounded in an 
overall strategy to inform and influence policy-makers and opinion leaders on important 
social justice issues. 

Hand-written letters are a vehicle for individuals to express their views on matters of 
public interest to their elected officials and other policy makers. Emails, petitions, phone 



6UUSJ Write Here! Write Now!: A Toolkit for Letter Writing Campaigns

calls and personal visits all play a role in advocacy, too, but nothing can take the place of a 
hand-written letter from a constituent!

Here are some key questions to consider as you start a letter-writing campaign. For example:
• What are the goals of the letter-writing campaign? How does the campaign link to other 

advocacy congregational and/or denominational advocacy efforts? 
• What is the issue to be addressed? What UU values, principles, sources, documents and 

statements support your position, such as a UU Statement of Conscience, an Action  
of Immediate Witness, or a congregational resolution? Is the issue a good fit for your 
congregation? 

• Is the issue well-grounded in UU beliefs? Does it link to the current identity and theolo-
gy/philosophy of UUs? 

• What is the specific “ask”?  Will the letter take a general position on an issue, or request 
a specific action? Can the issue be boiled down into a few simple “talking points” that 
will be easy to convey and can make it easy for individual writers to give a compelling 
personal reason for their concern? 

• Who is the target audience? An elected official at the federal or state government? Or 
an appointed political or career official within the federal or state agency? Or possibly a 
corporate leader? Know who is in a position to make a difference on your concern. 

Ideally, these questions will be answered as part of a broader advocacy initiative, knowing 
that personal letters are just a part – but an important part – of the overall efforts to influ-
ence an elected official on an issue of UU concern.
 
For example, a congregation may decide to take on an issue of concern because of a recent 
sermon, a compelling scientific or social conscience document, or a timely window of op-
portunity, and then task a small group to develop an education and advocacy program.
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For the advocacy element, organizers would identify specific actions they believe policy-
makers should take, such as support for a particular bill, or offer a more general point-of-
view in support of as-yet unspecified actions. Advocacy actions could include phone  
calls, emails, rallies, letter-writing and visits to elected officials at the county, state and 
federal levels. 

During these visits, advocates could hand-deliver letters that members of their congrega-
tion have written. This would be much more powerful than the same number of people 
signing online petitions, or via social media, or even participating in a rally or march. Too, a 
letter-to-the-editor of a local newspaper could report on the congregation’s concerns and 
how they took action by voicing their views and meeting with policy-makers. 

A key point to remember is that the Write Here! Write Now! process of generating personal, 
hand-written letters written by members of a congregation can help to:  

• Raise awareness in the congregation about important social justice issues. 
• Become a rallying-point for congregational organizers; amplify the impact of comple-

mentary efforts such as phone calls and face-to-face meetings with policy-makers. 
• Let opinion leaders know your position on matters of important public concern.
• Hold policy-makers accountable and encourage them to take a public stand on an issue.
• Provide an opportunity for a face-to-face meeting to deliver the letters and engage in a 

conversation to develop a relationship.

 

Letting your elected officials know your views on 

an issue is a time-honored part of the democratic process 

and a way of holding policy-makers accountable. It’s our 

right and responsibility!
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planning your write here! write now! campaign

Conducting an effective letter-writing campaign requires some careful planning to ensure 
that everything goes smoothly and you get the best possible letters. Once you have decid-
ed the issue to be the focus of the campaign, following the steps below will help every-
thing go smoothly.   

Before the Campaign

1   Create your congregational kit: This is best 
done one time by the congregational Write 
Here! Write Now! contact person. Purchase 
letter writing supplies and signage. Prepare 
lists of state and Congressional legislators. 
Purchase or find a wall map and/or legisla-
tive directories with contact information.

2   Reserve space: Contact the person who han-
dles space to reserve tables and chairs and 
one easel. Three 6-feet tables are usually ad-
equate for a congregation with 200 people 
attending per service — two for writing and 
one for administrative duties.

3 Promote the event widely: In advance, send email messages to your congregation’s 
groups likely interested in the issue, letting them know of the upcoming Write Here! 
Write Now!. If this is a new issue, an issues forum might be in order to educate the con-
gregation on the action that you are proposing, or perhaps there could be a sermon 
that focuses on the issue.

