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VIRTUAL HILL DAY 
ADVOCACY TOOLKIT

Inspire. Educate. Fight in the Open.



The Advocacy Toolkit was designed to help everyday people advance Mental Health America’s (MHA’s) Before Stage 
Four (B4Stage4) philosophy: prevention for all, early intervention for those at risk, integrated services and supports for 
those who need them, with recovery as the goal - and to  bring to life the declaration of MHA’s founder, Clifford Beers: 
“I must fight in the open.” 

Advocacy is communicating with elected officials, to help them understand how better to assist the people they 
represent.  

While some people may think their participation in the legislative and political process is unnecessary or ineffective, 
truly representative democracy engages the voices of individuals to inform solutions to citizen concerns. The voices of 
a collective or group are the most important external influence on lawmaking and the administration of laws. On most 
issues, it doesn’t take many voices to get the attention of legislators - even a handful of constituents can have a big 
influence. If the voices of the people aren’t raised, then other stakeholders will control the message. 

MHA knows how important it is to educate legislators through legislative advocacy and the public through grassroots 
advocacy about our issues. That’s because so many people - including most elected officials - have direct experience 
with mental health conditions at some point in their lives, and genuinely want to do something positive to make it 
easier for people to live and thrive.   

MHA thanks you for educating, building relationships with, and emboldening your elected officials to act. They will 
trust our message not because we deliver it from Washington, DC but because you deliver it personally back home. 

In 1949, MHA founded May is Mental Health Month to raise awareness about issues faced by millions of people at risk 
of or who have developed a mental health condition and to draw attention to recovery-oriented solutions.  

As families and individuals adjust to a new normal today during COVID-19, they are presented with a unique 
opportunity to influence legislators remotely – via telephone call, email, and social media post – while practicing 
physical distancing. On Monday, May 11, 2020, in lieu of in-person office visits with lawmakers, advocates are taking 
actions virtually. While Congress considers additional emergency relief to supplement the economic and health losses 
from the public health emergency, they appreciate input from the community. Make your voice heard to by raising 
the profile of the alarming trends across America that MHA is seeing in its online screening program:  

Recently, MHA’s online screening data has shown: 

1. An approximately 67 percent increase in the number of people who took an Anxiety or Depression screen in
April 2020 than in January 2020;

2. An increase in people 24 years or younger taking any screen at all, up to 74 percent;
3. An increase in the severity of Anxiety screen, with 11-17 years old as the most likely age group to screen for

moderate to severe anxiety;
4. An increase of screeners citing “isolation and loneliness” as factors contributing to mental health problems

right now; and
5. Continuing lack of progress in getting people treatment, with 56 percent of people who screen positive

having never received treatment.

http://www.mhascreening.org/


The COVID-19 pandemic is overwhelming our communities and our nation’s health care system, including for mental 
health and addiction. Congress must take immediate action to prevent the behavioral health system from collapsing 
and to mitigate a greater public health and economic crisis from untreated mental illness and addiction. 

MHA is asking everyone to take collective action for mental health on Monday, May 11, 2020. 

 Virtual Hill Day Actions  

Prepare: Register for Hill Day Kickoff and 
invite your loved ones too 

Register: 
https://www.mhanational.org/events/virtual-hill-day-
kickoff 

Sign up for MHA’s Advocacy Network for 
email updates and action alerts 

Sign up for Advocacy Network: 
https://www.mhanational.org/issues/advocacy-
network 

Find your U.S. Senators and 
Representative 

Find your legislators: www.usa.gov/elected-officials 

Request a virtual meeting with your U.S. 
Senators and Representative 

Visit the official website to submit a scheduling 
request. Instructions inside the toolkit. 

Call your congressional offices to share 
your story 

Visit the official website of your Senators and 
Representative. Instructions inside toolkit. 

Take MHA’s Hill Day action alert and 
remember to personalize your email 

Share your lived experience: 
https://www.mhanational.org/issues/action-alerts 

Send a message or post to your legislator 
on Twitter and Facebook 

Go on record with your legislators online using MHA’s 
social media graphics included within and hashtag 
#MHAhillday2020. 

