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GRASSROOTS ADVOCACY
From the ground, up!



WHAT IS A GRASSROOTS MOVEMENT?

 What is grassroots advocacy?
 Merriam-Webster defines “grassroots” as “the ordinary people in society or 

organization”1

 Merriam-Webster defines “advocacy” as “the act or process of supporting a cause 
or proposal”

 The promotion of an idea, proposal, or cause through 
education, outreach, and constituent mobilization

 Grassroots are not controlled or started by the people already 
holding power but are typically the product of local organizers
 No one is paid for their advocacy, but resources are often spent reaching out to 

specific constituent groups



FAMOUS EXAMPLES

• The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960’s
• Used methods like church meetings, sit-ins, 

letter writing, and marching to get their 
message across

• The Occupy Wall Street Movement of 2011
• The Canadian anti-consumerist magazine 

Adbusters initiated the call for a protest 
• The movement spread to banks, universities, 

and even the Oregon Capitol



GRASSROOTS VS. GRASSTOPS

Grassroots (c. 1912)

 Rank-and-file citizens who are 
personally affected by a public 
policy issue

 Volunteers with no formal 
credentials who exercise their 
voice to influence a public policy 
debate

Grasstops (c. 2004)

 Opinion leaders that raise public 
attention or influence decision 
makers through established 
connections
 Move an issue into the spotlight 

in a community
 Reinforce grassroots action, not 

a substitute for grassroots
 Carry a message between the 

general public and public officials



GRASSROOTS ADVOCACY TOOLS

Public Engagement

 Rallying 

 Staging a sit-in

 Protesting 

 Letter writing

 Petitions

 Traditional media:
 Opinion pieces
 Letters to the editor
 Radio interviews
 Earned media

Digital Engagement

 Facebook and digital ads

 Digital advocacy:
 Emailing policymakers
 Calling policymakers
 Using social media (i.e. Facebook, 

Twitter, etc.)



GRASSROOTS CASE STUDIES
“organic” movements



SB 1532 (2016): MINIMUM WAGE



HB 2498 (2019): INDEPENDENT 
CONTRACTING



HB 2020 (2019): CAP & TRADE



UP YOUR GRASSROOTS GAME



LOCAL GOVERNMENT ENGAGEMENT

Identify the Issue

 Identify the policy issue of concern

 Create a message box
 Describe the issue

 What is the public policy objective?

 Identify core constituencies
 Identify grasstops

 Identify grassroots 

Should I Engage Grassroots?

 Yes, if your legislative agenda 
could be boosted by the support of 
local constituents

 Yes, if you want to raise awareness 
and start the conversation within 
the general public

 Example: Newport’s ‘Save Our 
Supply’ campaign



KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE

Grassroots

 Craft messages specific to your target 
audience:
 How do grassroots prefer to receive 

information?

 How do grassroots prefer to send 
information?

Policymakers

 Stick to 2-3 talking points
 Personalize the story

 Avoid acronyms

 Avoid industry specific jargon

 Manage the tone  

 Make the ask (i.e., support or oppose) 



GROW YOUR GRASSTOPS

 Create educational tools that teach the 
basics of the Oregon legislature and how 
to ‘take action’ and build relationships 
with legislators
 Check out the OSCC Advocacy Book as 

an example

 Whether you use Constant Contact or 
another digital advocacy system, track 
who opens and engages with your 
advocacy alerts!  Use that information to 
follow up with grasstops leaders.

https://chambermaster.blob.core.windows.net/userfiles/UserFiles/chambers/2053/CMS/Documents/OSCC-Advocacy-101-book_FINAL.pdf


DIGITAL ADVOCACY PLATFORM

https://www.oregonchamber.org/advocacy-in-action


QUALITY VS. QUANTITY?

Quality outreach is the key to a successful grassroots campaign

 Engage grasstops leaders and provide message training
 Participate in traditional media (op eds, letters to the editor, editorial board visits)

 Host tours

 Attend constituent coffees

 Visit Salem and testify before committees 

 Encourage grassroots to personalize the message 
 Avoid form letters

 Employ the storytelling technique (it works!):
 Step One: Set the Stage

 Step Two: A Shift Occurs (aka. legislator X introduced a bill that would do Y)

 Step Three: The Ending



REMINDERS

 Grassroots are most effective when organized around a single issue

 Both grasstops and grassroots are necessary for an effective advocacy 
campaign

 Grassroots engagement takes time and resources
 Ensure that grassroots have a job or task

 Communicate information and updates regularly

 Recognize the efforts of volunteers

 Create a feedback loop (give advocates with a means for sharing 
information and lessons learned with organizers)



QUESTIONS?
jenny@pacounsel.org
Director of Grassroots 
Public Affairs Counsel
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