A Practical Guide to Lobbying for
Grassroots Activists

Intro My name is Duncan, I have been an Activist Organiser with APN for over 6 years
and currently work with AAEH as a Social Impact Strategist

Acknowledgment of Country

And Acknowledgment of Lived and Living Experience
in the Room

Lets get into it!
What Is the Role of Lobbying in Qur

Campaigning?
Lobbying is the bridge between activism and decision-making.

While rallies, petitions, and public campaigns raise awareness, lobbying translates that
energy into tangible policy change.

It helps you:
e Make your issue visible inside the rooms where decisions are actually made.

e Provide politicians and advisers with credible evidence, solutions, and perspectives
they might otherwise miss.

e Strengthen public accountability by aligning political incentives with your values.

Think of lobbying as strategic influence—it is not about pressuring, begging, or
compromising your ethics. It is about enmsuring your veoice shapes what is peossible.

Lobbying as Literacy in Power

Lobbying is often misunderstood. It is not corruption. It is literacy in power—the
skill of understanding how decisions are made and influencing them responsibly.

If you care about:
e Social justice
e Architectural or urban reform
o Homelessness, housing, or systemic harm
e Lived-experience integrity
e Long-term structural change
...then knowing how to lobby is not optional—it is ethical responsibility.

Lobbying ensures that your voice—and the voices of those you represent—are not only
heard, but acted upeon. It is how activism moves from awareness to tangible change.



Who to Lobby: Understanding the Decision
Ecosystem

Effective lobbying targets the emtire system of influence, not just visible decision-
makers.

1. MP’s - Elected Representatives (Visible
Power)

Why they matter: This is the most obvious layer of influence. They vote, announce
policy, and carry political consequences.

But: They rarely design policy alone. They act on advice, briefs, and recommendations from
others in the system.

Who they are:
e Ministers and Shadow Ministers
e Local MPs and Senators
e Key crossbenchers and independents
Why they matter:
o They vote on legislation
e They announce policy and funding
e They carry political risk and public accountability
o They are the face of decisions to the electorate

Most Ministers inherit briefs already shaped by departments, costed by Treasury, constrained
by Cabinet processes, and filtered through political risk management.

By the time a policy reaches a Minister’s desk, the range of “realistic options” has often been
narrowed to a handful of pre-approved paths.

That means lobbying elected officials alone is often too late.

You may win sympathy, but lose substance.
You may secure a meeting, but miss the moment where outcomes were actually decided.

Lobbying elected representatives is essential—but it is necessary, not sufficient.

Effective lobbying treats MPs and Ministers as one node in a larger system: important for
authorisation and legitimacy, but not the sole site of influence.

The real leverage comes from engaging the people and processes that shape what elected
officials are told is feasible, affordable, and politically survivable.

That is where the rest of the ecosystem comes in.

2. Ministerial Advisers (Gatekeepers)

Why they matter: Between a Minister and the world sits a small, highly influential group
of people: ministerial advisers.

They filter what reaches Ministers. If advisers don’t understand or trust your position, it often
never arrives intaet.

Effective engagement: Speak clearly, anticipate concerns, provide solutions, and build
trust. Advisers can become your internal champions.

Who they are:
e Chiefs of staff

o Senior policy advisers



e Media and communications advisers
They are often young, overworked, politically exposed, and decisive.
Why they matter:
Advisers control:

e what information reaches the Minister

e how issues are framed before the Minister encounters them
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o which stakeholders are considered “serious,” “safe,” or “risky”
o what gets urgent attention and what is deferred indefinitely

In practical terms, advisers are the first audience for almost every policy idea. They screen
meetings, triage correspondence, shape briefs, and prepare Ministers for questions,
announcements, and controversy.

If an adviser does not understand your position, your argument rarely survives translation.
If an adviser does not trust you, your proposal is often quietly deprioritised.
If an adviser perceives political risk without political upside, the door closes.

This is not cynicism—it is their job.

Advisers are paid to manage risk, protect their Minister, and ensure alignment with
government priorities. They are not neutral conduits. They are interpreters, editors, and
sometimes veto points.

Effective lobbying, therefore, requires engaging advisers as decision-makers in their own
right, not as administrative obstacles.

That means:
o speaking their language (clarity, brevity, political consequence)
o understanding their pressures (time, media cycles, internal politics)
e demonstrating reliability (no surprises, no ambushes, no exaggeration)
o offering solutions, not just critiques
Policy advisers, in particular, need to see that your position is:
e internally coherent
o aligned with existing commitments or provides a defensible reason to shift
e capable of surviving Treasury, Cabinet, and media scrutiny
Media advisers need to understand how your issue could:
o escalate into reputational risk if ignored
e be framed proactively rather than defensively
o align with the government’s broader narrative

Chiefs of staff are watching something else entirely: trust. They want to know whether you
will make their Minister’s life easier or harder.

