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The Retreat of Influence
EXPLORING THE DECLINE OF 
NONPROFIT ADVOCACY AND 
PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

2023 Partner Toolkit

The Issue

Nonprofits are a catalyst for democracy and systems change in the United States. Our organizations bring individuals together to educate leaders — particularly policymakers — about our missions, community challenges, and potential solutions. More importantly, for almost 200 years, American nonprofits have endeavored to help people use their own voices to share their stories, call for change, and hold leaders accountable.

Given the influence nonprofits can have on systems and policy, we need to understand the current extent to which nonprofits engage in activities that support systems change. Despite our sector’s legacy and examples of civic activism, a new Independent Sector study shows nonprofits’ advocacy and public engagement is declining.

Advocating for change through the public policy process defines what it means to be a nonprofit. The changes we seek for those we serve rarely come without it. It is a core knowledge – and practice – that is essential for our missions and our survival.

What Can I Do to Help?  

This toolkit is designed to make it easy to use and share the research findings from the Retreat of Influence report. This toolkit includes:
· An email template with sample language to support outreach and/or engagement with your network and community
· Template newsletter language about the report and webinar to support outreach and/or engagement with your network and community
· Social media sample posts, graphics and sample text to support digital engagement  






Sample Email 

Subject Head: New Research Reveals Troubling Decline in Nonprofit Advocacy and Influence
 
Preheader: Read New Independent Sector Report and Other Resources

An Independent Sector (IS) report released July 18, 2023, highlights the results of a nationally representative survey of nonprofit institutions that finds a significant decrease in nonprofit advocacy and lobbying over the last two decades. 

The research report, “The Retreat of Influence: Exploring the Decline of Nonprofit Advocacy and Public Engagement,” fills a 20-year gap in national data on nonprofits’ participation in public policy. It also adds new data on nonprofits’ nonpartisan civic engagement; digital engagement; and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives.

In addition to exploring the significant decrease in nonprofit advocacy, “The Retreat of Influence” examines how nonprofit advocacy and lobbying interact with other forms of nonpartisan civic engagement. 	
 
Among key findings: 
· A significantly lower proportion of nonprofits report advocating or lobbying compared to 20 years ago.
· Mission plays the largest role in determining nonprofit advocacy and lobbying. 
· Significantly fewer nonprofits know the advocacy activities they can legally do compared to 20 years ago.
· Only 13% of nonprofits conduct nonpartisan activities to help people vote, despite being more effective than other types of organizations at getting people across the political spectrum to vote.
· Nonprofits that belong to collaborative groups advocate at higher rates than those that don’t. 
· Although most nonprofits have a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) statement, only 36% engage in policy activities to create more equitable systems.


The report emphasizes nonprofits’ essential role in promoting social change and addressing societal issues and identifies several opportunities for nonprofits to increase their impact.

To learn more, read “The Retreat of Influence: Exploring the Decline of Nonprofit Advocacy and Public Engagement” and other related resources at https://independentsector.co/AdvocacyResearch.






Sample Blurbs for Report and Webinar

Subject Head: New Independent Sector Report Finds Troubling Decline in Nonprofit Advocacy

An Independent Sector (IS) report released July 18, 2023, finds a significant decrease in nonprofit advocacy and lobbying over the last 20 years. The research report, “The Retreat of Influence: Exploring the Decline of Nonprofit Advocacy and Public Engagement,” fills a 20-year gap in national data on nonprofits’ participation in public policy. It also adds new data on nonprofits’ nonpartisan civic engagement; digital engagement; and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives. 

Read the report and other related resources to learn more about the findings, and the opportunities they present for nonprofits to create more equitable systems on behalf of their missions and the communities they serve.


Subject Head: Webinar Tackles Troubling Decline in Nonprofit Advocacy and Influence
 
A new Independent Sector (IS) report reveals a significant drop in nonprofit advocacy and engagement. What are the reasons for this retreat from advocacy, and how can we reverse the decline? 

Register today for an important webinar, Wednesday, July 26 at 1:00 p.m. ET that will examine the results of Independent Sector’s new report, “The Retreat of Influence: Exploring the Decline of Nonprofit Advocacy and Public Engagement.” The report’s authors, IS President and CEO Dr. Akilah Watkins, Bauman Foundation Executive Director Emeritus Gary Bass, and other sector leaders will unpack the report’s unsettling findings. They’ll also consider opportunities for nonprofits to use our advocacy voice to create more equitable systems on behalf of our missions and communities we serve.

