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1The Appropriations Playbook 

What Is Appropriations, and Why Lobby on It?
Lobbying lawmakers in the appropriations process is an effective way for nonprofit ad-

vocates to influence public policy. The appropriations process gives advocates an op-

portunity to persuade Congress to provide federal funding for their policy priorities and 

to block funding for programs they oppose. It also gives them a chance to achieve their 

goals by asking lawmakers to establish new policy programs or to make changes to ex-

isting programs. And advocates can call on Congress to include limits in appropriations 

bills on how executive-branch officials use federal funding to implement policies. For 

these reasons, it is important that advocates seeking to shape public policy understand 

how the appropriations process works and the different ways they can influence it.

Understanding the appropriations process is important because lobbying lawmakers 

as it unfolds offers advocates a more reliable way to achieve their policy goals. Congress 

considers appropriations bills every year, and they almost always become law. The reg-

ularity of the appropriations process gives advocates a predictable and recurring op-

portunity to secure major wins and to make incremental progress towards achieving 

their goals by building on past efforts to accomplish significant policy change over time. 

In contrast, Congress considers non-appropriations bills sporadically, and lawmakers 

have a hard time passing them consistently in the current environment.

Lobbying lawmakers in the appropriations process is also a manageable endeavor 

for advocates. The number of lawmakers and congressional staffers whom advocates 

must persuade to be successful in that process is relatively small. This is because most 
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2The Appropriations Playbook 

of the decisions in the appropriations process are made by lawmakers in just two com-

mittees—the House and Senate appropriations committees. In contrast, advocates must 

persuade far more lawmakers—and staffers—to successfully influence non-appropria-

tions bills because major decisions affecting those bills are made by lawmakers across 

19 committees in the House and 15 committees in the Senate. In both cases, there is a 

centralization of more decision-making in leadership today than in past years.

Advocates can improve their ability to lobby lawmakers in the appropriations pro-

cess by understanding how it works in practice. That process has admittedly changed 

in recent decades. And the pace of that change has accelerated during the Trump ad-

ministration. But the fundamentals of the appropriations process—its who, what, when, 

where, and why—have not changed. Learning where and when the appropriations pro-

cess happens, who is involved, what they are trying to do, and how they plan to do it 

empowers advocates to recognize the inflection points in that process when lawmakers 

and staff make major decisions. Knowledge of the fundamentals of the appropriations 

process also gives advocates the ability to identify the key players making major deci-

sions in that process and tailor their policy requests to better appeal to them.

This guide prepares advocates to lobby lawmakers in the appropriations process suc-

cessfully. To that end, it first gives advocates a straightforward explanation of that pro-

cess and how it relates to federal budgeting more generally. The guide next provides an 

overview of the appropriations process featuring a quick-reference timeline depicting its 

most important stages, from the president submitting his proposed budget to Congress, to 

Congress sending final appropriations bills to the president to be signed into law. The guide 

then reviews the general rules and practices regulating the appropriations process in the 

House and Senate, as well as how they limit what advocates can achieve in that process. 

This guide is organized to help advocates learn how to recognize the inflection points 

in the appropriations process when its most important decisions are made, locate where 

those decisions are made, and identify the key players who are making them. The guide 

also provides advocates with general engagement strategies and best practices to ad-

vance their policy priorities in the appropriations process.
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In Congress, the appropriations process is managed by the appropriations committees 

in the House and Senate. Each committee is subdivided into 12 subcommittees, each 

with jurisdiction over a set of agencies/issues (e.g., Agriculture, Defense, Labor-Health 

and Human Services-Education). These subcommittees are often referred to by their fo-

cus areas and are sometimes nicknamed (for example, “THUD” for the Transportation-

Housing and Urban Development Subcommittee). 

The chairs of these subcommittees (often called “cardinals”) and their ranking mem-

bers (the lead minority-party members) are particularly influential. They, along with 

the full appropriations committee chair and ranking member, are the lawmakers who 

decide what goes into the initial drafts of the bills and reports. Their staff, notably the 

subcommittee clerks, do much of the drafting and are powerful gatekeepers. For an 

advocate, winning over the subcommittee staff can be just as important as persuading 

the members themselves. 

