2005 KIDS COUNT Brown Bag Series
Thursday, December 1, 2005
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Background

Capwiz-XC is an online advocacy product offered by Capitol Advantage, a company first known as a publisher of Congressional directories (Congress At Your Fingertips). After putting its Congressional guide on the Web in 1996, the company quickly moved into online advocacy. Capitol Advantage reports that it provides grassroots advocacy products and services to more than 1,500 organizations, and that its system delivered more than 18 million messages to government officials last year.

The Children's Alliance became aware of Capwiz in 2003, when it was the subject of a query on an advocacy listserv. As an independent children's advocacy organization and as the coordinating member of the New Hampshire Child Advocacy Network, the Children's Alliance e-mails dozens of "action alerts" each year to more than 1,300 individuals and organizations around the state. We wanted to make it easier for advocates to connect with state and federal officials. We wanted to know who acted as a result of our alerts. We also wanted to be able to identify and reach out to those people who were not on our mailing lists, but who joined our action after being forwarded our e-mail messages.

Although Capwiz also offers a mail manager program, we had just installed FileMaker Pro and so were primarily interested in Capwiz's advocacy application. There were few others of its kind on the market; of the ones we saw, Capwiz was the most advanced in terms of its usability.

When we subscribed to Capwiz, the company offered Federal, Federal/State, and State packages. Because we do not conduct advocacy campaigns in other states, we subscribed to the State package for a sign-on fee of $2,000 and an annual fee of $2,500, from which we received a 20 percent discount for subscribing for two years.

Benefits and challenges 

Previous to subscribing to Capwiz, Children's Alliance sent plain text e-mail Alerts loaded with information. Because we envision each Alert as a sort-of "Advocacy In A Box," our Alerts included the "what" and "when" of the action needed, background information, and talking points. When the target of the alert was an individual or a small group (like a five-person state Senate committee), contact information of individuals was also included in the message body.

But when the target was a 22-person state House committee, listing all of the contact information was unwieldy. When we wanted advocates to contact officials representing their voting districts, we had to include a link to a "Who's Your Representative" page on the state Web site. When we wanted advocates to write letters to their local newspapers, they were on their own.

We also suspected (confirmed occasionally by messages that were copied to us) that advocates who did respond to our Alerts often just copied and pasted our talking points onto another e-mail and sent it off. And some members of Congress were beginning to prefer the use of forms on their Web sites for incoming messages; we wondered if e-mail messages via other channels were being disregarded.

Subscribing to Capwiz solved many of these problems. We embedded Capwiz as an "iframe" on our site, with viewers having a non-framed (printable) option with just one click. Within that frame, simply by typing in their zip code or street address, users could connect with their public officials without even knowing their names or e-mail addresses. Users didn't have to leave our Web site, or even leave the frame, to get full contact information for their federal and state elected officials, state agency officials, and New Hampshire news media. 

Creating Capwiz alerts (information we put there for users) and messages (information to be sent to targets) through its administrative site is easy and flexible. When we have the text for an alert or message, entering it in the system takes 5 minutes or less. We control much of the layout, font, colors, graphics and content of our Capwiz site. 

When creating an Alert, for example, an editor clicks through pages with menu-style prompts allowing him or her to select one of five types of alert/message to be posted; the target(s); whether the alert and message will be posted side-by-side on the same page or clicked through; whether some or all of the message and its header will be editable by the sender. The editor can also assign preference to e-mail, printed (for fax or letter) or phone contacts or, for a fee, have the messages send via Western Union. A "Remember Me" creates a cookie on the user's computer that saves them from having to type in their personal information in subsequent visits to the site. Users can be encouraged to forward the Alert to friends.

For those who join your list through Capwiz (and for those who are already on your list, for a small fee), Capwiz stores their voting district along with their other information. That helps when trying to engage constituents.

Capwiz also integrates its forms with those of Congressional and state legislative offices so we can be confident our messages get through. Capwiz claims that 85% of Congress and a growing portion of state legislators now use Web forms instead of email to receive constituent communications? For a fee, they will also fax or hand-deliver messages.

Advocates are directed to the Alerts on our Capwiz site by e-mails to our list and by "Buttons" partners put on their Web sites. Your editor can also post alerts through the Capwiz network on AOL's Government Guide page, Yahoo, MSN, Congress.org and e.thePeople.

In less than two years, more than 1,000 messages have been sent from our site on dozens of issues ranging from the federal budget to the juvenile death penalty and 85 new users have subscribed to our e-mail list. Capwiz allows subscribers to track usage in numerous ways, including by responses to a particular alert, by targets, by users, by date and by people who sign up for our list.