Social Media Graphics & Sample Messaging
Use the following messages and graphics to engage in digital advocacy across your organizational platforms:

Hashtags:
· #Advocacy 
· #Nonprofit
· #PublicPolicy 
· #SystemsChange
· #RiseorRetreat

Handles
Facebook: @IndependentSector 
Twitter: @IndSector 
Instagram: @IndependentSector

Key Findings Graphics: 
[image: A group of people in different colors

Description automatically generated] 
[image: A blue and green circle with arrows

Description automatically generated][image: A white background with text and a picture of people

Description automatically generated]
[image: A group of people in different colors

Description automatically generated][image: A blue and green circle with arrows

Description automatically generated][image: A cartoon of a person holding a sign

Description automatically generated]
[image: ]

[image: ]
[image: ][image: A poster of a campaign

Description automatically generated with medium confidence][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]













Sample Posts: 

General Promotional Posts: 

Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn
· Have you heard? Independent Sector released the results of a #research survey that finds a significant decrease in #nonprofit engagement in #advocacy and #lobbying over the last 20 years. The “The Retreat of Influence: Exploring the Decline of Nonprofit Advocacy and Public Engagement” report fills a 20-year gap in national data on nonprofits’ participation in public policy. Read the full report https://independentsector.co/AdvocacyResearch #IndSector #RiseorRetreat

· #ICYMI Independent Sector released the “The Retreat of Influence: Exploring the Decline of Nonprofit Advocacy and Public Engagement” report. This IS exclusive #research report finds that only 36% of #nonprofits engage in policy activities to create more equitable systems. Learn more about the #advocacy gap in nonprofits in the full report https://independentsector.co/AdvocacyResearch #IndSector #RiseorRetreat

· #Advocacy and public engagement are the backbone of #nonprofit work. Unfortunately, our newest #research shows a decline in nonprofit advocacy work. Read Independent Sector’s newest research report, filling a 20-year gap in national data on nonprofits’ participation in public policy https://independentsector.co/AdvocacyResearch #IndSector #RiseorRetreat


Twitter: 
·  #ICYMI @IndSector’s latest #nonprofit advocacy research report is out NOW! Learn more about the #advocacy decline by nonprofits in the full report https://independentsector.co/AdvocacyResearch #IndSector #RiseorRetreat
· #DYK there’s been a significant decrease in #advocacy by #nonprofits in the last 20 years? Learn more in the newest @IndSector research report https://independentsector.co/AdvocacyResearch #IndSector #RiseorRetreat

· #Nonprofits are essential to promoting #socialchange in our country through #policy #advocacy. Read the latest research from @IndSector on the role of advocacy w/n the nonprofit space https://independentsector.co/AdvocacyResearch #IndSector #RiseorRetreat

Quote Promotional Posts:  
Facebook/LinkedIn/Twitter
· Caption: 📣 Nonprofit Advocacy Report Endorsement 📣 *Insert quote and name* Read the full report here ➡️https://independentsector.co/AdvocacyResearch #RiseorRetreat #IndSector
[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]

Note that Twitter may have to be a thread of the quote or just eliminate the quote as copy for ease

Instagram
· Caption: 📣 Nonprofit Advocacy Report Endorsement 📣 *Insert quote and name* Read the full report using the link in our bio! #RiseorRetreat #IndSector
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Stories: No Caption needed, insert link on stories as swipe up and insert hashtag on the app.
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Approximately 70% of policy-engaged nonprofits report their mission
encourages their policy engagement. Among nonprofits that do not
engage in policy, 56% report policy engagement does not apply to
their mission.

Today, significantly fewer nonprofits know the
advocacy activities they can legally do, compared to
20 years ago.

In 2000, over half of 501(c)(3) public charities (564%) knew they
could support or oppose federal legislation. Today, only 32% of
nonprofits are aware of that fact.

Only 13% of nonprofits conduct nonpartisan activities
to help people vote.

Among nonprofits that advocate, 1in 5 provide people with
nonpartisan voter information.

Nonprofits that belong to collaborative groups
advocate at higher rates than those that are not
members.

Of nonprofits that belong to local, state, or national coalitions,
57% advocate or lobby, compared to only 12% of nonprofits that
do not belong to such coadlitions.

Although a majority of nonprofits have a diversity, equity,
and inclusion (DEI) statement, only 36% engage in policy
activities to create more equitable systems.