If advisers trust you, they become internal advocates. If they do not, you will never quite
understand why access dries up.

Lobbying that ignores advisers is lobbying that mistakes hierarchy for power.

The Minister may sign the decision, but advisers decide what decision is available to sign.

3. Senior Public Servants (Structural Power)

Why they matter: If Ministers are the face of decision-making, senior public servants are
its spine.



They write briefs, design funding models, define feasibility, and shape government options.
Key insight: This is often where real power resides. Ministers change, but the system
endures. Engage senior officials with credible, systems-aware proposals.

They remain while governments change. They hold institutional memory. They understand
where reforms have failed before—and how new ideas will be tested, diluted, or quietly
neutralised.

Who they are:
e Department CEOs and Secretaries
e Deputy Secretaries and Executive Directors
o Branch heads and program managers
e Treasury officials and budget analysts

These roles sit at the intersection of policy design, fiscal constraint, and administrative
reality.

Why they matter:
Senior public servants:
e write the briefs that Ministers rely on
e design funding and delivery models that determine what is possible in practice
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o define what is “feasible,” “scalable,” and “value for money”

o shape the options presented to government—often long before advocacy enters the
picture

In many systems, this is where real power sits.

Public servants rarely decide whether something should happen. They decide how, at what
cost, and with what constraints. Those decisions determine whether reform is transformative
or merely symbolic.

By the time an issue reaches Cabinet, the parameters have often been locked:
e costings are settled
e risks are framed
e implementation pathways are narrowed
o ‘“preferred options” are quietly endorsed

Lobbying that ignores senior officials often results in policy that sounds good in speeches and
fails in delivery—or never leaves the briefing room at all.

Engaging structural power requires a different discipline than engaging politicians.
Senior public servants respond to:

o internal logic and consistency

o administrative precedent

e budget cycles and forward estimates

e implementation risk and workforce capacity

o alignment with existing policy architecture

They are sceptical of rhetoric and allergic to proposals that ignore systems reality. But they
are also often deeply motivated by public purpose and frustrated by political short-termism.

Effective lobbying with this group means:
e demonstrating that you understand how government actually operates

o showing how your proposal integrates with existing frameworks rather than colliding
with them



e anticipating Treasury concerns before Treasury raises them
» offering credible pathways, not just aspirations

Treasury, in particular, deserves special attention.

Treasury officials do not simply “find the money.”

They shape the story of what government can afford, what delivers value, and what
represents unacceptable risk.

If Treasury is unconvinced, reform rarely survives.

That is why experienced advocates engage Treasury early—before positions harden and
numbers become weapons.

Senior public servants may not appear on the news.

They rarely attend public rallies. But they are the authors of the machinery that turns intent
into outcome.

Lobbying that fails to engage this level of power is lobbying that mistakes visibility for
influence.

Because while Ministers change, the system endures.

4. Influencers Inside the System (Informal
Power)

Not all power is formal. Some of the most consequential influence in policy and reform
comes from actors inside the system but outside the hierarchy—those who define the
boundaries of what is considered acceptable, plausible, or urgent.

Why they matter: They legitimize ideas, frame problems, and shape what is considered
“normal” or “risky.”

Strategy: Align with influencers to gain credibility, create leverage, and shift perceptions
before proposals reach decision-makers.

Who they are:
o Statutory authorities and boards
e Peak bodies and professional associations
o Think tanks and research institutes
e Commissions and advisory councils
e Auditors, ombuds, and regulators
These actors are rarely in the headlines, but they are agenda-setters and legitimisers.

They translate technical expertise, societal expectations, or legal frameworks into signals that
Ministers, public servants, and the public can understand and act upon.

Why they matter:

e They legitimise ideas
A proposal endorsed by a statutory authority, a peak body, or a respected commission
carries weight. Ministers and senior officials are far more likely to take it seriously if
it appears credible to those whose expertise they trust.

e They frame problems
How an issue is defined—whether as urgent or marginal, structural or individual,
technical or ethical—often determines which solutions are even considered. Peak
bodies and think tanks can shift narratives before they reach Cabinet or Treasury.

o They shift what is “normal” or “risky”
These actors establish benchmarks and boundaries. Regulators, auditors, and ombuds



influence perceptions of compliance, liability, and reputational exposure. By defining
what is feasible or permissible, they quietly shape the playing field.

e They create leverage points
Engaging these actors strategically can open doors that would otherwise remain
closed. Their endorsement can counterbalance political inertia, bureaucratic caution,
or entrenched interests.

Influencers inside the system are the ones who translate values into actionable constraints.