Make sure to include an announcement in your order of service. Put up a sign on an 
easel to draw attention to your project. This is very important!

4   Prepare handouts: The fewer the better since too many pieces of paper can cause con-
fusion. Provide one two-sided handout on your issue, with your Issue Background and 
Talking Points on one side and a Sample Hand-Written letter on the other. The Sample 
Hand-Written Letter, or instructions at the top of the page, should include the name 
and address of the person(s) you are writing to but not necessarily if UUSJ is delivering 
them in Washington, DC for the congregation. Use the correct salutation/format in the 
sample letter. If there are too many legislators to list, you will rely on the list that you 
prepare. (See Appendix for examples.)

Provide ample table space for people to hand-write their letters, 
using the Tips on Writing An Effective Advocacy Letter, talking 
points, and sample letters. Provide paper, pens, and envelopes, 
but avoid cluttering the tables with too many items. Basic rule: 
keep it simple as possible.
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During the Campaign

1   Prepare announcement: a brief description for 
the order of service, announcements and/or a 
flyer (no more than 50 words, 3-4 sentences) 
with a title of the campaign and text such as: 

Immediately following services today, the 
Good Group is sponsoring a Write Here! Write 
Now! as a follow-up to the recent forum 
on such and such. For more information on 
this issue and to write a letter to so and so, 
about such and such (be specific—if there is a 
bill number include it) go to the Write Here! 
Write Now! tables in Fellowship Hall. For more 
information contact    .

2   Arrange set-up and take-down: Someone should bring and set up the materials. Put the 
tabletop signs on each table with paper, pens, envelopes, addresses of legislators (or 
whoever the target is) and on the other side include the Tips on Writing an Effective 
Advocacy Letter (on color, cardstock paper), all provided in the kit. Be sure to include 
your Issue Background and Talking Points/Sample Hand-written Letter on the table. A 
large sign should be put on an easel. 

3   Staff the tables: Have two people for administrative duties, including encouraging 
people to come over and write. If a map of legislative districts is used, it helps to have 
one person standing at the map to help people locate their districts or at a laptop to 
search for their legislator online. Someone should check to see if the writer includes 
their full address.  Otherwise the legislator doesn’t know if the writer is a constituent. 
Also, fill out the group log with the date, name of the organization, issue, and number 
of letters written. Have a mailbox (see cover photo and photo on this page) where 
people can drop off their letters. 

Following Up After the Campaign

1   Mail, fax, or hand deliver the letters: Decide before the Write Here! Write Now! if the let-
ters will be hand delivered, mailed, or faxed. Letters to Members of Congress should 
be faxed or preferably hand delivered.* The envelopes should NOT be sealed.

2   Report outcomes and conduct a debriefing: Report the results to your group, minister, and 
congregation. Send an article to your newsletter editor and post to the congregational 
Facebook page. Conduct a debriefing to discuss with group members lessons learned 
and decide on follow up on this or other issues. Thank those who worked at the event.
 
* UUSJ is prepared to hand-deliver your congregation’s letters on your behalf. For further information, 
contact advocacy@uusj.org.

Have WHWN organizers available to encourage letter-writing, 
answer questions and provide extra materials, with prominent 
signs to pull-in interested persons.
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frequently asked questions

Letter-Writing 

1   Should letters be written at the congregation, or can they be written at home?  

It’s better for congregation members to write letters on site, so the sponsoring group 
can collect and deliver the letters together. It’s also important that the sponsoring 
group keep track of the number of letters written to assess the campaign’s success. 
 

2   Should the letters be mailed, faxed, or hand delivered?  

Because mailed letters to Congress, the President, and federal agencies must go 
through security screening measures, they can take three weeks or more to reach the 
offices. It is most effective for group members to hand deliver the letters or for the 
congregation to fax them. 

Letters to state or local officials can be mailed, but as noted elsewhere, delivering 
them in person can be much more effective. UUSJ is prepared to hand-deliver your 
congregation’s letters to members of Congress on your behalf. For further information, 
contact info@uusj.org.