There are comparatively few subcommittee clerks, they tend to stay with the sub-

committee for a long time, and they can have deep knowledge. Even if they leave one 

subcommittee, they often will move to another. They are key players in the appropria-

tions process—and there are comparatively few staff, so it is comparatively easy for you 

to manage.

I.  An Overview of the Key Players in 
Both Chambers
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THE TWELVE APPROPRIATIONS SUBCOMMITTEES

HOUSE SENATE

Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug 
Administration, and Related Agencies

Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug 
Administration, and Related Agencies

Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies

Defense Defense

Energy and Water Development and Related 
Agencies

Energy and Water Development

Financial Services and General Government Financial Services and General Government

Homeland Security Homeland Security

Interior, Environment, and Related Agencies Interior, Environment, and Related Agencies

Labor, Health and Human Services, 
Education, and Related Agencies

Labor, Health and Human Services, 
Education, and Related Agencies

Legislative Branch Legislative Branch

Military Construction, Veterans Affairs, 
and Related Agencies

Military Construction, Veterans Affairs, 
and Related Agencies

National Security, Department of State, 
and Related Programs

State, Foreign Operations, and 
Related Programs

Transportation, Housing and Urban 
Development, and Related Agencies

Transportation, Housing and Urban 
Development, and Related Agencies

Who’s Who—And Who Matters?
While every member of Congress has a role in the appropriations process, not every 

member is created equal. 

The most important member is the chair or ranking member of the appropriations 

subcommittee that you are interested in. They can put your idea into the base bill. 

For big-ticket items, equally important are the chair or ranking member of the full 

appropriations committee, who can also dictate whether your idea is added to the base 

bill—and can block items from inclusion.

The next most important members are those who serve on the appropriations sub-

committee. They have a lot of influence with the chair and ranking member and their 

requests for items for inclusion/exclusion are given a lot of weight. They also have the 

ability to offer amendments in the subcommittee to the bill text and report language. 
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The next most important members are those who serve on the appropriations com-

mittee. Even if they are not on the subcommittee, the chair and ranking member give 

their requests significant weight. They also have the ability to offer amendments in the 

full committee to the bill text and report language.

Members who are not appropriators do not matter that much. Authorizing committee 

chairs and ranking members, and subcommittee chairs to a lesser degree, routinely 

make requests to appropriators through a letter, and those requests are given due con-

sideration, but not much weight. Other members have very little weight.

Congressional Leadership
It’s also important to recognize the role of leadership and the inter-chamber dynamics. 

While the appropriations committees largely shepherd the process, House and Senate 

leadership can intervene, especially on major conflicts or in endgame negotiations. 

In addition, leadership can push down through the committee chair for their policy 

preferences to be reflected in the bills. This does not always happen, but it can. 

Working with Allies in Both Chambers
Often, a nonprofit’s appropriations campaign will involve a bicameral strategy—secur-

ing a provision in the House bill and pushing for a counterpart in the Senate bill. This 

improves the chances that the item survives in the final law. 

The House and Senate appropriations committee staff will work to informally rec-

oncile their bills and committee reports. They go through each item and negotiate with 

their counterpart what funding levels or report language will go into the final bill or 

joint explanatory statement. 

While there can be only one final number, there can be complexity around report 

language. For example, if the House includes report language providing direction to an 

agency on a policy item and the Senate is silent, the agency must follow the House’s lan-

guage. When the language conflicts, the House and Senate will usually provide clarity 

in a joint explanatory statement, which is a report that comes out from the House and 
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Senate that explains the provisions in the appropriations bill. If the joint explanatory 

report is silent but there is report language in one of the chambers, that report language 

is to be followed by the agency.

You should identify champions on the relevant subcommittee in each chamber if pos-

sible. Key players to cultivate include not just the chairs, but also members who have 

shown past interest in your issue or whose constituents are affected.

Other Players
Don’t forget that the executive branch and non-congressional actors play a part. The pres-

ident’s budget proposal (usually sent in February, but adhered to less and less) is the for-

mal kickoff to appropriations season, laying out the administration’s funding priorities. 

