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T o o l s  o f  t h e  t r a d e

M
ost legislators can’t remember the number of times they were 
teased with comments such as “your first session is like taking 
a drink out of a fire hose.” The remark is in jest, but highlights 
a serious challenge: How do you deal with the tremendous 

volume of contacts, constituent calls, legislation and other concerns 
that rapidly pile up? Thankfully, new smartphones and computer soft-
ware offer solutions to a modern legislator’s “fire hose” problem.

B1b
KEEP IN TOUCH, ORGANIZE YOUR TIME

	 Smartphones, like the well-known BlackBerry®, combine the capabil-
ities of cell phones with hand-held computing horsepower. They allow 
you to make phone calls (backed up by voicemail), trade text messages 
or email, and surf the Web. You can use these connections to screen 
incoming contacts and focus on calls or messages that need immediate 
attention. Other contacts can be saved for later. Most of these devices 
have address books, calendars, “to do” lists, and other useful software. 
This combination lets you mesh your digital correspondence with time 
and work management. Some of these tools may come with the smart-
phone, and others are available as third party software.

B2b
STAY ON TOP OF CONSTITUENT CALLS

	 Contact management, consumer affairs, customer service and help 
desk software packages are available and can be adapted to a legisla-
tor’s needs. There are even some simple ones that run on a smartphone. 
Few packages are on the market specific to our needs, so you need to 
be careful when choosing software. If you know a programmer, you 
may consider going the route of “home-grown” software. Software 
selection also depends on how much you want to record. We all handle 
many calls by citing well-known facts or by referring them to local, 
state or federal officials and agencies. If you want to record “one shot” 
calls, your software choices must offer quick and easy data entry. 
	 Be certain that what you choose collects and stores certain essential 
information. 
u	Constituent contact information (name, address, phone, email, etc.).
u	A description of the problem.
u	Some means of recording progress toward resolution.
u	An overall status indicator that allows you to “close” a call.
Some “extras” from a home-grown package to consider are:
u	Case attention lists ranking calls by length of time open, and by a 
priority you assign. 
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u	Case lookup based on a variety of criteria. 

u	Ability to store more than one contact person per case (allows 
you to record others involved with the case, whether they are con-
stituents or people helping you to resolve the case).
u	Storage of correspondence involved in the case, either as text or 
electronic image.
u	A place to record whether real, physical paperwork accompa-
nies the software-based case record.
	 You may not find all the features that you want in a single pack-
age, but remember the bottom line: The software must ensure you 
never forget an incomplete constituent call.

B3b
TRACK LEGISLATION

	 Tracking legislation involves two activities. The first is your 
own work reviewing bills and resolutions. This also includes 
how you plan to vote, and later, how you did vote. The second 
is recording opinions received from constituents about particular 
bills. Many legislators like to interact with people who have con-
tacted them about hot topics.
	 An easy place to record this information is on a spreadsheet. 

	 Use the first three columns to record the bill/resolution number, 
your planned vote, and your final vote. Then use the next three 
columns to enter your constituent’s opinion, name, email or mail-
ing address. You could also add a seventh column to check off 
follow-ups.
	 Finding specific software for this purpose may be difficult, but 
a web search is worth a try. Obviously, you want anything you 
select to have the features described in the spreadsheet example 
above. To help evaluate products, some additional features are 
worth considering:

