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DECISION-M A KER A NA LYSIS 

 

In cam paign strategy developm ent, decision-m aker analysis follow s your response to the three 

key questions: 

 

1. W hat do you w ant? 

2. W hy do you w ant it? 

3. W ho has the pow er to give it to you? 

 

In an advocacy cam paign, success m eans m oving decision-m akers to give you w hat you w ant. 

Thus understanding decision-m akers is critical to achieving success. D ecision-m aker analysis 

inform s your answ er to the next question: 

 

4. H ow  can you get them  to give you w hat you w ant – or at least not stop you from  getting 

it?  

 

In short, decision-m aker analysis exam ines w hat a decision-m aker is able and likely to do and 

how  you can shape both those actions and their im pact on your success. Thorough decision-

m aker analysis allow s you to devise non-lobbying tactics like 

 

1. C om m unicating to key base constituencies of decision-m akers; 

2. A voiding – or targeting – decision-m akers’ personal “hot buttons;” or 

3. Neutralizing opponents by revealing their inconsistency or unethical or incom petent 

actions. 

 

KNOW  TH E RU LES 

 

To target and prioritize decision-m akers, you m ust know  w hat they can and cannot do to give 

you w hat you w ant. In other w ords, you m ust know  the rules dictating how  change gets m ade in 

the system  w here you’re trying to m ake it – in a state legislature, for exam ple, how  a bill becom es 

a law  and w hat role each decision-m aker plays in that process. 

 

Questions to answer for a single decision-m aker or decision-m aking body include: 

 

1. W hat are the all steps that your desired change m ust pass through, such as com m ittees; 

review s of legal, environm ental or budgetary im pacts; checks that it m eets equity 

requirem ents for subcontracting or access to services? 

2. W hat policies allow  you to take the steps that advance your cause and avoid steps that 

could hold you back? 

3. W ho has pow er at each of these steps? 
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4. W hat do they have pow er to do, such as stop your desired change, delay it indefinitely, 

gut it, or expedite it? 

5. W hat is the exact m echanism  by w hich they could affect your desired change and w ho 

w ould need to help them  do it – for exam ple, do they need a m ajority or superm ajority 

vote, or do they need a com m ittee chair to call on them  to m ake a m otion?  Study the 

protocol for applicable m eetings, such as how  agendas are w ritten and put in order, w hat 

role you m ay have in the m eeting through such m eans as public com m ent, and how  

decisions are m ade – w hether by Robert’s Rules or som e other system . 

6. If decision-m akers take your goal off-track, w hat recourse do you have?  In addition to 

litigation, often jurisdictions w ill have a m echanism  by w hich proposals that have been 

killed in a com m ittee can be brought to a vote by the full decision-m aking body. 

7. W ho w ill im plem ent, allocate funding to, m onitor and enforce your desired change if it 

becom es public policy, as w ell as defend it from  efforts to w eaken or reverse it? 

 

If the change that you seek is electoral: 

 

1. Research the steps needed to get your proposal in front of voters, such as w ho oversees 

the process of qualifying ballot propositions, w ho determ ines w hat ballot language is and 

not, and w ho issues ballots and adm inisters the voting process. 

2. Identify the m argin of victory required – such as a sim ple m ajority, 55%  m ajority or 2/3 

m ajority. 

3. Study w ho has pow er over your ability to w in a m ajority of votes, such as w ho enforces 

cam paign finance law s, voter rights and anti-voter fraud law s. 

4. Obtain counsel to anticipate possible legal challenges if your proposal passes and w here 

these w ould be adjudicated. 

 

These steps w ill allow  you identify im portant decision-m akers in addition to the m ost obvious 

ones, the voters. 

 

If the change that you seek is not in public policy but in the procedures and practices of a 

system  or set of organizations, you are likely to have m any diffuse decision-m akers. 

 

1. M ake sure that you have answ ered the question “W hat do you w ant?” as specifically and 

tangibly as possible.  W hat are the procedures and practices that you w ant to change? 

2. W ho sets these procedures?  W ho engages in these practices?  M ust they be changed a few  

authorities, a collective decision, or one individual at a tim e? 

3. W ho holds those setting procedures and engaging in practices accountable? 

4. W hat are the policies and funding outside of their organization(s) that dictate w hat 

procedures and practices are possible and necessary, and w ho has pow er over these 

policies and funding? 
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RESEA RCH  INDIV IDU A L DECISION-M A KERS 

 

These questions are not exhaustive but give a sense of the range of im portant topics. 