While Congress has the power of the purse, appropriators will often ask agency of-

ficials for their views and may be swayed by administration support or opposition to 

certain provisions. As an advocate, if your agenda aligns with an agency’s goals, you can 

quietly enlist its technical feedback or moral support (at least ensure your requests ar-

en’t at odds with what the agency truly needs). Conversely, if you are fighting for a policy 

the administration dislikes (say, restricting some controversial program), be prepared 

to counter its objections in your messaging. Additionally, think tanks, watchdog groups, 

and the media can influence the climate around appropriations by spotlighting issues; 

strategic media coverage or coalition letters can bolster your case to appropriators that 

an issue is urgent and has public support.

In sum, know the playing field: the action starts with the appropriations subcommit-

tees (House and Senate), spreads to the full committees, then to the floor of each cham-

ber, and finally to negotiations between the two chambers (with possible leadership 

brokering). At each stage, slightly different actors hold sway—but a smart lobbyist for a 

nonprofit will have laid groundwork with all of them: cultivating subcommittee cham-

pions, engaging committee staff, and informing leadership and other allies as needed. 

Chapters V and VI will consider how exactly to approach these players and make your 

case effectively at each stage.
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The appropriations cycle follows an annual calendar (with some variation) tied to the 

fiscal year (which begins October 1). Below is a typical timeline of how the process un-

folds and key advocacy opportunities at each stage. Keep in mind that “typical” is in-

creasingly subject to change; delays and continuing resolutions can push these dates or 

undermine the cycle entirely.

A note on timing: the fiscal year’s number is the year in which most of the calen-

dar year occurs. In other words, FY 2025 started on October 1, 2024, and ran through 

September 30, 2025.

APPROPRIATIONS LOBBYING TIMELINE

MONTH KEY ACTIONS ADVOCACY OPPORTUNITY

December and much 
of the previous year

Agencies and White House are draft-
ing their requests

Talk with agencies about their re-
quests, engage with White House on 

its agenda

January–February President’s Budget released; Member 
request forms open

Finalize asks, identify champions, 
start submitting requests through 

member portals

March House subcommittee hearings begin Submit testimony, suggest hearing 
questions

April 
House subcommittee and full commit-
tee markups; Senate subcommittee 

hearings
Push amendments, meet with staff

May–June House floor action; Senate drafting Offer floor amendments, push Senate 
allies

July Final committee actions, prep for 
negotiations Solidify support in both chambers

II.  Overview of the Appropriations Timeline
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MONTH KEY ACTIONS ADVOCACY OPPORTUNITY

August Recess Reengage constituents, build pressure

September Continuing resolution likely or final 
deals Push leadership

October 1 This is when the fiscal year starts
In theory, but not in practice, the 

appropriations bill must be law by this 
date

October–December End-of-year omnibus or final passage Keep pushing leadership and 
champions 

THE DECEMBER PREVIOUS AND EARLIER: ENGAGING WITH AGENCIES

Agencies and the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) are busy drafting their appro-

priations requests starting 18 months before the start of the fiscal year. OMB provides 

budget planning guidance to agencies in the spring of the previous calendar year; agen-

cies submit their budget requests to OMB in September; agencies are notified of OMB’s 

decision in late November (known as passback); and the president submits the budget 

(in theory) in January or February.

During this time, you can engage quietly with the agencies and with OMB to make your 

requests known and encourage them to include it in their requests to Congress. This 

process goes beyond the scope of this playbook. Within the playbook’s scope, it is a good 

time to quietly engage with the agencies to learn what they are requesting and whether 

what you are proposing would be welcome by the agency or would raise issues for them.

JANUARY–FEBRUARY: PLANNING AND REQUESTS 

This is the legislative branch preparatory phase. By this point, savvy advocates have de-

cided on their “asks” for the upcoming bills. For your nonprofit, this means honing exact-

ly what funding amount or policy language you will request (the more specific, the better). 

No later than early February, identify the key staffers on the relevant subcommittee and 

the members of Congress who could be your messengers. You’ll need a lawmaker to for-

mally carry each request, so have underway outreach to potential champions now. During 

this timeframe, also draft your request language—whether it’s bill text or report language—

and coordinate with any coalition partners to ensure allies are on the same page. 
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In a normal year, the president submits a budget proposal to Congress by early 

February, and soon after, the House and Senate appropriations committees issue guid-

ance and deadlines for member requests. 

