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BJA Technical Assistance Webinar Series: Budget Advocacy in 21st Century 

Session Three: Persuasive Budget Advocacy  
 
American University and the National Legal Aid & Defender Association (NLADA), with the support of the U.S. Department of Justice, 

Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA), launched the “Right to Counsel Technical Assistance Project” to provide technical assistance  to 

public defense providers to support efforts to adhere to the ABA Ten Principles of a Public Defense Delivery System.  This issues paper 

focuses on the third and final session of a three-part webinar series designed to help public defense offices think “outside of the box” in 

order to develop a presentation style and content for more effectively presenting  budget proposals to policymakers or potential funders.  

This webinar session, Persuasive Budget Advocacy featured Adam Plotkin, Legislative Liaison, Wisconsin Public Defender’s Office, 

and Monisha Som, Vice President, Spitfire Strategies. The following provides an overview of the session:   
 

 

Once you’ve strategically cultivated relationships with likely and 

unlikely allies and have collected and analyzed data that show 

the need for increased resources, it is time to use these friends 

and figures in a persuasive way to work towards your goal. 

 

 
 

Know your audience. While choosing which connections to 

cultivate and which point(s) to support with data, you should 

consider who are the decision makers who may support or 

oppose the goal(s) you are advocating. . When advocating for 

your position, you will certainly continue this analysis. What 

data will support their position? Are they “tough on crime?” Or 

do they frequently espouse the idea of “second chances?” All too 

often, these decision-makers are politicians who voice these 

familiar political catchphrases. Use them as indicators of their 

political position to determine what strategy or strategies will 

best appeal to the majority of votes you need.  

   

Find common ground.   Regardless of a decision-maker’s 

political position, find some common ground on which you can 

advocate for public defense. Communications and messaging 

experts agree that, rather than starting with your particular 

position on an issue, find a common value on which you can all 

agree. Polling suggests that, for criminal justice issues, the value 

of fairness is one with which few would disagree. Rather than 

starting with the argument for increased resources for public 

defense, start with the notion that our criminal justice system 

should be fair to all involved. Then use data to empirically show 

how an unfair distribution of resources leads to unfair results. 

Once you highlight this common value and show proof how this 

revered value is violated, the decision-maker is likely to be more 

willing to listen to your proposed solution to obtain the resources 

in order to restore this shared value  

 

Use your allies to advocate for you. You’ve established and 

cultivated relationships with potential allies over time and 

common ground; now you can ask them for help in advocating 

on your behalf. Suggest levels of advocacy activity so that they 

can gauge the degree and nature of their advocacy to their time 

constraints and comfort zones. For instance, if you are 

advocating for particular proposed legislation, let your fellow 

stakeholder know that they may be able to testify in support of 

that legislation. Short of that, they may be able to submit written 

comments in lieu of testimony. You may even want to have draft 

points available that you want to share with data analysis 

available for them to incorporate into their testimony or 

comment. For those less inclined to write a letter on your behalf, 

you may arrange with another ally to have a letter available for 

other supporters to sign-on in support as well. Advocates have 

also used sign-on email advocacy (such as www.change.org) 

effectively to make it easier for like-minded individuals to 

express their support. Offering multiple levels of support will 

better ensure some support rather than none; and offering to craft 

the language used better ensures that you control your advocacy 

message. 

 

Employ your network of supporters to expand outreach. In 

addition to your own use of social media, encourage your 

supporters to post your advocacy message on their social media 

sites. Ideally, you’d like to create a “meme”, an idea that 

replicates itself from person to person and can spread like 

wildfire in your targeted constituency. If your cause is 

“trending” at an opportune time prior to a decision or ruling, this 

outreach can sway decision-makers in your favor. Also, never 

underestimate traditional forms of outreach. Attending 

community meetings and events, holding rallies, or even 

messaging door-to-door can have incredibly positive effects on 

spreading your message and influencing decisions in your favor.  

 

You don’t need a communications professional to enable you to 

be a persuasive advocate for budget needs. However, like 

cultivating relationships, cultivating effective advocates takes 

time, collection and analysis of information, and strategic use of 

resources working in sync to achieve the goal of increased 

resources for public defense. Good luck!  

Please visit the BJA Right to Counsel Technical 

Assistance website, www.righttocounselta.org  

for the three-part budget advocacy series: 

Session One: Cultivating Relationships  

Session Two: Data Collection and Analysis for Budget  

         Advocacy  

Session Three: Persuasive Budget Advocacy  
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