 

Sources of and threats to their power 

 

1. To w hom  are they form ally accountable? H ow  are they held accountable?  (E.g. elected by 

voters in a district, hired and fired by a board of directors, etc.) 

2. W ho helped them  to achieve their current position?  (E.g. for an elected official, research their 

donors, endorsers, exactly w hich dem ographics supported them  and w ho appointed them  to 

their com m ittee assignm ents and allocated funding for their office and staff) 

3. W hat are their goals, including career am bitions?  (E.g. for an elected official, research 

priority legislation they are co-sponsoring or trying to stop, w hy, and w ho has the pow er to 

m ake or break it.  Research w hat offices they m ay pursue next as w ell as aspirations for their 

w ork or business dealings outside of their elected office.) 

4. W hich m edia cover them  and/or their com m unity and/or are read by their key backers?  

W hat are their relationships like w ith these m edia? 

 

N ature and am ount of power 

 

1. H ow  m uch pow er have they dem onstrated – i.e. success in m oving policy?  

2. H ow  m uch m oney can they put tow ards this action?  

3. H ow  m any people can they m obilize tow ards this action?  

4. W hat technical know ledge of policy and/or capacity to research it do they have?  

5. W hat com m unications capacity do they have?  

6. H ow  m any staff m em bers do they have?  

7. W hat other organizational infrastructure do they have – e.g. office, m eeting space, office 

equipm ent, entity into w hich they can fundraise?  

 

R ecord 

 

1. W hat w ere the prom ises they m ade in com ing to leadership? 

2. W hat m istakes or legal or ethical breaches have they com m itted? 

3. W hat losses have they suffered? 

4. W hat honors or aw ards have they received? 

 

R elationships 

 

1. W hom  do they look up to? 

2. W ho are their core personal relationships? 

a. Fam ily  
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b. C lubs, organizations and hobbies 

3. H ow  do other decision-m akers influence them  and vice versa? 

4. W hat kinds of m essengers do they tend to listen to, and w hom  do they ignore or react 

against?  A ny patterns in this (i.e. race, gender, age, sector, etc.)? 

 

Personality 

 

1. D o they do w hat they say? 

2. W hat are their “hot buttons?” 

3. W hat m akes them  feel bold in advocating a position?  Look at w hat types of argum ents do 

they tend to m ake to support their points/positions. 

4. W hat m otivates them  or gives them  personal satisfaction?  D oes ego m atter? 

5. H ow  risk tolerant are they?  A re they averse to conflict? 

6. H ow  do they react to feedback and being challenged? W hat do they get defensive about? 

 

Values 

 

1. W here do they go for reflection, inspiration and values-based com m unity (e.g. a com m unity 

of faith, a book group, spending tim e outdoors)? 

2. W hat form ative experiences have shaped their w orldview  and values? 

3. W here do they m ake their charitable donations or volunteer? 

 

R elationship m ap 

 

M apping the target’s relationships can help you understand both how  to influence their actions 

and w ho else m ay do so.  D raw  a circle in the center of a sheet of paper w ith your target’s nam e.  

(A  lot of free softw are, such as m ind m apping program s, also allow s you to do this kind of 

diagram  electronically.)  Start by considering their m ost im portant relationships and sources of 

pow er – both personal/fam ily and public.  Note each of these in a bubble near your target and 

draw  a line connecting each to the target.  These form  the target’s “first ring” of relationships.  To 

identify their m ost im portant sources of pow er, take into account the research questions above, 

focusing on  

 

1. A uthority – w ho can hire or fire them ? 

2. M oney – how  do they earn it and/or w ho donates to them ? 

3. M obilization – w ho voted for them ?  W ho turned out voters/volunteers? 

4. Research/policy – w here do they get their inform ation? 

5. W ho is key to their ability to get their m essage out? 

6. W ho is on their staff? 

7. W ho can increase, decrease or take aw ay their organizational infrastructure? 

8. Other pow er sources? 
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Next, m ap the second ring – the key relationships/pow er sources for those in your target’s first 

ring.  Then m ap the key relationships and backers of the second ring and so forth.  Be sure also to 

note opponents in a different color.  Opponents that you have in com m on w ith your target’s 

netw ork m ay be valuable to your strategy, as m ay natural allies of yours w ho are opponents of 

your target and/or those in their netw ork. 

