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BUT FIRST…

• I hope you’re okay!

• Open Discussion: How did your organization respond to 
the coronavirus pandemic? 



WHAT AARP IS DOING RIGHT NOW

• Our population is particularly vulnerable to 
the coronavirus

• Updating resources in real-time at 
aarp.org/coronavirus and 
aarp.org/elcoronavirus

• Weekly tele-town hall with CDC, HHS, and 
other experts

• Fierce advocacy in Congress and state 
legislatures

http://www.aarp.org/coronavirus


WHY DO GRASSROOTS ORGANIZING?
• Organizing is a foundational pillar behind AARP’s enduring, sixty-year 
success as a wise advocate and fierce defender. 

• Online tools, texting, and social media help us organize, educate, and 
activate our members like never before. 

• But we use tried-and-true tactics like direct mail & phone calls too!

• And everything is anchored by a robust advocacy strategy and 
training program



WHY GRASSROOTS ORGANIZING, PART 2

It tells your story It delivers results Your members expect it

• The way we get news and 
information these days is noisy 
and, frankly, overwhelming

• Grassroots tools make it easier 
for AARP to cut through that 
noise, communicate real value 
to our members, and tell our 
story on our own terms

• Organizing, whether digital or in 
real life, can be hard to measure

• Digital organizing tools, with 
their powerful analytical 
capabilities, have made all the 
difference in tough campaigns, 
and have helped AARP better 
communicate with its members. 

• Our members expect us to fiercely 
advocate for them and their health 
& financial security

• The more we consistently engage 
our advocates, the more we meet 
and exceed their expectations as 
AARP members and reinforce the 
value of our brand



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Grassroots organizing = strengthens your brand, your membership numbers, your bottom line



THE LADDER 
OF 
ENGAGEMENT

Take action: 
petition, action 
alert

Take action: 
share on social; 
call legislator

Stay Informed

Spokesperson: 
write LTEs, 
share story

Attend event; 
interest in 
volunteering

Organize and 
lead a team; 
recruit others; 
lobby 



Lead

Take Higher 
Threshold 
Actions

Take Action

Stay Informed

Petitions, action 
alerts, phone calls

Write LTE, be a 
spokesperson, 
attend events

Organize and lead 
a team

Read emails and 
newsletters

LIKE PYRAMIDS BETTER?



REPEAT AFTER ME: TACTICS DO NOT EQUAL STRATEGY

•What is your goal? Both external and internal – where do you 
want to end up organizationally?

• What do you have to put into the fight to win? 

• Who are your allies? Who are your opponents?



GRASSROOTS STRATEGY, PART 2

• Message: what is the one thought you want your audience to 
walk away with?

• Who is your target? What tactics would be effective at putting 
pressure on that target?

• How are you engaging the media and influencers to reinforce 
your message, which helps put pressure on the target and reach 
a broader audience? 



TIMELINE
DATE MILESTONE OR TACTIC

Jan 5 Legislature convenes

Jan 10 Train volunteers

Jan 15 Elected Official Briefing

Jan 25 Bill introduced: floor letter, press conference, email to activists urging action

Jan 30 Direct mail, direct lobbying, rolling walk-in

Feb 5 - 9 Tele-town hall, text messaging

Feb 10 Committee Hearing, Lobby Day

Feb 15 Print/Radio Ads, grassroots email, phone calls

Feb 20 Letter to Editor

Feb 22 Recess: In-district visits, town hall, on-line virtual lobby day

March 1 Legislature reconvenes: Grassroots and direct lobbying continue

April 10 Phone calls before vote

April 15 FLOOR VOTE
(Wash, Rinse, Repeat!)



USE DATA TO WORK SMARTER

Segmenting or targeting your audience:

• Improves relevance and effectiveness

• Allows for more customized content for difference audiences

• Increases the odds that your advocates will take action

• Saves money by filtering for only those most likely to respond

• Helps reduce opt-outs and prevent list fatigue



TYPES OF DATA SEGMENTATION

• Geography 

• Demographics

• Issue interest based on action history or surveys

• Past Behavior such as taking a previous action or calling a 
legislator – most valuable!



TACTICS… TIME TO HAVE FUN!

• Emails 

• Petitions

• Surveys

• Social shares

• Letters to the editor

• Call & tweet your target

• Texting

• Days at the Capitol

• Rallies

• Issue briefings, events, state 
fairs… 

• Direct mail

• Advertising

• Mascots

• Fun Stuff! Get creative!



DON’T DISCOUNT “OLD” TACTICS

• What tactic is best and most effective for the situation? 

• Example: Tele-town halls were becoming less and less effective
• Now: over 200 COVID-19 TTHs scheduled 
• Many with special guests including Members of Congress, Governors, 

mayors, epidemiologists 
• Historically high numbers of people listening in + asking questions
• Approximately 32% of the called audience opt to listen in
• Our members are very interested in AARP acting as a convener and 

providing useful, trustworthy information during this time of crisis. 



WRITING FOR GRASSROOTS ADVOCACY

• Applies to email writing, social, direct mail

• Use theory of change: state the problem, the solution and why 
people should take action now to make a difference



REMEMBER THAT OLD ACRONYM “KISS”?