Here’s a secret - the very first thing you should do before you meet with your elected official is to discover 
what your personal connection is to them. Have they or someone in their family lived with a mental health 
condition? Do they attend your church? Have you seen them at your favorite restaurant or in the market? Do they 
have a pet like yours? Is there a hobby that you share? Do you root for the same sports team? Did you attend the same 
school, or work with a sibling, cousin, uncle, or aunt? Have you seen a cute picture of their family on social media? 
These are great conversation starters. 

These days, we are all connected, and the best advocates begin - before they even start to talk about their issue - by 
connecting on a personal level with the person with whom they are about to speak with. Then you can begin 
employing your advocacy craft to maximum effectiveness.  

It isn’t hard to find a human connection to your elected officials because they - like most of us - are all over social 
media, and their bios are all online.  

https://www.mhanational.org/events/virtual-hill-day-kickoff
https://www.mhanational.org/events/virtual-hill-day-kickoff
https://www.mhanational.org/issues/advocacy-network
https://www.mhanational.org/issues/advocacy-network
http://www.usa.gov/elected-officials
https://www.mhanational.org/issues/action-alerts


All craft takes practice, so start where you are and work to be the best advocate you can be! Just remember, be human 
yourself. You can strive for these three characteristics:  

Take an action despite fear or doubt. If you’re nervous, say so, but 
tell them you’re talking to them even though you are nervous 
because this is important to you. Like MHA’s founder Clifford Beers, 
we must fight in the open!  

Let them know that you understand that they might not be able to 
act on your request right away, and that you will be patient with 
them. But don’t hesitate to follow up your “asks” until you receive 
an answer. Hold your officials accountable!  

Energy is contagious. So is acting defeated. Make hope a part of 
your passion, even if you aren’t feeling hopeful. Inspire others to 
join in through your novel story-sharing! 

To get results, the best advocates practice these skills: 

- Telling their personal story concisely.
- Making a specific ask of their official. “Will you co-sponsor this bill?” “Will you vote this way?”
- Following up with a thank you and references to your initial contact as a relationship building tactic.

Are you ready to make all the difference? Read on! 

Policymakers may know the high-level framework of the current mental health system - but need an anecdote or story 
to understand how COVID-19 is affecting people and organizations on the ground. That’s where you come in. Tell 
your story. By sharing your personal experience on Virtual Hill Day, you’ll be providing invaluable information to 
inform decision-making, and do not be surprised if the legislator or staff member shares their own story with you! 
Here are a few tips for your storytelling: 

1. Take time to think about one or two experiences in your life that gets to the heart of the matter.
2. Craft a brief story about your or your loved one’s personal experience.
3. Keep your story concise: between 30 seconds to three minutes, or in writing that would be 1-2 paragraphs.
4. Suggest one or two specific changes in an “ask” at the end of the story.

An ask is a requested action that may be taken by an elected official to change or reinforce existing law. The 
action must be concrete, measurable and related to legislation, funding, or executive action.  



***MHA’s 2020 Hill Day “Asks” 

• Will you ensure specific funding resources are targeted for behavioral health in the next COVID-19 emergency
relief bill?

• Will you commit to full coverage of telehealth services for mental health and substance use services at parity
in coverage and payment during and after the crisis?

• Will you support suicide prevention by designating a 988 number and providing resources for the Lifeline and
other services?

Thank you for participating in MHA 2020 Virtual Hill Day. Your participation is important, and your views are valued by 
your elected representatives. MHA’s 2020 Policy and Advocacy agenda advances the Before Stage Four (B4Stage4) 
philosophy. Choose which areas of interest resonate most with you and act upon those.  

FUNDING 
Background: 

Approval of bills that fund programs and agencies is an essential duty of Congress. These funding bills are called 
appropriations and usually provide funds for one fiscal year. Each fiscal year expires during the last calendar day of 
September. In response to the health and economic fallout from the spread of COVID-19, Congress has passed three 
major funding bills and one interim bill outside of this regular process to meet emergency needs – giving money to 
states, hospitals, businesses and nonprofit organizations, and families and individuals to deal with the ramifications of 
the pandemic. However, Congress has not provided funding sufficient to meet mental health needs. Congress must 
be reminded that this crisis is taking a toll on everyone’s mental health, and mental health services and supports are 
no less critical than any other health services. 

