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How to Encourage Your Volunteers/Missioners to Advocate
By Nikki Rohling, Catholic Volunteer Network Associate Director
Advocacy is an important piece of the service experience. It is imperative that you and your staff help give your volunteers the necessary tools to advocate for change. Here are a few ways to encourage your volunteers to engage their elected officials and fellow citizens.

Some methods used for advocacy are different for domestic volunteers and international volunteers. It is important for international volunteers to document what they see in country. Often missioners will witness injustices that do not receive the global media attention they deserve. While the U.S. has personnel working in country, the reports are not always accurate. Personal stories can help policy debates seem more real and give a face to the injustices. In country groups occasionally team up and make joint statements that may then be passed along to their representatives. Also, don’t be afraid to write letters home talking about what is going on in your country.

Domestic volunteers, particularly AmeriCorps members, have another consideration. There are certain activities including lobbying, political, religious or advocacy activities that AmeriCorps Members may not perform in the course of their duties while charging time to the AmeriCorps program, or at the request of program staff. For more information, please refer to the AEAP update in this newsletter. 

Advocacy has many facets. First, you want to encourage your volunteers to do their homework. It’s important to know the issues before they address them in some type of campaign. There are many accessible resources online. For updates on advocacy initiatives related to service issues (AmeriCorps, etc.), visit www.servicenation.org. ServiceNation has been leading the charge in bringing national service to the forefront. With their help, Congress passed the Serve America Act. 

For social issues that might come up through their interaction at their worksite, NETWORK www.networklobby.org has a lot of good information on economic justice, peacemaking, healthcare and immigration. 

For international issues, a good starting point for human rights is Amnesty International www.amnesty.org and Human Rights Watch www.hrw.org. There are also many regional and country specific websites working on particular issues including Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) www.wola.org, Africa Faith and Justice Network www.afjn.org, Franciscan Action Network www.franciscanaction.org, U.S. Office on Colombia www.usofficeoncolombia.org, Latin American Working Group www.lawg.org, Churches for Middle East Peace www.cmep.org, and ENGAGE www.engagetheworld.org.

Once the homework is done, it is important to decide how to communicate the information. Here are five ways to communicate your message:

1. Share it with your local community (church, school, family – or even the ServiceNation community http://www.servicenation.org/page/s/servicestories) 

2. Write an article or letter to the editor of your local newspaper (tips on NETWORK’s website http://www.networklobby.org/resources/media_tips.pdf) 

3. Write or email a letter to your representative in Congress (tips on NETWORK’s website http://www.networklobby.org/resources/writing_your_moc.pdf)

4. Visit the local offices of elected officials to share about the issues and experiences you feel are most important. These local visits are just as effective as Capitol Hill meetings. Those with international service experience may want to visit the country office (Desk) in the State Department.

5. Join networks that will help your voice be heard – NETWORK, ServiceNation and more. These groups typically have someone working solely on legislative issues and are working to leverage the voices of thousands of people.

Finally, plan a session to talk with the volunteers about why Christians should advocate. It is essential to remind your volunteers of their Christian obligation to advocate for those who cannot do so for themselves. We walk on the journey with many people who are sick, hungry and homeless, but that is doing charity. We must also challenge the volunteers to take the next step and confront the structures that create these challenges. God calls us to love and care for our neighbors, but we must also live by Jesus’ example and actively challenge the political and religious authority in order to provide for those on the margins of our society.