3   Should congregation members handwrite unique letters, or should the sponsoring group 
provide preprinted letters? 

Pre-printed letters are never used in a Write Here! Write Now! campaign. Hand-written, 
personal letters, especially with personal stories, are far more influential and effec-
tive in grabbing the attention of legislators. However, if a minister or congregation 
leader writes a letter on behalf of the congregation, congregants can sign onto the 
one letter. Signers should still include their address so elected officials know they are 
constituents. 

4   Can letters be written to people other than elected or appointed officials or their staff? 

Yes. Some campaigns target corporate CEOs to urge changes in policies. Keep in mind, 
the process for setting up a Write Here! Write Now! campaign for corporations is differ-
ent. In this case, letters can actually be mailed. You also don’t have to be a customer 
or stockholder or live in the community where the company is located, although this 
might be helpful. 
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Timing 

5   Is it more effective to send short emails to legislators during a legislative session and then 
to send letters after the session is over? 

We strongly suggest prioritizing contacting legislators before and during the session 
with hand-written letters mailed to the state legislator’s home district office. After the 
session is too late for letters that request an action, but can be a good time for thank 
you letters or comments. 

It can be helpful to send hand-written letters to the legislator’s district office before 
the session to introduce your congregation, establish a relationship, and commu-
nicate your position on an issue prior to a legislative session. However, if you also 
want to contact your legislators during a legislative session, it is best to hand deliver 
hand-written letters to a legislator’s office or district office. Remember to send thank 
you letters or comments in response to your legislator’s action. 

Additionally, most legislators have contact forms on their websites. This is a convenient 
way to communicate with your legislator, but you should find a way to monitor your con-
gregation members’ submissions. Perhaps if your congregation has wifi, the Write Here! 
Write Now! table could have stations set up with laptops. 

Locating Your Elected Officials 

6 How can I help congregants locate their elected officials if 
they don’t already know who they are? 

Federal Officials: Find your members of Congress at  
www.house.gov/representatives/find/ or  
www.senate.gov/general/contact_information/sena-
tors_cfm.cfm

State Officials: You can create a list and map of legisla-
tors and their contact information to make it easy. First, 
check out the legislative directories for your state  and 
compile a list for the most likely districts represented 
in your congregation. (See Appendix for examples.)

Next, purchase a custom map (available through the 
state capitol) with the district numbers clearly marked 
so people can find their street on the map and refer-
ence the legislative index you’ve created. See picture to the right. 

People can find their own legislators and contact information by using online search 
tools provided by each state government. 

In most cases, a list of legislators will suffice for writers 
to identify their elected officials and their addresses, 
but some people may need to consult a map to deter-
mine their political jurisdiction. Maps usually can be 
ordered from your State legislative body.
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Some legislators say that receiving constituent letters on 

an issue, especially on an unpopular issue, will make it 

easier for them to speak up and take a stand. So even if 

they agree with your opinion tell them how you feel. They 

are more likely then to speak up and say “My constituents 

are saying…”

Room Setup Logistics 

7   How should I set up the tables and chairs, and what should be on each table? 

Adapt for the room set-up and size of the congregation. One table is for a volunteer to 
staff next to the Write Here! Write Now! sign, where a volunteer can answer questions 
and for the “mailbox,” supplies and extra sets of handouts, paper, and pens. We sug-
gest a minimum of two writing tables for a congregation with 200 people attending 
per service. 

Don’t put too many chairs around the tables so people can spread out their materials. 
On the writing table include copies of: 

• Issue Background and Talking Points, and on the other side, Sample  
hand-written Letter

• on colored, cardstock paper the Tips on Writing an Effective Advocacy Letter,  
and on the other side, the Legislative Contact Information Sample. (See Appendix 
for examples.)

• Paper and pens (envelopes, if needed)
• Plastic, tabletop signs that say Write Here! Write Now!



13UUSJ Write Here! Write Now!: A Toolkit for Letter Writing Campaigns

appendix
 
Tips on Writing an Effective Advocacy Letter* (Side 1 of 2)
Legislative Contact Information Sample (Side 2 of 2)
Can have different lists for state and Congressional members
Use different colored, cardstock paper for each
Sample Background and Talking Points (Side 1 of 2)
Sample Hand-written Letter (Side 2 of 2)
Campaign Organizer’s Event Checklist*

*Available for download online.