Talking point: 

- The COVID-19 pandemic is overwhelming our communities and our nation’s health care
system, including for mental health and addiction. Congress must take immediate action to
prevent the behavioral health system from collapsing and to mitigate a greater public health and
economic crisis arising from untreated mental illness and addiction.

Asks: 

- Will you support increased funding for community behavioral health organizations that are losing revenue to meet
new COVID-19-related mental health needs?

- Will you support additional funding for Substance Use and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) for
emerging mental health needs of children and adults, including crisis services for frontline and essential workers,
expanding virtual peer support, screening and surveillance of prevalence, and other needs?

- Will you support additional funding for National Institutes of Mental Health (NIMH) for brain research, related to
emerging needs from COVID-19?

- Will you support additional funding for the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) for emergency
workforce development, including but not limited to immediately increasing slots and paying for training for
psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, licensed mental health professionals, and certified peer specialists?

https://mhanational.org/b4stage4-philosophy
https://mhanational.org/b4stage4-philosophy


TELEHEALTH SERVICES 
Background: 

Since the COVID-19 national public health emergency declaration was made, the Administration announced changes 
and guidance to health care including expeditiously approving changes to Medicaid plans that allow for payment of 
telehealth services and allowing Medicare plans to pay for audio-only telehealth services. Congress also acted on H.R. 
742, the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, to make key changes to services, including 
temporarily allowing coverage of telehealth services under Medicare. Some private health plans followed suit and 
kept a pledge to allow their plans to cover telehealth services more broadly, even waiving some out of pocket costs 
for COVID-19 related care. Usage of telehealth services has drastically increased for both mental health conditions and 
co-occurring disorders in March and April, yet millions of families are still unable to utilize these services. 

Talking Point: 

- Thank you for expanding coverage of telehealth services under Medicare and for giving states more flexibility in
Medicaid plans to cover telehealth services. Unfortunately, not all employer-sponsored plans, known as Employee
Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) plans, are covering and reimbursing tele-mental health equal to in-person
mental health care.

Asks: 

- Will you ensure that all types of employer-sponsored health plans and Medicaid plans cover and pay for telehealth
services at the same rate as in-person services?

- Will you commit to making all newly covered telehealth services permanently covered beyond the emergency
period, as more people will find they have unmet mental health needs after the crisis draws down and regular
activities resume?

SUICIDE PREVENTION 
Background: 

The number of people dying by suicide continues to increase in the United States. Suicide claims more than 48,000 
lives annually. Rates of suicide since 2007 have nearly tripled in youth and adults aged 10 to 24 years, making suicide 
the second leading cause of death for youth ages 10-17 years and young adults ages 18-34. COVID-19 has the 
potential to exacerbate the suicide crisis as physical distancing contributes to feelings of isolation, loneliness, 
depression, and anxiety. Many are also experiencing increased stress from health and economic concerns. Increases in 
suicide and mental health crises are not inevitable. Congress should act to expand access to the Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline and support mental health services in schools.   

Talking Points: 

- The COVID-19 crisis is causing economic and mental health concerns leading to increased anxiety and depression.
Congress should act now to support suicide prevention, including designating the easy to remember 988 number for
the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline and increasing resources to the Lifeline.

- Meet youth where they are by supporting the provision of mental health services in schools.

Ask: 

- Will you support inclusion of the National Suicide Designation Act, deeming 988 the new Lifeline number, in the next
COVID-19 relief package?



- Will you support fully funding the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at $80 million in the next COVID-19 relief
package?

- Will you support inclusion of H.R. 1109/ S. 1122 - the Mental Health Services for Students Act - in the next COVID-19
relief bill?

U.S. Congressional districts are drawn by each state and provide constituents one Representative in the House of 
Representatives per district. The more populous a state is, the more House districts it has. There are currently 435 
sitting members of the House of Representatives, with Democrats holding the majority of seats. The U.S. Senate was 
created for all states to have equal representation - two seats per state - and currently has 100 members, with 
Republicans holding the majority. The Senate is known as the upper chamber of Congress. 

