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From the outside looking in, the political process likely seems as inviting as a shark tank, as navigable as
a corn maze, as predictable as the Kentucky Derby. Intimidating, confusing and frustrating are often used
by citizens to describe advocacy-related interactions with government and frankly, this isn't surprising
given most citizens' level of understanding of the political process.
In his Gettysburg Address, President Abraham Lincoln famously opined our nation's form of government
- "of the people, by the people, for the people" - would long endure. Unlike the direct democracy of 5th
century Athens, Americans live in a representative democracy, electing individuals from city councilmen
to the President to make decisions for them.
Representative democracy eliminates the need for the citizenry to be involved in the minutiae of modern
governance. The downside, however, can be a culture of complacency on the part of the electorate.
Outcomes are typically directed by those choosing to engage government on issues important to them,
and so government becomes "of the people, by the people, for the people [who choose to participate]."
The citizenry is ultimately still responsible for holding government accountable, through either direct
engagement with lawmakers or the electoral process (or both), though few understand how to do so.
By following the three simple steps below, physicians can increase their influence on issues important to
them and the patients they serve.
Step 1: Join, join, join
A significant portion of success is simply showing up, but most physicians don't have the time to spend
flying back and forth to Washington or driving to Montgomery for Congressional or legislative meetings,
hearings and sessions. Laws and or regulations are constantly under consideration in either the nation's
or state's capitol directly affecting medical care. A practicing physician can't possibly make all the
scheduled meetings and still see patients, much less attend to the very necessary continual monitoring of
legislative and regulatory bodies that is required of successful modern-day advocacy operations.
But when like-minded people pool their resources good things can happen. Advocacy organizations
concerned with ensuring delivery of quality care and a positive practice and liability environment - from
individual state and national specialty societies to the Medical Association of the State of Alabama - all
deserve your support and membership.
They are all working for you and joining them gives these organizations the resources to hire qualified
personnel to represent physicians and their patients before legislative and regulatory bodies.
Step 2: Get to know a few key people
Physicians are responsible for a lot, and in today's world especially, it's easy to get in a routine and leave
the job of representing the profession to someone else. After all, isn't that what membership dues are
for? Yes and no. While membership in organizations advocating for physicians helps fund advocacy
operations, paying membership dues alone is not enough, not in the era of social media, 24-hour news
and increased engagement by those on the other side of issues from organized medicine.
Perhaps surprisingly, getting to know a few key people is not difficult, even if only by phone or email.
While those paid to represent physicians will know the members of the Legislature and Congress and try
to convince them of medicine's position, in lawmakers' minds, there is no contact more important than one
from a constituent.

Physicians should start locally, getting to know their State Representative and State Senator first,
gradually working up to establishing relationships with their member of Congress and U.S. Senators. If
they are doing their job well as an elected representative, these legislators and their staff will be glad to
hear from a constituent and get his/her perspective. At the same time, don't overlook the importance of
encouraging fellow physicians to engage their local elected officials in meaningful dialogue as well so
overall efforts will be amplified.
For more information on how to interact and communicate with lawmakers, check out the Medical
Association's ABCs of VIP (also available at http://alabamamedicine.org/abcs-of-vip/).
Step 3: Put your money where your mouth is
Medical and specialty society membership dollars cannot be legally used for elections purposes, and so
separate political action committees or PACs must be established and funds raised each year to help
elect candidates physicians can work with on important issues. Not surprisingly, numerous entities whose
objectives are at odds with medical liability reform, meaningful health system reform and with ensuring the
highest standards for medical care are eager to get their allies elected to office.
Just like their parent organizations, the PACs of specialty societies and the official political committee of
the Medical Association of the State of Alabama (ALAPAC) are all worthy of your support. When it comes
to PAC contributions, never underestimate the impact of even a small donation.
Choosing not to participate in the political process - when it's known the decisions of lawmakers directly
affect medicine - is akin to getting sued, consciously sitting out voir dire and letting the plaintiff's lawyer
pick the jury.
Summary
The future of medical care, in Alabama and the nation, rests not with elected lawmakers and appointed
bureaucrats but with the men and women actually caring for patients every day. A representative
democracy functions best when the electorate holds those elected to office accountable. Increasing
medicine's ability to successfully advocate for physicians and the patients they serve will require
increased participation in the political process. It is incumbent upon physicians to join the organizations
fighting for them, to get to know their elected officials and to contribute to PACs whose goals align with
their own.