However, policy-engaged nonprofits' investment of time and
resources in DEI activities is much higher than for non-policy-engaged
nonprofits.

o
l‘ INDEPENDENT
W SECTOR

To learn more, visit:

independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research

PUBLIC EN

by

ol - ' UMass | i<
BLIC ENGAGEMENT SCHOOL of - M ' i SR
NONPROFIT SURVEY PUBLIC AFFAIRS " v





image11.png
INDEPENDENT
SECTOR

S

Only 31% of nonprofits report
engaging in advocacy or lobbying
over the last 5 years, which is
less than half of the percentage
that reported ever lobbying 20
years ago.

To learn more, visit:

independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image12.png
Approximately 70%

of policy-engaged
nonprofits report their
mission encourages their
policy engagement.

7t INDEPENDENT 1O learn more, visit:

5" SECTOR independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image13.png
INDEPENDENT
SECTOR

Approximately 70%

of policy-engaged nonprofits
report their mission encourages
their policy engagement.

To learn more, visit:

independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image14.png
In 2000, over half of 501(c)(3)
public charities (54%) knew
they could support or oppose
federal legislation.

Today, only 32% of nonprofits
are aware of that fact.

4 INDEPENDENT To learn more, visit:

5" SECTOR independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image15.png
INDEPENDENT
SECTOR

In 2000, over half of 501(c)(3)
public charities (54%) knew they
could support or oppose federal
legislation. Today, only 32% of
nonprofits are aware of that fact.

To learn more, visit:

independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image16.png
Only 13%_of nonprofits
conduct nonpartisan
activities to help
people vote.

7t INDEPENDENT 1O learn more, visit:

5" SECTOR independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image17.png
Of nonprofits that belong to
local, state, or national
codlitions, 57% advocate or
lobby, compared to only 12%
of nonprofits that do not
belong to such coalitions.

74 INDEPENDENT 1O learn more, visit:

5" SECTOR independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image18.png
INDEPENDENT
SECTOR

Of nonprofits that belong to
local, state, or national
codlitions, 57% advocate or
lobby, compared to only 12% of
nonprofits that do not belong to
such codlitions.

To learn more, visit:

independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image19.png
Although a majority of
nonprofits have a diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEI)
statement, only 36% engage
in policy activities to create
more equitable systems.

74 INDEPENDENT 1O learn more, visit:

5" SECTOR independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image20.png
INDEPENDENT
SECTOR

o

Although a majority of nonprofits
have a diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) statement, only. 36%
engage in policy activities to
create more equitable systems.

To learn more, visit:

independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image21.png
2027

PUBLIC ENCACEMENT
NONPROFIT SURVEY

-

l.\ [





image22.png
INDEPENDENT
SECTOR

Only 13%._of nonprofits
conduct nonpartisan
activities to help
people vote.

To learn more, visit:

independentsector.org/policy/advocacy-research




image23.jpg
Nonprofit Advocacy:
#RiseorRetreat

518

Public policy affects every nonprofit
in the country every day. With
millions of staff, volunteers, donors
and board members, and a hands
on direct understanding of
community needs, the sector can
leverage its expertise and impact
to change lives and shape the
future of our country. At the same
time, policy and laws can do harm
to the people we serve if we don't
speak up, show up and stand up
for our mission.

Sonya Campion, President,

Campion Advocacy Fund,
Seattle, WA
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Advocacy is important to the
mission of nonprofits.
Advocacy can bring new
resources to a nonprofit.
Advocacy can change policies
that improve outcomes for
nonprofit constituencies. And
advocacy can empower and
build your organizational
leadership.

Phillip Kennedy-Wong, Director

of Public Policy Nonprofit
Association of Oregon
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Advocating for change
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process defines what it
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The changes we seek for
those we serve rarely come
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missions and our survival.
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Advocacy and public
engagement are the heart of
the work of nonprofits.
Unfortunately, the report
shows fewer nonprofits, today,
leverage their influence to
drive systemic change,
educate community leaders,
and give voice to their
missions and those they serve
compared to 20 years ago.
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Advocacy represents the
lifeblood of our democracy.
Strengthening advocacy from
across the nonprofit sector is
vital for the ongoing

health and security of our
nation, particularly in the
context of ensuring that our
nation lives up to its deepest
ideals and everyone is able to
thrive.

Rev. Adam Russell Taylor,
President, Sojourners
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It's no longer a question of whether
nonprofits should engage in public
policy advocacy, but rather how we
can afford not to. As the saying goes,
‘If you're not at the table, you're
probably on the menu,” and this
especially applies to laws, regulations,
and policies that affect nonprofits and
the communities they serve. It's in our
nature to get involved and make a
positive impact, and it's crucial that
policymakers recognize the vital role
nonprofits play in promoting healthy
communities.