USA.gov is an interagency website administered by the U.S. General Services Administration and allows the public to 
easily find their state and federal elected officials. Visit www.usa.gov/elected-officials to find your federal elected 
officials.  

Federal legislators may also be found at the following direct links to the House of Representatives and Senate 
websites: 

1. Find your U.S. House Representative by visiting the House website and entering your zip code in the top right
corner of the webpage: www.house.gov/representatives.

2. Find your U.S. Senators by visiting the Senate homepage and selecting your state from the drop-down menu:
www.senate.gov/senators.

http://www.usa.gov/elected-officials
http://www.house.gov/representatives
http://www.senate.gov/senators


The process of requesting an appointment with a Senator or Representative is usually quick and easy, however, it is 
often necessary to follow up with an office multiple times to ensure the appointment is scheduled and confirmed! In 
light of social distancing, constituent meetings are being turned into video or telephone calls. Here is a quick step-by-
step guide to schedule a virtual meeting. 

1. Look up your legislators using the steps mentioned above.
2. Visit the legislator’s official website to obtain the Washington, DC Office phone number.
3. Call to inquire the best way to submit a scheduling request “as a constituent.”
4. Using the template email below, submit a scheduling request in writing via email (some offices require

completion of an online form instead of email).
5. Follow up with the scheduler in writing and via telephone until you receive a response from the office to

confirm receipt of the request. The scheduler should initiate contact within a week of the request, even if he or
she is unable to confirm a time.

6. Mark your calendar for the requested dates so you do not accidentally book another meeting!
7. Remember that a little kindness goes a long way!

Although most state legislatures are out of session due to COVID-19, meetings with a state legislator may also be 
scheduled to discuss state issues. You can find contact information using your state government website and often, 
you can email them directly, since they likely have limited staff. 

Template email to schedule a meeting: 

Dear [name of scheduler], 

I am a constituent of [Representative/Senator Name] and I am writing to request your assistance to schedule a 
virtual meeting with my Representative.  

May is Mental Health Month, and I’d like to share my priorities to address the way our state/country handles mental 
health issues. Will [Representative/Senator Name] have 15-20 minutes to meet with me during the week of May 11, 
2020 to discuss mental health reform? 

I look forward to your reply and greatly appreciate your assistance setting up a video or telephone call.  

Sincerely,  

Full name 
Address 
Phone 
Email 



1. Start by introducing yourself and anyone else with you.
2. Compliment the representative or staff for a vote or action you appreciated. Remember: Building a rapport

with staff is important in developing a long-term relationship.
3. Tell your story. Focus in on one topic. It is important to talk about only one issue and to stay on this topic

during the meeting. The most memorable meetings discuss one or two topics only.
4. Avoid a long philosophical debate about the issue. Always.
5. Make your “ask.”
6. At the end of the meeting, thank the staff person or the legislator for his or her time.
7. Send a thank you note or email soon after your call repeating your “ask” from the meeting.

While waiting to set up a formal meeting with your Senators or Representative, schedule 10 minutes on your own 
calendar to call into the offices and share your views with the staff answering phones. Here is a basic call script you 
might follow: 

Staff: Hello, thank you for calling the office of Senator/Representative Name. 

MHA Advocate:  Hi, my name is __________ and I am a constituent living in your [district or state]. I would like to share 
a message about the importance of improving mental health care. 

Staff:  Sure; I’d be happy to take a message for you and share it with the Representative/Senator. 

MHA Advocate:  Thank you. Again, my name is _______ and I am from [City, State]. Proceed to tell your story within 30 
seconds to two minutes. 

Make the “ask.”  End the call by thanking the staff for their time and let them know you would like a response. Send a 
follow up email briefly outlining your “asks.” 

Next, take action and send a letter to your legislators. MHA’s COVID-19 emergency funding action alert includes all 
formals asks, but also is designed to be customized so you can share your personal story, too. Sending an email to 
your legislator puts you on record and is kept in their files for future reference. The opinions of constituents are always 
consulted by the legislators most in tune to their districts.  

