A REALLY UNIQUE CAMPAIGN


During the 2005 session of the state legislature, Missouri’s Alcohol Impact Coalition (which includes ACT Missouri, the Missouri Recovery Network, and Missouri Youth/Adult Alliance), achieved something that had never been attempted before.  At least that is what veteran Capitol workers report.


Members of the Coalition delivered fact sheets directly to offices of each member of the Missouri House and Senate, as well as mailboxes of the Capitol Press Corps, a total of more than 200 each day the legislature was in session.  Each day, 69 days in all, legislators and reporters received a colorful “Astrobright” one-pager with a question, an answer, and a set of related impact facts, carefully documented. 


Each item was specifically designed to educate policymakers on the impact of alco-hol on the people of Missouri and its government.  Each had the same, readily identifiable format, with the coalition logo and the banner:  “Put In Your 2 cents Worth …. About 2 cents a drink yields $44 million annually to reduce the impact of alcohol problems in Missouri.”  There was no reference to specific pending legislation.

Subject matter for the fact sheets was taken from a variety of sources, including questions asked by legislators, comments made during the session, items that appeared in the media, recently published studies, state and federal documents, and alcohol-related “humor with a purpose.”


The campaign itself soon began to draw interest, particularly from legislative assistants, aides and interns, who were usually the first to see the fact sheets. They wondered whether the coalition could really make good on its promise to deliver every single day, without fail, especially since many of the fact sheets had to be prepared with little time available. Four legislators (or their staff) expressed the desire not to receive them on a daily basis.  They were omitted from the distribution but were presented with the complete package at the end of the session.


Since many of the statistics were rather grim, the question arose late in the session: “Can’t you people lighten up a bit?”  The coalition’s response was to present several examples of alcohol-related humor, which also conveyed significant information.  The process of delivery itself became an “item” in the Capitol, and it was done with a light touch and friendly interaction.  Nevertheless, true appreciation for substantial effort and commitment was expressed by many Capitol workers.


At one point late in the session, an intern suggested that the coalition sponsor a “trivia contest” and award prizes.  Campaign staff thought this was an excellent suggestion, which could draw additional attention to the facts.  However, the idea was ultimately rejected after consulting with House and Senate administrators.  A key consideration was the need to prevent interns, staff and legislators from diverting attention away from their essential duties, especially during the hectic final weeks of the session. 

The value of the campaign has been questioned, of course.  Considering the heavy volume of mail received by legislators, who actually read the fact sheets?  Were they taken seriously?  What happened to them after they were delivered?  Was the campaign worth the time, energy and material devoted to it?   Such questions are, and should be, asked of any educational enterprise.


What we know or believe to be true, and “lessons learned:”
· A wealth of information and policy analysis was made available and readily accessible.
· It is still available on the website. The impact fact sheets “live on,” though they may need updating.  You can find them at http://www.morecovery.org/advocacy.asp.
· Tenacity and seriousness of purpose was recognized by many, even if they couldn’t fully appreciate the information presented.
· Many of the staff faithfully filed the fact sheets, whether read or not, for future use by legislators in speeches, community forums and other activities back in their districts.  They remain “resources,” and we can expect them to re-appear.
· Many others immediately went into the circular file, along with newsletters, brochures and documents mailed in by other advocacy groups and not considered essential reading.
· Numerous comments were received during distribution.  Among the more frequent:  “I had no idea that the scope of the problem was so great. We tend to hear only about drunk driving, and maybe underage drinking.”
· The sensitive nature of alcohol issues was evident.  Some of the problems identified in the fact sheets come “close to home,” which is true of any group confronted with them. 
· Several referrals were made to treatment and educational resources, with confidentially assured and maintained.
· A dozen legislators and their staff raised questions, which were addresses in subsequent fact sheets.  Occasionally a typographical error was caught - evidence of reading.
· Some of the facts appeared in committee discussion or floor debate on alcohol-related legislation, such as the omnibus underage drinking legislation, and strengthening of drunk driving laws, both of which passed during the session.
· There are limits to the distribution of paper.  It is, and should not be, a substitute for interaction between legislators and their constituents.
· The facts can be useful in interaction between legislators and their constituents.
· The admonition to “keep it to one page and they will read it” does not necessarily get the desired results.
· Graphics (tables, charts, photos) can help draw interest, but feedback tells us that the subject matter itself is a more important factor than the way it is displayed.
· The series of fact sheets probably drew more readers than the typical doctoral dissertation (the product of much labor), which is frequently read only by a committee and tends to gather dust on a library shelf.
· Legislators are extremely busy people during session and have little time for “low-priority” reading, regardless of the format in which they receive it.  This is also why the coalition has not conducted a survey to evaluate the effectiveness of the campaign. 
· The question “Was it read?” is the same question asked by others who deal in information, including the media, teachers, and trainers.
· The effects of alcohol on children and youth were apparently more compelling, and drew more response than those dealing with adults.
· Turnover in both legislators and staff presents the need for ongoing educational effort.
· Some things are inherently worth doing.
Submitted by Gerrit L. DenHartog

Project Director, Missouri Recovery Network

For Missouri’s Alcohol Impact Coalition
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