By late February, members of Congress will be submitting their official request letters 

to the appropriations subcommittees, so you should have provided your input to those 

offices you’re working with before those letters go in. It’s also wise to request meetings 

with the subcommittee chair and ranking member’s offices around this time—even if 

they can’t meet right away, getting on their radar early matters. You may wish to engage 

with them earlier on in the process to see whether they will give you a sense of when 

hearings might occur or what issues are on their mind.

MARCH: HEARINGS AND MEMBER ENGAGEMENT 

House appropriations subcommittees typically start holding hearings in March. These 

include agency budget hearings (where agency heads testify on the president’s budget 

request) and sometimes public witness hearings (where outside experts or advocates 

like nonprofit leaders can testify). 

Keep an eye out for any chance to testify—and if there is a public witness hearing 

relevant to your issue, sign up or ask to be invited. Even if you cannot testify in person, 

almost all subcommittees accept written testimony for the record from the public (see 

Chapter VI). Note that primarily the House allows the public to testify in person, and 

both chambers allow written testimony. 

March is also the time to “place” questions in hearings—as hearings occur, work 

with friendly congressional offices to suggest questions that members can ask agency 

witnesses. 

Planting a pointed question in a hearing can raise the profile of your issue and put 

agency officials on record about it. Likewise, encourage members to submit questions 

for the record (QFRs) after hearings—written questions that members send to agencies 

for formal response once the hearing is over, allowing additional information gathering. 
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In parallel, March is when committee staff start compiling initial drafts of the ap-

propriations bills and reports. It is critical by late March to meet with members on the 

subcommittee and their staff, making your case for why your request should be includ-

ed. If you have supportive members who are not on the subcommittee, this is when they 

should convey their backing to colleagues who do sit on the subcommittee (for example, 

via a joint letter or informal lobbying behind the scenes). 

Also be mindful of any internal deadlines: often, subcommittee chairs ask their mem-

bers to submit their top priorities by the end of March, so make sure your champions 

follow through in time. 

Use this month to build outside pressure: release supportive statements, get experts 

to write op-eds, or organize grassroots support to show appropriators there is public 

demand (what one might call “grassroots and expert pressure”).

APRIL: SUBCOMMITTEE MARKUPS AND DRAFTING

In April, the action intensifies: House subcommittees often begin marking up (amend-

ing and voting on) the bills, and the full appropriations committee may start moving 

bills to approval. During this period, continue all your March efforts—submitting any fi-

nal testimony, feeding questions to members for upcoming hearings, and meeting with 

any remaining undecided members. 

By now, you should also see initial subcommittee drafts of bills/reports (sometimes 

called “chairman’s mark”). Check these drafts for your priorities. If your language 

made it in at this stage, congratulations—but your work isn’t done. You’ll need to protect 

it through the process. 

If it is not in the draft, now is the time for amendments. Subcommittee markups may 

allow amendments, but they are often tightly scripted. More commonly, if you missed 

the subcommittee draft, you target the full committee markup. In the House full com-

mittee, any appropriations committee member (even those not on that particular sub-

committee) can often offer amendments. 



11The Appropriations Playbook 

Identify a committee member willing to offer an amendment for your cause when 

the bill comes to the full committee in April. Provide them draft amendment text and 

a persuasive one-pager. Committee members are busy—make it as easy as possible for 

them (see Chapter III).

Also, use Dear Colleague letters and whipping to build support. For larger or con-

troversial amendments, your ally might circulate a letter to fellow members asking for 

support, and you might quietly encourage other non-committee members to speak up 

in favor as the bill heads to the House floor. 

Meanwhile, April 15 is the target date for Congress to adopt a budget resolution (which 

sets the overall funding cap for appropriations), though in recent years this has often 

been bypassed or delayed. If a formal budget is not passed, each chamber may “deem” 

an allocation for the appropriations committee. For advocacy purposes, the key point 

is that by April, you generally know how much money is available for appropriations in 

general, and for each of the subcommittees specifically. 

