Here's 15 Tips For Being An Effective Legislator

With the controversy surrounding a pair of state legislators dominating Capitol news coverage this month, a former state legislator shared with MIRS earlier the National Conference of State Legislatures' (NCSL) 15 tips on how to be an effective legislator.


"This is a good read for all legislators, but two in particular come to mind," he quipped. 

The article was put together to provide some "practical wisdom on coping with an ever-increasing number of complex issues." 

"There's one easy rule. If you have to ask if it's ethical, it isn't," wrote Utah Rep. Sheryl ALLEN as an introduction to the list, which is as follows: 

1. Honor the Institution: "When you demean the institution, you demean yourself. Try to appeal to the best instincts of the electorate, talk about what you stand for and what you intend to do during your time in office, then work as hard as you can to fulfill those promises. Remember why you ran for office -- to make a difference, a difference for the better." 

2. Take the High Road: "Would you be embarrassed to see your actions reported in the newspaper? Make sure you understand your state's ethics codes and adhere to them." 

3. Master the Rules: "You need to know the rules. It's a good idea to carry them around with you to read as you see the process unfold . . . Soon they will start to make sense." 

4. Know Where To Get Help: "Look for expertise among members on both sides of the aisle. Turn to them for advice and counsel. Lobbyists also can serve as resources, but be sure to ask for information on all sides of an issue. Trust legislative staff." 

5. Manage Your Time: "Look for expertise among members on both sides of the aisle. Turn to them for advice and counsel. Lobbyists also can serve as resources, but be sure to ask for information on all sides of an issue. Trust legislative staff." 

6. Develop a Specialty: "You can't be an expert in all things. Focus your policy pursuits so you can do a few tasks very well. Be selective in the bills you introduce. Decide the two or three issues you are going to specialize in and make a difference. Don't try to be all things to all people." 

7. Vote Your Conscience: "It may not please everybody, but remember that you are the only person you have to live with 24 hours a day, every day. The voters have already decided they approve of your basic philosophies and have chosen to place their trust in you." 

8. Don't Burn Bridges: "Don't react emotionally or in anger on the floor to something someone has said. The things you say in these cases will come back to haunt you. You might create an unnecessary enemy, one thing you don't need in the legislature. People don't have to like you, but if they respect you and know you are going to play it straight, you'll be all right." 


9. Keep Your Word: "A legislator's effectiveness and reputation are only as good as his or her word. Without truth there can be no trust. If you promise someone your vote, deliver." 
10. Be Careful What You Agree To: "The casual co-sponsorship of bills promises minor rewards and major headaches. When in doubt -- don't. Be careful not to let socializing on the floor, friendship and trust come before scrutiny of a bill. Too often, you'll end up having to vote against a bill that you've signed on to sponsor." 

11. Don't Hog the Microphone: "Don't talk about everything. Even if you are an expert in everything, you risk wearing out your welcome if you feel the need to hold forth on every bill. Sometimes, the most effective legislator is the one who speaks only three or four times during the session." 

12. Stay in Touch With Your Constituents: "This is an overwhelming task, but it's critical. Return phone calls, answer emails and letters, have town meetings. Let them know who you are, that you're approachable and responsible, that you represent them.  

13. Be A Problem Solver: "Controversial, even inflammatory issues will arise in your district. Use your skills and your office to help the community find solutions." 

14. Work With the Media: "Don't assume the media are your adversary. Reporters have a responsibility to inform the public, and they take it seriously. Be proactive. Contact reporters regularly to tell them about your position on issues and the work you are doing." 

15. Stop and Smell the Roses: "In politics, it's a struggle to maintain a normal private life . . . Don't forget to take care of yourself. Eat right. Exercise. And make time for yourself." 
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