***Take the alert found here: https://www.mhanational.org/issues/action-alerts. 

https://www.mhanational.org/issues/action-alerts


As displayed by current executive and legislative incumbents, elected officials are becoming increasingly in tune with 
issues and the people they represent through social media. Facebook is useful when your constituent badge is turned 
on, or if you send a message through the Townhall feature. Twitter is easily trackable through its search feature and 
allows for a faster pace than Facebook - so the more times you tweet, the louder your message!  

Follow and tag MHA on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram.  
Then, use our sample graphics to post your message  
or create your own! When hundreds of people use the same hashtag, social media 
platforms pick up on the trend and highlight it. Remember to use our hashtag 
#MHAHillDay2020! 

Tips and Tricks - What do officials and their staff look for when it comes to social media? 

Facebook Town Hall 

Facebook has rolled out a very useful tool for advocacy organizations to help their constituents easily contact their 
elected officials called Facebook Town Hall (https://www.facebook.com/townhall). It allows organizations to embed 
legislator contact information within a Facebook post and is tailored to everyone depending on their location. 

https://www.facebook.com/townhall


Constituent Badges 

A constituent badge  appears next to your name when you interact on Facebook with a government official who 
represents the area where you live. You can turn the constituent badge on or off in Town Hall. 

If you've turned constituent badge on, keep in mind the 
following: 

• Interactions with your elected representatives
include posts you make that mention them,
comments on their page or profile posts and private
messages you send to them.

• When you mention your representative in a post or
comment on their page or profile, the badge is visible
to the elected representative and anyone else on
Facebook who sees your post or comment.

• The constituent badge will also appear on all past
interactions with your representative. If you later
choose not to show the badge, it'll be removed from
all interactions where it once appeared.

• If your representative changes, the constituent badge
will be removed from past interactions with your now
former representative.

This is how constituent badges look when used as part of the platform: 

Remember: staffers will not respond to individuals who 
comment on posts without a constituent badge on. 
Additionally, your constituent badge only works for YOUR 
legislators. 

Always be specific 
Staffers and legislators don’t pay attention to mentions on 
Twitter unless it is in regard to a specific bill. For example, if 
you tweet to your House Representative about mental health 
screening in schools, you should also mention a bill associated 
with mental health education in schools, such as H.R.1109, the 
Mental Health Services for Students Act. 



Sample graphics for Twitter and Instagram - #MHAHillDay2020  

Key priorities for increased access to mental health services during COVID-19: 

Funding for community behavioral health organizations on the frontline: 



Funding for emergency workforce development, specifically peer specialists: 

Funding for emergency workforce development: 



Funding to meet mental health needs across the board: 

Funding the Lifeline during COVID-19: 



Enacting the Mental Health Services for Students Act, H.R. 1109: 

As you probably know by now, each chamber of Congress is currently run by a different political party – but we are 
fighting for a bipartisan issue that affects everyone in one way or another. Both parties coming together on this issue 
is how powerful change has been made since MHA’s advocacy in the 1960s consumer movement. In the last decade, 
many creative advocacy strategies were deployed to direct ratification of milestone bills including the passage and 
enactment of: 

- The Wellstone Domenici Mental Health Parity and Addiction Equity Act of 2008, which established parity, the
equal treatment of mental health conditions and physical health conditions, for large employers.

- The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, which codified and expanded mental health parity to private
and small group insurance, expanded public insurance to low income people without children, and required
free preventive services like mental health screenings.

- The 21st Century Cures Act, which reformed the federal government infrastructure to better address mental
health and substance use needs, created new funding streams for treatment of youth and adults, and
recognized the importance of peer support in recovery.

- The Comprehensive Addiction Recovery Act of 2016, which expanded community-based recovery services
funding for women, children, and veterans with substance use disorders.

- The SUPPORT for Patients and Communities Act, which further developed systems changes to improve
treatment of opioid use disorder and disrupt the nationwide substance use disorder crisis.



With your help this May, when Congress presumably passes a fourth COVID-19 emergency relief package, they will 
remember our key asks for mental health, and then we can add another bill to this list! 
 
Take action NOW!  
 

Follow, tag and like MHA using hashtag #MHAHillDay2020! 
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