Many policy-makers agree that just a handful of personal-

ized letters from their constituents can make all the dif-

ference in how they vote on an issue. A state legislator in 

Virginia said that receiving ten letters on one issue is huge.
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communicating with members of congress

In this excerpt from an article in the Friends Committee on National Legislation Newsletter 
Jan/Feb 2010, Tim Hysom, currently the Chief of Staff for Congressman Alan Lowenthal, 
answers some common questions about communicating with Congress.

What’s the most effective method for a constituent to share his 
or her opinion on an issue with a member of Congress?

Sometimes a Member can be swayed by a single heartfelt and 
articulate message from a constituent. Sometimes it’s the sheer 
volume of communications that they receive that persuades 
them. One important note, however, is that congressional offices 
do like postal communications because it is easy to see that 
the constituent took the time to write a handwritten letter… 
The bottom line… [no matter what means of communications] 
they are generally most effective if they are personal messages 
rather than form messages.

Most Members read a selection (another compelling reason to tell a personal story in your mes-
sage) and otherwise rely on daily or weekly mail reports that summarize the messages that have 
come in.

Our research with Members and congressional staff shows that if a Member has not already 
arrived at a firm position on an issue, the most effective way to persuade her or him is through 
a face-to-face meeting…If that’s impractical for whatever reason, Members and staff said that 
individual communications from constituents that tell a personalized story or make a compel-
ling case of why the issue is important to the Member’s district or state outweigh identical form 
communications, faxes, or even phone calls.

Tim Hysom
Congressional Management 
Foundation 2006–2011
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tips on writing an effective advocacy letter

Select your issue and audience.
• What are you writing about?
• Who are you writing to? (mayor, city council member, state representative or official, 

member of US Congress, corporate CEO) 
• Be clear about your association with your audience. For example, if you are writing to 

your member of Congress, state that you are a constituent. 

Have a clear message and action request.
• What are you concerned about? Why?
• What is the action handle for your concern? (referendum, bill, shareholder resolution) 

What action do you want the reader to take?

Write in your own words, using talking points and sample letters.
Feel comfortable with the issue and why you are writing a letter. Read through materials at the 
Write Here! Write Now! table and ask any questions you might have before you get started.

Be original.
Speak from your heart. If possible, describe a personal experience or use firsthand knowl-
edge about the subject. 

Be brief.
Focus on ONE issue per letter and include three parts.
1. Clearly state the issue, your position and why you hold it.
2. Give more information on the bill/action in question and evidence supporting your  

position. Be specific.
3. Provide a brief summary and final encouragement.

Be polite and courteous.
Put yourself in the shoes of the person who will receive your letter. How would you want 
to be addressed and approached? While you may use forceful language, it should never be 
disrespectful. Address your recipient with his/her proper title.

Include your name and full street address.
Sign the letter with your name, address and current date at the bottom of the page. Policy 
makers and officials keep records of letters they receive and the positions expressed in 
them. They may also send you a response.
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legislative contact information sample
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sample background and talking points
Write Here! Write Now! participants may be motivated to write letters because they have 
first-hand knowledge and interest in the issue. Or they may have heard a sermon or at-
tended a workshop on the issue and want to get more involved. Either way, it is helpful to 
provide background materials, sample talking points, and a sample letter about the focus 
issue at your Write Here! Write Now! tables. 

Write Here! Write Now! participants may not have a lot of time to write their letters so 
talking points should be informative, clear, and concise.
• Identify your main message.
• Select 1-2 main talking points, or a personal story, to support the main message.
• Identify specific action requests.

SAMPLE ISSUE — Immigration/Family Detention

There is a tremendous amount of rhetoric about deporting the 11 million undocumented people liv-
ing among us. Two courts have ruled against the President’s attempt to begin a program of deferring 
from deportation millions of undocumented parents of citizens or lawful permanent residents, a 
program known by its acronym, DAPA. Also, a federal judge has ruled that the Obama Administra-
tion’s policies and practices for detaining undocumented immigrant families is in violation of a court 
settlement reached almost twenty years ago that stipulates the length and kind of treatment such 
families and children must receive in immigration detention.