MAY: FLOOR ACTION IN THE HOUSE (AND SENATE COMMITTEE WORK)

By May, House appropriations bills begin reaching the floor. The House often aims to 

finish committee work on all bills by late spring so that floor consideration can happen 

in May and June. As an advocate, in May or June you might need to shift to a floor strat-

egy—especially if your item did not get adopted in committee. 

The House floor in theory gives any representative a chance to offer an amendment. 

This can be another bite at the apple for your issue. In recent years, however, bills have 

been packaged together and come under a closed rule in the House, resulting in little 

opportunity to amend in either chamber.

But just in case, identify a member (it could be the one you worked with in commit-

tee or someone else) to introduce your amendment on the floor, and line up support 

from others to speak on its behalf. Keep in mind that House leadership and the Rules 

Committee may issue a structured rule that limits amendments; if so, you’ll have had to 

submit your amendment for approval ahead of time. 
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The timeline is tight: bills typically go to the floor about a week after being reported 

out of full committee, so there is little time to organize. 

In parallel, the Senate Appropriations Committee, which often starts later, may be 

holding its subcommittee markups around May. Senate committee markups are gener-

ally less open to outside amendments (and sometimes they simply “report out” a draft 

without extensive amendment voting). Still, stay in touch with your Senate champions—

May is when you want to ensure your request is in their conversations as the Senate 

drafts its versions.

JUNE–JULY: RESOLVING DIFFERENCES AND FINAL CHAMBER VOTES

By June, the House may have passed some bills, and the Senate will be catching up. In 

a functional year, the Senate Appropriations Committee works through June on its bills, 

with an aim of enactment by the August recess. Ideally, by the end of June, both House 

and Senate appropriations committees have reported all bills. 

In reality, the House might advance some bills and the Senate might only draft theirs 

internally. From an advocacy perspective, treat June as the last chance within each 

chamber to influence language—if the Senate is marking up your bill this month, push 

hard for any amendments in that process. 

Meanwhile, if House bills are reaching final passage, take stock of what you achieved. 

Celebrate your wins (e.g., a funding boost or a directive included)—but prepare to fight 

for them in the next phase. It is common by July for House-passed provisions to face 

challenges in the Senate, and vice versa. Sometimes, external events (like a sudden bud-

get deal or a crisis) in July set overall spending levels or force revisions. 

Stay alert and keep lines open with committee staff—by now they know you and your 

issue, so quick conversations can update you on whether your provision is safe, in trou-

ble, or in need of a push.

AUGUST RECESS: PAUSE AND PREP

Congress typically breaks in August. Use this lull to regroup. This is a good time to 

engage in oversight. For instance, if the House included a directive for an agency to 
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produce a report, August is when you might start talking to the agency about how they 

will implement it (showing appropriators that you are ensuring follow-through). 

It’s also a time to shore up your coalition and strategy for the fall. If some of your pri-

orities did not make it into either the House or Senate versions, decide if you will make a 

play to insert them during final negotiations (which is difficult, but not impossible if you 

have key senators on your side). 

Also consider using the recess to generate some hometown pressure. Members often 

hold town halls; perhaps a question can be raised about your issue, reminding them 

that it matters to constituents.

SEPTEMBER–OCTOBER: FINAL NEGOTIATIONS OR CONTINUING RESOLUTIONS 

The fiscal year ends September 30. In a textbook scenario, by this time all bills have 

passed both chambers and are in conference committee to resolve differences. More 

often, not all bills are done, and Congress passes a Continuing Resolution (CR) to keep 

the government funded temporarily from October 1 onward. 

A CR will generally keep funding for agencies at the levels they were funded in the 

prior fiscal year, but there can be “anomalies.” In other words, it is possible to include 

provisions that fund your pet project or restrict funds from being used for purposes you 

oppose. Lobbying on a CR is generally a play aimed at leadership and top appropriators.

Assuming it is not a CR situation, if your provisions are in identical form in House and 

Senate bills, they are likely to survive in any final package. If they are different or only in 

one bill, the fate will be decided in non-public negotiations between House and Senate 

appropriators (and quite possibly leaders). 