• Use emotion

• Have your audience in mind 

• Use simple, clear language

• Write for an 8th grader

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Your lobbyists may not like this  



ANATOMY OF A SUCCESSFUL EMAIL



ANATOMY OF A SUCCESSFUL EMAIL



ANATOMY OF A SUCCESSFUL EMAIL



ANATOMY OF A SUCCESSFUL EMAIL



EMAIL CADENCE

C
am

pa
ig

n
Timeline

Full list email

Reminder Email

Targeted Email

Targeted Email

Full list email
Intro to Issue

Advocacy

Report backSend a series of emails on 
the same issue rather than 
one-off emails



LEGISLATURE OUT OF SESSION?

• Keep talking to your 
grassroots base!

• Surveys, quizzes, connecting 
on social media, webinars, 
trainings, session wrap-
up/victory lap, volunteer 
recruitment, tell them what 
you’re up to behind the 
scenes

Presenter
Presentation Notes
States that message activists regularly see an average of a 4% increase in open rates and almost a 1% increase in action rates compared to states that do not.




CASE STUDY

• AARP Minnesota’s 2019 Elder Abuse Campaign

• Goal: To put sustained pressure on Senate targets throughout 
the month of April and early May to pass a well-funded 
elder abuse bill. 

• Strategy: Increase public awareness of continued documented 
cases of abuse using the Elder Voice Report (released Apr 9) 
and media stories with a clear call to action. 



CASE STUDY

• AARP Minnesota used an array of tactics to bring their 
strategy to life including:

• 1. Earned Media

• 2. Paid Media

• 3. Social Media

• 4. Grassroots 

• 5. Volunteer Engagement 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Earned Media
Op-Ed by Michelle Fischbach
Press conference on release of Elder Voice report documenting the abuse cases in AL facilities
LTE Campaign:
AARP member pledge to submit weekly 
Alzheimer’s Asso., Elder Voice, and MCCL submit LTEs 
Send letters to small papers in key districts
 
Paid Media
Public News Service story to push out Elder Voices report 
Digital ads on Strib and MinnPost
Print ad in key papers and possibly 10 targeted districts:
St. Cloud Times
Star Tribune
Grand Rapids Herald Review 
 
Social Media
Facebook – Promote media stories and connect with call to action. Geotarget posts to key districts. Repeat stories weekly. 
Stories include: KARE 11 story, Rochester news clip, Chappy Shores media
Twitter
Use Elder Voice report to connect stories to legislators. Tweet story to them: @SenExample This happened in a LTC facility in your district. What will you do to make sure this doesn’t happen again? 
If bill is pulled into omnibus: Use audio clip of Sen Benson saying this will get done early in a standalone bill.
Cross list top activists with Facebook profiles – Target with 800# graphic and call to action.
 
Grassroots 
Teletown Hall with Governor
In-districts and townhalls – Mobilize advocates to meet with legislators in district (focus on target districts)
Targeted emails during recess 
Text messages around floor sessions



CASE STUDY

Timeline:

April 8: Start Facebook and Twitter storm
April 8: Lobby Day 
April 9: Elder Voice Report press conference:
• Media Advisory
• Press Release
April 10: Public News Service story on Elder Voice Report
April 10: Convio news update – include call to action
April 11: Elder abuse LTEs (Goal: weekly letter from volunteer)
April 12: Elder abuse op-ed in Strib
• Fischbach
April 12: Senate elder abuse finance hearings (must meet 3rd deadline)
April 12: 3rd Committee Deadline
April 14 – April 22: Legislative break
• Birddogging in Districts
April 15: Recess Convio alert
April 15 – 19: Elder abuse ads in local papers
April 22 – April 30: Digital and radio ads – MinnPost, Strib
April 23: Print ad in Star Tribune
April 25: House floor session on elder abuse – Utilize text msging and 
robos as needed
April 25: TTH with Gov – oversample in 10 vulnerable districts
April 27: Direct mail to TTH engagers with 800# call to action
Last week of April/Early May: Elder abuse conference committees 
Last week of April/Early May: Digital ads in Star Tribune and MinnPost



CASE STUDY

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is an illustration of how the Elder Abuse Campaign is balanced against other legislative activates and how AARP MN organizes/schedules all of those efforts.



CASE STUDY

• VICTORY!

• AARP Minnesota and advocates claimed victory after coming 
to consensus with the long-term care industry on a bill to 
prevent elder abuse. 

• The agreement was sponsored by Rep. Jennifer Schultz (D-
Duluth) and Sen. Karin Housley (R- St. Mary’s Point). 

• The bill passed with overwhelming bipartisan support, and was 
signed into law by Governor Tim Walz on Tuesday, May 21. 



IN SUMMARY…

• Strategy FIRST!

• Recruit and train grassroots volunteers

• Regular outreach using coordinated online and offline 
communication

• Creative tactics – have fun!

• Tailored messaging

• Move your advocates up the ladder of engagement

• Build the long-term strength of your organization



THANK YOU!

Reshma Mehta

AARP

@reshmadc

@AARPAdvocates
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