The US dramatically expanded family detention as large numbers of children and families, escaping 
violence in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, arrived at the US southern border. Data from both 
UNHCR and the US government show that the vast majority of these children and families are likely 
eligible for asylum in the US. Despite this, the Administration claimed that the arriving women and 
children were a national security threat and needed to be detained in order to deter other migrating 
families. An accompanying no-release policy allowed for the rapid deportation of many detained 
refugee families. 

• Detention runs contrary to our values of basic dignity, due process, and human rights.
• Detained families are seeking protection from sexual assault, trafficking, and violence; our default 

should not be to put children in prison. 
• Children and families require specialized medical, educational, and legal support, all of which are 

severely impeded by detention. 
• The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) is legally mandated to place families with children in 

the least restrictive setting possible by the 1997 settlement in Flores v. Reno.
• Family detention violates the Flores v. Reno settlement and other legal precedents, which demand 

that the government actively and continuously seek the release of each child in custody. 
• Family detention is a wasteful use of resources at $343 per family member per day. During a fiscal 

crisis, it is unacceptable to be spending billions of taxpayer dollars to needlessly detain refugee 
families. (Source: Detention Watch Network, Family Detention Backgrounder) 
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sample hand-written letter
Prepare a sample letter that Write Here! Write Now! participants can follow and adapt on the 
issue you are highlighting.

Elements of an effective letter:
• Focus on one issue.
• Be brief and clearly state the issue and your position.
• Be original and speak from the heart; if possible describe a personal experience or story 

with the subject; or
• Include 1-2 talking points to support the main message.
• Include a specific action request.
• Include your name and address.

TODAY’S DATE
RECIPIENT ADDRESS

Dear Senator/Representative   ,

I am a Unitarian Universalist, guided by my faith to believe that immigration reform 
is a human rights issue. I am deeply concerned about our country’s treatment of im-
migrants who lack proper papers to stay in our country. In particular, I am concerned 
about the detention of children and their parents. Many of these families are in 
search of refuge from extreme violence in Central America. 

[Insert personal experience, story, or 1-2 talking points to support the main  
message.]

I am asking you to take two actions –
• Urge Jeh Johnson, Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, to release 

all children and their parents from immigration detention as soon as possible.
• Demand that deportation of undocumented immigrants be focused on  

convicted felons. 

Let’s find a way to help children and families that come to our country for a better 
life. This is an important human rights issue.

Sincerely,
YOUR NAME and ADDRESS
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campaign organizer’s event checklist

Key questions to consider:
• What is your issue?
• Who are you trying to reach? 
• What do you want them to do?
• Is this letter-writing campaign the best tactic?

This checklist will help ensure successful preparation and implementation of your event.

Pre-event
 Decide on a date, reserve your space and request at least three six-foot tables, chairs, 

and easel.

 Recruit volunteers to handle set-up, staff the tables and answer questions, and take 
down everything after the event.

 Promote the event widely, via conversations, email, website, Facebook, newsletter, 
poster, and (especially on the day of the event) the Order of Service.

 Coordinate with your minister or worship associates for an announcement from the 
pulpit if possible.

 Prepare announcement for day of event: brief description for Order of Service, an-
nouncement during service, and/or a flyer.

 Prepare and assemble handouts: Write Sample Background and Talking Points and sam-
ple letter. If not provided in the toolkit, prepare a list of addressees or include it on the 
sample letter. “Tips for Writing an Effective Advocacy Letter” is provided in the toolkit.

 Check WHWN toolkit for ample supply of paper, pens, and envelopes, if needed.

 Remind your group of the event a day or so in advance.

Day of the event
 Post signs or flyers to let people know the event is being held.

 Take a photo of people writing letters for inclusion in newsletter, Facebook page, or 
website to build congregational awareness of the issue and actions being proposed.

 Count letters and complete group log with date, name of group, issue, and numbers of 
letters written.
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Follow up after the letters are written
 Mail, fax, or hand-deliver the letters. (UUSJ can deliver your letters to Congress.)

 Conduct a debriefing with your group.

 Report outcomes to the group, minister, and congregation. Send an article and photos 
to your congregation’s newsletter and/or include on your Facebook page.

 Do it all over again on another important social justice issue.
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resources like this one by visiting www.uusj.org > DONATE NOW