This is when having champions in the room matters—House and Senate subcommit-

tee chairs will barter over what stays. You can still advocate: send letters to conferees, 

ask friendly members to weigh in with appropriations leadership in support of your 

items, and provide any needed compromise language. Be aware that high-level political 

trade-offs might come into play (your issue could become a bargaining chip for some-

thing else), so stay flexible on small tweaks if they preserve the core of what you need. 
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If a CR extends into this period, use the extra time to continue making your case to 

any new decision-makers (for example, if control of one chamber changed hands or new 

committee leaders are involved after an election, reeducate them on the history of your 

provision).

END-OF-YEAR OMNIBUS OR FINAL PASSAGE 

In recent years, many appropriations have ultimately been rolled into a large “omnibus” 

package late in the year (November or December—or later) or a series of “minibuses.” 

By the time a final bill is moving, last-minute amendments are very limited. At this stage, 

your job is to verify that your hard-won provisions are either in the final text or not, and 

make a final push if something is teetering. Sometimes advocates at the 11th hour alert 

allies to a quiet removal of report language or a surprise new rider; don’t let that catch 

you off guard. 

Assuming success, appropriations for the fiscal year are signed into law at this stage 

(or if not, further CRs/shutdown dramas ensue—but let’s assume success). When the 

omnibus or final bill text and explanatory statements are released, search for your pri-

orities. This is the moment of truth to “see what you got.”

Always be prepared for delays and the need to repeat steps. If current-year appropri-

ations drag on into the next calendar year, you may find yourself juggling two cycles at 

once (advocating for carryover issues in an overdue bill while starting on next year’s 

requests). The key is to remain engaged at every stage—and to keep communicating 

with the committee staff and member offices so that you are aware of shifting schedules. 

Chapter VI will discuss how to track each step and evaluate your success.
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One of the first questions to ask when planning your appropriations lobbying campaign 

is: What exactly am I trying to get? Appropriations can be used to accomplish a wide range 

of policy and funding objectives. This chapter outlines the kinds of actions you can pur-

sue through appropriations, provides examples of each, and offers tips on drafting ef-

fective requests.

WHAT YOU CAN DO WITH APPROPRIATIONS

ACTION TYPE EXAMPLE MECHANISM

Increase/decrease funding +$5 million for literacy programs Bill text

Policy directives Direct EPA to report on emissions Report language

Prohibit actions “None of the funds may be used...” Bill text

Require reports GAO to review cybersecurity Bill or report language

Pilot programs Fellowship for technologists Report language (with funding)

Increase or Decrease Funding for a Program
At its most basic, an appropriations bill sets funding levels. You can lobby to increase 

funding for a program that aligns with your nonprofit’s mission or to cut funding for 

something you oppose. For example, if you work for an education nonprofit, you might 

push to boost funding for a literacy grant program by $5 million. Conversely, an envi-

ronmental group might urge cuts to a harmful subsidy. 

III.  What You Can Do with Appropriations 		
	 (and How to Draft Those Requests)
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How to draft: Funding adjustments in requests are straightforward: cite the program’s 

account name, current funding, and your proposed new amount: 

“Provide an additional $5,000,000 for ___, bringing the total to $X.” 

If increasing funding, it is often useful to suggest an offset (i.e., which other account to 

reduce) to stay budget neutral and to make it easier for appropriators to say yes. This is 

a fairly annoying process, and you need to stay within each of the appropriations sub-

committee bills to find the item you want to reduce.

In practice, House members’ submission forms often require identifying offsets for 

increases. Keep your justification concise: explain what the additional money will ac-

complish or why the cut will not harm essential services. 

Remember: across-the-board plus-ups are challenging; tie the request to urgent 

needs or high-impact returns. Cite supporting data if available, and if you have a per-

sonal story or local example, mention it in your pitch to members, so that they can use 

it in debate.

Add Policy Directives or Restrictions (“Riders”) 
Appropriations bills can carry policy instructions, often called “riders.” These provi-

sions might restrict an agency from doing something or direct an agency to take a spe-

cific action, using the power of the purse as leverage. 

For instance, a rider could state that “none of the funds made available by this act 

may be used” for a particular activity. By including that language, Congress doesn’t out-

right change the underlying law, but for that year it effectively forbade the agencies from 

that practice. 