Nellie Tsai, Social Innovation Officer
Michigan Nonprofit Association
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As the experts in playspace equity
we [KABOOM!] need to help
educate voters on how to talk
about the issues that matter to
them, and we do that by providing
accurate, actionable, and
authoritative information that spurs
civic engagement. When the
nonprofit sector does that
collectively and consistently, we
can shape a policy ecosystem that
fosters a fairer, healthier, and a
more responsive, inclusive, and
prosperous nation for all.

Lysa Ratliff, CEO, KABOOM!
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You might not think a playground
and a voting booth have a lot in
common, but they do. They're
both places where people come
together for a common purpose,
to express their feelings, and
leave with a sense of unity and
pride in what they’ve done.
KABOOM! is great at uniting
people through playgrounds but
if we want to keep doing that
then we need to work with others
in the sector to get people to the
voting booth as well.

Lysa Ratliff, CEO, KABOOM! 74 INDEPENDENT
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Nonprofits must engage in
advocacy to share our stories of
impact, community need and how
we can help solve critical social
issues. Being advocates, and
engaging others in civic life, helps
ensure that every individual and
family, regardless of their
background or where they live,
has the support they need to
thrive. Our sector must engage in
advocacy if we want to drive real
change and equity for all.

Suzanne McCormick, President and
CEO, YMCA Foundation
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The American Heart Association is committed to being a
relentless force for a world of longer, healthier lives. A critical
pillar of this work is advocating for public policies at all levels
of government that are informed by science and driven by
diverse voices that strive to give everyone, everywhere an
equitable opportunity to achieve optimal health.

Mark Schoeberl, Executive Vice President,

Advocacy, American Heart Association °
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A modern society must work together to support health
through public policy, social services and economic
investments so all people can attain their highest
potential for health and well-being. Too many
Americans are excluded from or otherwise do not
exercise their fundamental right to participate in policy
discussions and the political process, yet the strength
and resilience of any democracy depends on an active
and engaged citizenry.

Mark Schoeberl, Executive Vice President,
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The involvement of all of us is essential to achieve
longer, healthier lives. As such, the American Heart
Association strives to support individuals and
communities to be advocates for change. Our
responsibility is to educate the public about science-
based public policies that improve health, and to
elevate the voices of advocates with lived experience
whose powerful stories impact the decisions made by
elected officials.

Mark Schoeberl, Executive Vice President,
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Public policy affects every
nonprofit in the country every
day. With millions of staff,
volunteers, donors and board
members, and a hands on
direct understanding of
community needs, the sector
can leverage its expertise
and impact to change lives
and shape the future of our
country. At the same time,
policy and laws can do harm
to the people we serve if we
don't speak up, show up and

stand up for our mission.
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Campion Advocacy Fund, Seattle,
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Advocacy can change
policies that improve
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constituencies. And
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and build your
organizational leadership.
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Advocating for change
through the public
policy process defines
what it means to be a
nonprofit. The changes
we seek for those we
serve rarely come
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practice — that is
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Advocacy represents the
lifeblood of our
democracy. Strengthening

advocacy from across
the nonprofit sector is
vital for the ongoing
health and security of our
nation, particularly in the
context of ensuring that
our nation lives up to its
deepest ideals and
everyone is
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It's no longer a question of
whether nonprofits should
engage in public policy
advocacy, but rather how we
can afford not to. As the saying
goes, "If you're not at the table,
you're probably on the menu,”
and this especially applies to
laws, regulations, and policies
that affect nonprofits and the
communities they serve. It's in
our nature to get involved and
make a positive impact, and it's
crucial that policymakers
recognize the vital role
nonprofits play in promoting
healthy communities.
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Nonprofits must engage in
advocacy to share our stories
of impact, community need
and how we can help solve
critical social issues. Being
advocates, and engaging
others in civic life, helps
ensure that every individual
and family, regardless of their
background or where they
live, has the support they
need to thrive. Our sector must
engage in advocacy if we
want to drive real change and
equity for all.

Suzanne McCormick, President

°
and CEO, YMCA Foundation A INDEPENDENT
VY SECTOR




image42.jpg
Nonprofit Advocacy:
6 ‘ #RiseorRetreat

As the experts in playspace
equity we [KABOOM!] need to
help educate voters on how
to talk about the issues that
matter to them, and we do
that by providing accurate,
actionable, and authoritative
information that spurs civic
engagement. When the
nonprofit sector does that
collectively and consistently,
we can shape a policy
ecosystem that fosters a
fairer, healthier, and a more
responsive, inclusive, and
prosperous nation for all.
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The American Heart Association is committed to being
a relentless force for a world of longer, healthier lives.
A critical pillar of this work is advocating for public
policies at all levels of government that are informed
by science and driven by diverse voices that strive to
give everyone, everywhere an equitable opportunity to
achieve optimal health.
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Public policy affects
every nonprofit in the
country every day.
With millions of staff,
volunteers, donors
and board members,
and a hands on direct
understanding of
community needs, the
sector can leverage
its expertise and
impact to change
lives and shape the
future of our country.

