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Communicating With Elected Officials
Advice for rural transit managers.
By Nora Fairchild

N

Step-by-step successful communication
Gilbert’s advice to transit managers is:
Be prepared
•  Know your officials before you need
them. Getting your foot in the door early
will make elected officials more likely
to help you when you need it most. You
could invite them to your facility for a tour
or a special event, recognize them with
awards, or send them your newsletter or
other publication.
•  Do your research and try to find
personal connections with your elected
officials. If you want your person to person
interaction to be more social than work-
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• Work with integrity. Tell the truth,
be respectful, and don’t judge an elected
official for not agreeing with you on all
fronts. Holding a grudge about a settled
issue will hold you back from making
progress on the topic at hand.
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o one is born with the innate
ability to network. It takes effort
and education, not to mention
a little reevaluation of your own skills. If
you’re anything like me, you don’t breeze
through social functions and easily mingle
with local, state and federal officials.
Communicating with elected officials
is important though, because many
times you are the only person with the
information needed by elected officials to
make appropriate decisions concerning
public transit.
Luckily for people like us, Ann Gilbert,
executive director of the Arkansas Transit
Association, has shared her techniques
for communicating and engaging with
elected officials. This article summarizes a
piece from Digital CT.

Stay current on key legislation and policy
changes that affect transit. The more you know,
the more confident you’ll be when talking with
elected officials.

related, you can put together an outline of
your plans to print and let them read later.
•  Stay current on key legislation and
policy changes that effect transit. The
more you know, the more confident
you’ll be. Besides, the more you know
about your elected officials’ opinions on
key issues, the more likely you’ll be to
know how to frame your message best.
Remember that you’re not a lobbyist;
you’re just trying to educate and inform.
When it comes to meeting legislators...
•  Write and speak as if the person with
whom you are communicating does not
know transit lingo (acronyms, terms, etc.).
Make sure you fully explain key points
either in conversation or by giving him or
her a handout.

Network
•  Connect with transit stakeholders.
These people share your initiatives and
will support your efforts. They will lead you
directly to elected officials.
•  Befriend constituents. Gilbert says
people who vote in an elected official’s
district matter more to that official than
those who don’t.
More advice
I asked Gilbert for an example of how
her tips have worked in her own favor. She
said she has been in and around politics
for 40 years, so she had a leg up on the
environment. When she became the
director of the transit association 23 years
ago, she reached out to the governor and
legislature to inform them about Arkansas
transit. Her greatest success in promoting
transit was in 2001, when she requested
the legislature approve a five percent tax
on all short-term rentals of vehicles, 75
percent of which went to the Arkansas
Public Transit Trust Fund. This fund
provides operating and capital assistance
for nonurban, urbanized and human
service organizations.
Making this happen was easier for
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Gilbert because she already knew some
of the legislators, but she also said that
her approach worked because of the tightknit social structures in rural areas. For
example, she could simply cite the needs
of a particular elderly or disabled citizen
whom elected officials already knew. That
personal connection helped make the
case for supporting the rental car tax.
There’s no telling where Gilbert’s
advice might take you. Give it a shot, for
the well-being of your agency and the
people you serve. 		
•
Reprinted from the April 2012 issue of
the Kansas TransReporter, a publication
of the Kansas Rural Transit Assistance
Program (RTAP) at the Kansas University
Transportation Center.
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