 

RESEA RCH  DECISION-M A K ING  CONSTITU ENCIES 

 

If your decision-m akers num ber by the thousands – like the voting public or em ployees of a 

system  that you aim  to change – you w ill need to research not only individual decision-m akers 

but decision-m aking constituencies.  K ey questions include: 

 

Their stake and ability to act 

 

1. H ow  are their direct and im m ediate self-interests affected by your proposal? 

2. A m ong the constituency, w ho is likely to take action – such as frequent voters or those 

engaged in w orkplace leadership? 

3. W hat barriers to action m ight the constituency face?  Exam ples are real or perceived 

disenfranchisem ent of form er prisoners or perverse incentives affecting the practices of 

social service providers. 

 

W hat action they are likely to favor 

 

1. W hat does opinion research tell you about this constituency and how  it view s your issue? 

C an you conduct your ow n polls, surveys, focus groups or interview s? 

2. H ow  have they voted in the past?  H ow  have they supported or resisted past system  

change? 

3. H ow  w ill they perceive the effects of your proposed change on other constituencies?  For 

exam ple, if they perceive the proposal as pro-im m igrant, w ill that incline them  for or 

against it? 

 

H ow you can influence their action 

 

1. Opinion research should also study w ays to gain decision-m akers’ support. 

2. H ow  are they organized into subgroups, such as by geography, dem ographics, political 

party affiliation, or profession? 

3. W hat are the dem ographics of the constituency? 

4. W hat organizations m ove them  to action?  Exam ine the role of such organizations as 

congregations and civic groups for voters and labor unions or professional associations 

for em ployees.  Research individual decision-m akers w ho lead these organizations. 
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5. W hat individuals m ove them  to action?  These m ay be form al or inform al leaders, or 

those w ho tend to m ake others run the other w ay.  Interview s w ith constituents can point 

you to people w ho play roles like trendsetters and channels for inform ation and 

relationships.  Research these individual decision-m akers. 

6. H ow  does inform ation spread through this constituency? 

 

INFORM A TION SOU RCES FOR RESEA RCH ING  INDIV IDU A L DECISION-M A KERS 

 

For current inform ation and inform ation sources and trends in target analysis, visit 

w w w .vrresearch.com /blog. 

 

• V oter participation history 
• Property ow nership, litigation, liens, judgm ents &  other adverse filings 

• D epositions 
• G enealogical w ebsites and records, local historical societies 
• Business &  non-profit records: C orporate filings, SEC  filings, IRS 990s, perm its, licenses 

• D onations to charitable organizations (IRS 990s and organizational w ebsites, new sletters, and 
other publicity) 

• Professional licensing &  oversight agencies: Legal, m edical, insurance, environm ental, 

education, building/planning perm itting and code enforcem ent, health and safety, OH SA , 

labor and w ages, etc. 

• M ilitary service personnel records 

• Lobbyist disclosure filings 
• C am paign contributions 

• Econom ic interest statem ents 

• New s clips: New spaper, m agazine, new sletters, professional and academ ic journals, other 

periodicals and Internet-based articles 

• Find online content created by target 
o Social netw orking sites (Facebook, Tw itter, etc.) 

o Blogs and personal w eb sites 

o V erify claim s and identify vulnerabilities 

• C anvass records related to elected office 
o Financial disclosure statem ents 

o C am paign finance records 

o V oting history &  bill sponsorship 

o V oting w ith/against party 

o A ttendance/absences &  com m ittee m em bership 

o M inutes &  agendas 

o Office budgets &  expenditures 

o Privately financed travel and reim bursem ents 
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PU T IT A LL TOG ETH ER 

 

The follow ing table provides a fram ew ork for using research as a basis for a brainstorm  of tactics 

and next steps.  The m ost effective tactics usually stem  from  using m ultiple facts. 

 

Fact Follow-U p Questions Source Im plication/A ction A nticipated R eaction 

E.g.: 

D ecision-

m aker is 

C atholic 

W hich church does 

she attend? 

Fr. Jon 

ask Fr. 

M ateo 

A sk the Bishop to 

w rite a letter to her 

If w e asked her priest 

to speak to her, she 

w ould com plain to the 

D iocese – start w ith 

the Bishop instead 

     

     

     

     

 