At the same time,
policy and laws can
do harm to the people
we serve if we don't
speak up, show up
and stand up for our
mission.”

Sonya Campion, President,
Campion Advocacy Fund,
Seattle, WA
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Advocacy is
important to the
mission of
nonprofits.
Advocacy can bring
new resources to a
nonprofit. Advocacy
can change policies
that improve
outcomes for
nonprofit
constituencies. And
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empower and build
your organizational
leadership.”
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Advocating for
change through
the public policy
process defines
what it means to
be a nonprofit.
The changes we
seek for those we
serve rarely come
without it. It is a
core knowledge —
and practice —
that is essential
for our missions
and our survival.

Dr. Akilah Watkins,
President and CEO,
Independent Sector
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Advocacy
represents the
lifeblood of our
democracy.
Strengthening
advocacy from
across the
nonprofit sector is
vital for the
ongoing

health and
security of our
nation, particularly
in the context of
ensuring that our
nation lives up to
its deepest ideals
and everyone is
able to thrive.

Rev. Adam Russell Taylor,
President, Sojourners
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It's no longer a
question of whether
nonprofits should
engage in public policy
advocacy, but rather
how we can afford not
to. As the saying goes,
“If you're not at the
table, you're probably
on the menu,” and this
especially applies to
laws, regulations, and
policies that affect
nonprofits and the
communities they serve.
It's in our nature to get
involved and make a
positive impact, and it's
crucial that
policymakers recognize
the vital role nonprofits
play in promoting
healthy communities.

Nellie Tsai, Social Innovation Officer,
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As the experts in
playspace equity we
[KABOOM!] need to
help educate voters on
how to talk about the
issues that matter to
them, and we do that
by providing accurate,
actionable, and
authoritative
information that spurs
civic engagement.

When the nonprofit
sector does that
collectively and
consistently, we can
shape a policy
ecosystem that fosters
a fairer, healthier, and
a more responsive,
inclusive, and
prosperous nation for
all

)
A INDEPENDENT
Lysa Ratliff, CEO, KABOOM! ) SECTOR
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You might not think a
playground and a
voting booth have a lot
in common, but they do.
They're both places
where people come
together for a common
purpose, to express
their feelings, and leave
with a sense of unity
and pride in what
they’ve done. KABOOM!
is great at uniting
people through
playgrounds but if we
want to keep doing
that then we need to
work with others in the
sector to get people to
the voting booth as
well

Lysa Ratliff, CEO, KABOOM!
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Nonprofits must
engage in advocacy to
share our stories of
impact, community
need and how we can
help solve critical
social issues. Being
advocates, and
engaging others in
civic life, helps ensure
that every individual
and family, regardless
of their background or
where they live, has
the support they need ’, \
to thrive. Our sector
must engage in
advocacy if we want
to drive real change
and equity for all.

Suzanne McCormick, President -
and ch, YMCA Foundation ‘ INDEPENDENT

¥ SECTOR
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The American Heart Association is
committed to being a relentless force for
a world of longer, healthier lives. A
critical pillar of this work is advocating
for public policies at all levels of
government that are informed by science
and driven by diverse voices that strive
to give everyone, everywhere an
equitable opportunity to achieve optimal
health.

Mark Schoeberl, Executive Vice President,
Advocacy, American Heart Association
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A modern society must work together to
support health through public policy, social
services and economic investments so all
people can attain their highest potential for
health and well-being. Too many Americans
are excluded from or otherwise do not
exercise their fundamental right to
participate in policy discussions and the
political process, yet the strength and
resilience of any democracy depends on an
active and engaged citizenry.

Mark Schoeberl, Executive Vice President,
Advocacy, American Heart Association
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The involvement of all of us is essential to
achieve longer, healthier lives. As such, the
American Heart Association strives to
support individuals and communities to be
advocates for change. Our responsibility is
to educate the public about science-based
public policies that improve health, and to
elevate the voices of advocates with lived
experience whose powerful stories impact
the decisions made by elected officials.

Mark Schoeberl, Executive Vice President,
Advocacy, American Heart Association
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