Drawbacks and challenges

Capwiz' potential for one-stop advocacy is limited more by the time we have to devote to it than by what it offers. Because of lack of time we have completely neglected a section that allows subscribers to post state and national bills along with the positions we've taken on them, and to create a scorecard on our issues. The number of Alerts we post is also time-limited; we tend to post only those related to our top priority issues.

One drawback of Capwiz is that, in New Hampshire at least, state House and Senate committees are not included in its "targets" options. Targeting a state legislative committee means entering the contact information for each committee member -- a time-consuming process when your state has 22-member committees.

Summary

Capwiz enables citizens to connect quickly and easily with their elected officials. Training is readily available and technical support is both responsive and very helpful. Comments we've received from users have been very positive.

Children's Alliance is currently in the process of evaluating CapWiz's services -- and our ability to use those services -- compared to GetActive and other similar services. We plan to make a decision by year's end and would be happy to share our evaluation with our partners in the Kids Count network.

****************************************************************

Sample alert

Alert 

Headline: Help families -- raise NH's minimum wage 

Sub-headline: Senate votes on minimum wage Thursday 

Text: The New Hampshire Senate votes Thursday, May 26 on House Bill 665, which would increase the state minimum wage from $5.15 to $6.15 over the next two years. Please take two minutes to help thousands of parents support their families.

Spotlighted? Yes 

Layout Style One Step Format 

Start Date 05/24/2005 

Expiration Date 05/26/2005 

Alert Expired Text: The New Hampshire Senate vote on the minimum wage has already taken place. Please check the Children's Alliance of NH website (www.childrennh.org) regularly for advocacy opportunities.

Tell A Friend: Yes 

Message

Headline: Help families -- raise NH's minimum wage 

Subject line: (user fills in)

Editable talking points:

· New Hampshire's $5.15 minimum wage hasn't been increased since 1997.

· Even if HB 665 passes and raises New Hampshire's minimum wage to $6.15, it will still be the lowest in New England.

· Parents make up about 40% of New Hampshire's full-time workers and 53% of part-time workers who earn at or near the minimum wage, according to a recent study by UNH Professor Ross Gittell. The living standard of thousands of New Hampshire families with children is held down by the low minimum wage.

· Child poverty in NH continues to rise. Nearly 24,000 more children lived in poverty in 2003 than in 2000.

· Raising the minimum wage is rewarding work, not a handout.

· Parents who work full-time for minimum wage qualify for welfare programs and food stamps. What message does this send to children in low-income working families about the value of work?

· Working families are straining local welfare budgets. Welfare directors told the House and Senate committees that HB 665 will mean fewer families will need welfare assistance.

· The buying power of the minimum wage has dropped significantly since the last increase in 1997.

· People earning minimum wage stay at that wage longer than anyone has thought. A study by the Center for Economic and Policy Research found that one-third of prime-age (25 to 54) workers in minimum wage jobs are still earning minimum wage three years later.

User Instruction: Don't you hate getting a dozen copies of the same e-mail? Your NH Senator does too -- and is likely to start hitting the delete key after the second one. That's why we ask you to create your own subject line and to edit and/or rewrite our talking points to make them your own. Please use stories from your own community and/or your professional or life experiences to make your point. It only takes a minute and makes all of our advocacy stronger. Thank you!

Thank you text: Thank you for Raising Your Voice for Children by advocating for a higher state minimum wage. Please check the Children's Alliance of NH website (www.childrennh.org) regularly for advocacy opportunities. 

Tell your friends

Headline: Tell your friends that they can help raise New Hampshire's minimum wage. Fill out the form below.

Subject line: I'm advocating for a higher minimum wage

Text: I just sent a message asking my NH Senator to vote to raise the state's minimum wage from $5.15 to $6.15. It took only a couple minutes through the Children's Alliance of NH Website. Will you help by contacting your Senator?

Resources

AdvocacyDevelopersConvergence wiki on Online Advocacy Platforms: http://wiki.advocacydev.org/cgi-bin/wiki.pl?AdvocacyTechnologies
CapWiz: http://capitoladvantage.com/capwiz/
GetActive: http://www.getactive.com/
DemocracyinAction: http://www.democracyinaction.org/dia/www/
PoliticalOutreach: http://www.politicaloutreach.com/
ActionStudio: http://www.actionstudio.org/
e-ActionMax: http://www.thedatabank.com/pubdw/eam.html