SOFTWARE FEATURES

There’s no single software package or dominant vendor used in state leg-
islatures for constituent relations. Countless companies offer software 

identified as “contact management, correspondence tracking, or customer 
relationship management (CRM)” systems. Some of these software pack-
ages are very expensive, complex and loaded with features legislators may 
not need. 
	 Instead, legislators and legislative staff in many states use familiar desk-
top applications, such as spreadsheets and email programs, adapted for 
tracking constituent correspondence. In other states, in-house legislative 
technology staff have developed customized constituent management sys-
tems for legislators. Some of the features in these systems include: 
u	Anywhere, anytime accessibility via the Internet.
u	Integration with email systems and other desktop applications.
u	Email notification of new constituent requests. 
u	Merge mailings or mass emails personalized for constituents and from 
individual legislators.
u	Logs identifying senders and recipients of mailings and their contents.
u	Tracking of constituent positions on specific bills. 
u	Databases populated with regularly updated voter records.
u	Topic categorizations (e.g., SSN problem, constituents who are veter-
ans).
u	Duplicate record checking/comparison.
u	Search functions. 
	 There are a few states that have nonpartisan constituent services offices 
to help legislators specifically with constituent relations. Kentucky's Office 
of Constituent Services provides nonpartisan constituent services and uses 
a custom application developed by the Legislative Research Commission's 
Office of Computing and Information Technology. Kentucky's newly 
updated system assigns a number and date to requests as they are received. 
Staff enter the name and contact information of the constituent and make 
notes about the subject of the request and each action taken. Staff can 
search on a wide range of criteria, including name, date, subject of request, 
topic assigned, staff assigned and actions. The system also allows match-
ing of constituent requests. For example, if a person contacts both her rep-
resentative and her senator, her record can be flagged to note that, although 
each legislator can determine whether he wants that information shared or 
not. Staff of Constituent Services respond to constituents on behalf of leg-
islators, and written responses to citizens go out on a member’s letterhead, 
and are tied to the constituent's record in the system.
	 In Arkansas, both the House and Senate have constituent services offices 
and in-house developed CRM systems. One of the first projects former 
Speaker Bill Stovall took on after becoming director of House Constituent 
Services in 2007 was to ask information technology staff in the Bureau of 
Legislative Research to help him develop a new constituent services sys-
tem for the House. Stovall wanted reporting features so that he could iden-
tify the status of work being done for constituents who had contacted their 
legislator with a question or problem. Staff can pull up a list of all open 
cases that need to be resolved. A time-and-date stamp is marked on every 
action taken, so that questions or problems referred to a state agency or 
steps taken to resolve a problem can be reported. The system also provides 
for automatic notification with the click of a mouse so that legislators are 
made aware of progress on the case.
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u	A “big picture” summary window or report. 
u	The ability to store notes to yourself about particular bills.
u	The ability to store correspondence from constituents as text or electronic image.
u	A “cleanup” utility, to make purging data easy after the session is over.
	 If you want to track only “hot issue” legislation, the spreadsheet will certainly serve 
well.

B4b
TRACK YOUR WORKLOAD

	 Sometimes constituents want “evidence” that you are earning your keep. Or you may 
simply want an idea of where your time goes. The humble spreadsheet again provides 
an elegant tool for tracking the many contacts and other work you handle each day. Set 

one up with columns for each type of contact that you wish to record. The “sum” feature 
in any spreadsheet program will keep totals up to date. It is also informative to break 
down totals in and out of district and perhaps in other ways that interest you. 
	 Each day of the session, add a new row. The grand totals at the end are often quite 
surprising.

BETTER HELP IS ON THE WAY

	 By using these tools, even legislators with little or no support staff can stay on top of 
great volumes of details. Still, always be on the lookout for new tools. Innovation in the 
information technology industry is galloping along, so you can count on better ways of 
managing the “fire hose” in the future.

Software Locator and Download Sites
2020software.com
www.2020software.com/
compare-software/category/5/
CRM-Software

Best Software for Download
www.bestsoftware4download.
com

download.com
www.download.com

FileBuzz
www.filebuzz.com

Shareware.com
www.shareware.com

SoftSearch, Inc.
www.softsearch.com

Tucows
www.tucows.com

ZD Net
downloads.zdnet.com

CHECK OUT the author’s brief guide of helpful hints on how to track daily contacts on a 
spreadsheet and how to download a fully functional case tracking program at the www.ncsl.
org/magazine.
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