They do not vote, sign, or announce decisions, but their assessments determine what options
reach decision-makers, what language is used in policy debates, and what gets prioritised in
budgets.

Ignoring them is a common mistake in advocacy.

Without their tacit approval—or at least understanding—your proposal may be technically
sound but politically inert, conceptually credible but institutionally impossible.

Effective lobbying with this group means:
e understanding their priorities and motivations

e demonstrating how your idea aligns with, or constructively challenges, their
frameworks

e Dbuilding coalitions that amplify credibility

» translating lived experience or evidence into the language of regulation, governance,
or sector norms

In short, these influencers shape the ecosystem long before Ministers cast votes. Recognising
them as power holders—not just intermediaries—is essential for anyone serious about
meaningful, sustainable change.

3. The Public and Media (Narrative Power)

Why they matter: Policy does not move on evidence alone. It moves when stories
reframe what is acceptable, defensible, and politically survivable.

The public and the media are not peripheral to lobbying—they are one of its most powerful
levers.

Politicians move fastest when:
e Public narratives shift
e Silence becomes reputational risk
e Moral legitimacy erodes

Strategic storytelling—especially grounded in lived experience—can amplify your
advocacy, making otherwise ignored issues politically urgent.

Who they are:
e Journalists and specialist reporters
e Opinion editors and columnists
e Civil society organisations and advocacy networks
e Affected communities and people with lived experience

These actors shape the environment in which political decisions are made. They do not draft
legislation, but they determine the cost of inaction and the credibility of excuses.

Why they matter:
Politicians move fastest when:

e Public narratives shift
What was once framed as unfortunate becomes framed as unacceptable. What was



framed as complex becomes framed as a choice. Narrative change narrows the space
for delay.

e Silence becomes reputational risk
When an issue reaches a certain level of visibility, saying nothing is no longer neutral.
Silence signals complicity, indifference, or fear. At that point, political calculation
flips.

e Moral legitimacy erodes
Policies can survive inefficiency. They struggle to survive sustained moral critique.
When the gap between stated values and lived outcomes becomes widely understood,
institutions lose their ethical cover.

This is where strategic storytelling becomes decisive.

Not storytelling as branding or sentiment, but as structural intervention: stories that connect
individual experience to system design, human consequence to policy choice, and harm to
accountability.

Done well, this kind of narrative work does not personalise problems—it politicises them.
This is also where lived experience carries unique power—when it is used with integrity.

Lived experience is not powerful because it is emotive. It is powerful because it exposes
system failure in ways that data alone cannot deflect.

It collapses abstraction.

It forces policymakers, journalists, and the public to confront the real-world consequences of
decisions made at a distance.

But narrative power must be intentional. Random exposure does not equal influence.

Stories need timing, framing, repetition, and alignment with political moments—budgets,
inquiries, elections, scandals, and reforms.

Otherwise, they are consumed and forgotten.
When public narrative shifts, the entire lobbying landscape changes:
e Departments become more cautious
e Ministers become more available
o Treasury assumptions become contestable
e “Impossible” reforms suddenly acquire urgency

In this sense, media and public engagement are not supplementary tactics.
They are force multipliers.

They do not replace lobbying inside the system—they make it work.

Because when the story changes, the system follows.

How Do We Prepare for a Meeting with a
Politician?
Preparation is key. A poorly prepared meeting wastes time and risks your credibility.
Consider the following steps:
a. Research
e Understand the politician’s portfolio, responsibilities, and political priorities.
» Know recent speeches, voting history, and public statements relevant to your issue.
o Identify their advisers and senior staff who might influence the discussion.
b. Clarify Your Objectives

e What is your single. clear ask?



e What are the key peoints or evidence that support your position?
e Anticipate counterarguments or constraints they may raise.
c. Plan Your Approach
e Decide who will speak and who will take notes.
e Prepare concise, factual, and relatable examples—stories work as well as statistics.

e Respect their time: aim for clarity, brevity, and focus on outcomes.

What Do We Ask Friendly Politicians to Do
for Us?

When a politician is sympathetic, your “ask” should be concrete and actionable. Examples
include:

o« Championing a policy propeosal in Cabinet or committee.

* Raising questions in Parliament to keep your issue on the agenda.

o Facilitating introductions to key advisers or decision-makers.

e  Supporting funding submissions or advocating for program expansion.

Remember: even friendly politicians have limits. Align your ask with what is feasible and
politically respomnsible, while showing the consequences of inaction.

How do we dO this

Writing a letter, sending an email requesting a Meeting

Steve G Letter Example

What Happens When a Politician Is Not
Friendly?

Not every politician will support your position. Even then, interactions can be valuable:
o Listen carefully to understand their objections and constraints.
o Provide credible evidence and stories that might influence them over time.
e Keep the door open—today’s opponent may become tomorrow’s ally.

 Engage other parts of the ecosystem: advisers, public servants, media, or
civil society to strengthen your position indirectly.

Never waste energy on confrontation alone; strategic persistence is more effective than anger
or criticism.

Final Teaching Thoughts

Lobbying is not corruption. It is literacy in power.
If you care about:

e Social justice

e Architectural or urban reform

e Homelessness, housing, or systemic harm

e Lived-experience integrity

o Long-term structural change

...then knowing how to lobby is ethical responsibility.



Lobbying equips activists to:
o Translate values into tangible influence
o Shape narratives and institutional priorities
e Engage decision-makers across the full ecosystem
o Sustain reform over the long term

Mastering lobbying is not about insider access—it is about aectivating justice. integrity.
and structural change in the world you care about.

Conclusion: Why Lobbying Is an Essential Skill
for Grassroots Activists

For grassroots activists, passion alone is not enough. Caring deeply about justice, inclusion,
or systemic reform is vital.

Without the ability to navigate power, ideas remain aspirations, not change.
Lobbying is the skill that bridges the gap between values and outcomes. It allows activists to:
o Translate moral urgency into actionable influence

o Engage the full ecosystem of decision-making, from elected officials to senior public
servants, advisers, regulators, and the media

o Shape public narrative and institutional priorities, ensuring lived experience and
evidence are heard, trusted, and acted upon

o Sustain long-term structural change, even in the face of bureaucratic inertia, political
turnover, and short-term thinking

Far from being “elitist” or “corrupt,” lobbying is a form of literacy in power.

It equips activists to speak in the languages of policy, administration, and public
accountability—and to ensure that their communities are not left invisible in the corridors
where decisions are made.

In practical terms, lobbying is ethical responsibility in action. It is the disciplined practice of
ensuring that those with power cannot ignore the voices, stories, and expertise of those most
affected. It is how grassroots movements move from moral conviction to measurable impact,
without abandoning principles or compromising integrity.

Activists who learn to lobby do not become insiders—they become effective participants in
democracy. They do not merely hope for change—they make it inevitable.

In short: if you care about justice, equity, or reform, learning to lobby is not optional. It is
essential.

Final Thoughts

Lobbying is not corruption. It is literacy in power.
If you care about:

e Social justice

e Architectural or urban reform

e Homelessness, housing, or systemic harm

o Lived-experience integrity

e Long-term structural change
...then knowing how to lobby is not optional—it is ethical responsibility.

Understanding how power works, and how to engage it effectively, allows you to move from
intention to impact.



It ensures that your voice—and the voices of those you represent—are not just heard, but
acted upon.

Lobbying equips you to:
o Translate values into tangible influence
o Shape public narratives and institutional priorities
o Engage decision-makers across the full ecosystem of power
o Sustain reform over the long term
In short, mastering lobbying is not about insider access.

It is about activating justice, integrity, and structural change in the world you care about.



RECAP - Why is it important to know how
to lobby politicians?

Because politics is not neutral, and systems do not change themselves.
1. Decisions are made whether you are present or not
If you are not in the room—or not shaping the brief—someone else is:
e industry
o institutional incumbents
« risk-averse bureaucracies
o ideological actors
Knowing how to lobby determines whose interests are encoded into policy.
2. Evidence alone does not move power
Policymakers respond to:
e political risk
o fiscal logic
e media exposure
o moral legitimacy
e timing
Lobbying teaches you how to:
o align evidence with incentives
e frame urgency
e sequence asks
e convert harm into accountability
3. Poor lobbying leads to tokenism
Especially relevant to lived-experience and social reform spaces:
Without lobbying skills:
e voices are “consulted” but not empowered
o stories are extracted without structural change
e participation becomes symbolic rather than decisive

Effective lobbying shifts from:

“Please listen to us”

to

“Here is the cost of not acting—and the pathway to act now.”

4.Lobbying is how reform survives contact with reality
Policy ideas fail when they:

e ignore budget cycles

o misread political constraints

o threaten institutions without offering transitions

e underestimate bureaucratic inertia
Knowing how to lobby allows you to:

e time interventions



e stage reform
e protect intent through implementation

o prevent dilution during rollout

Optional Homework
To consolidate learning:
1. Research your local MP relevant to your campaign. Identify:
o Portfolio or responsibilities
o Recent statements or media coverage
o Known advisers or staff

2. Write a half-page brief outlining your key ask, supporting evidence, and how
your proposal aligns with their priorities.

3. Plan a mock letter with a partner or group: assign roles (activist, adviser,
Minister) and practice presenting your ask clearly and persuasively.

This exercise builds confidence, clarity, and strategic awareness before real-world
engagement.
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