On the other hand, a directive might say, “The Committee directs [Agency] to estab-

lish a pilot program to . . .” or require that funds be spent on a specific new initiative. 

An appropriations rider can be included as bill text or report language. 

Bill text is legally binding but must survive points of order. House rules forbid “legis-

lating” in an appropriations bill, though there are many ways to get around this.
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Keep bill text riders tightly focused and clearly within the appropriations commit-

tee’s remit—framing as a limitation on funding use is safest. 

Report language, on the other hand, is not legally binding but expresses congressional 

intent. It often starts with “The Committee directs” or “The Committee encourages.” 

For example, House appropriators used report language to press the Congressional 

Research Service to make its reports publicly available, after years of debate on the is-

sue. The report stated that within 90 days, CRS had to submit a plan for publishing all 

non-confidential reports online. That strong directive, while not a law, created pressure 

and eventually helped force CRS to implement public access. 

When drafting report language, use clear, commanding verbs (“directs,” “expects,” 

“urges”) and include a timeframe or reporting requirement if you want follow-up. It is 

common to have a timeframe in the format of “within 180 days of enactment of this leg-

islation.” For matters that are more urgent, or if you are concerned that the underlying 

law will not be enacted, this variation can be useful: “within 180 days of the issuance of 

this committee report.”

Be aware: agencies generally comply with report language, especially if phrased as 

a direct instruction, because they know Congress can escalate the issue next year by 

writing it into law if ignored. If you encounter resistance that a proposal is “legislative” 

(and thus vulnerable in bill text), consider moving it to report language as a compromise.

Note, however, that Congress’s power to enforce report language depends on its leg-

islating through a more regular process, which itself is in the process of breaking down. 

The Trump administration has directed agencies to deprioritize report language. In any 

event, it is good practice to engage in follow-up advocacy with Congress and the execu-

tive branch to ensure that report language is implemented. 

Require Reporting and Transparency 
One very common use of appropriations is to require agencies or independent auditors 

to produce reports on topics of interest. These reports can unearth information, evalu-

ate program performance, or prompt action. 



18The Appropriations Playbook 

For example, Congress has often tasked the Government Accountability Office (GAO) 

with reports, such as evaluations of cybersecurity practices after major breaches. A 

sample provision (from a Financial Services appropriations bill) reads: “Provided fur-

ther, That not later than 6 months after enactment of this Act, the Comptroller General 

shall submit . . . a report that—(A) evaluates . . . [specific issues].”

Reports can also be required from the agencies themselves—e.g., “The Committee 

directs the Department of Energy to report by March 2026 on its progress in imple-

menting X initiative.” 

How to draft: Define the scope of what should be studied or reported, and who should 

do it. If GAO, use “the Comptroller General shall …” language in bill text or a line in re-

port language. If an agency, use report language: “The Committee directs [Agency] to 

submit a report to the House and Senate Appropriations Committees within [X time] on 

[specific content].” 

Be realistic—GAO usually needs at least six months to a year for a deep study, and 

agencies might need a few months for a basic report. The value of these reports is two-

fold: they create accountability (the agency knows Congress will be checking on them) 

and they produce information you can use to further your cause. Many enduring policy 

changes start with a simple reporting requirement that sheds light on a problem, which 

then justifies more action next appropriation cycle.

Items to consider addressing include: who is directed to do something, what spe-

cifically must they do, when must they do it, and, if it is a report, to whom must it be 

provided?

Prompt Investigations or Audits
Related to reporting, appropriations can prompt formal investigations. For example, if 

there are concerns about mismanagement in a program, appropriators can instruct an 

inspector general or GAO to conduct an audit or investigation. The legislative branch 

appropriations bill has had directives like “the Comptroller General shall conduct a re-

view of . . .” or instructions strengthening an inspector general’s authority. 
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How to draft: If you aim to legislate an actual change (like amending a statute to ex-

pand an inspector general’s powers or create an office), you will need bill text and likely 

a willing appropriations chair to support including it. These are essentially legislative 

provisions and may require a waiver of rules, so use sparingly. You will most likely need 

the support of the authorizing committees to change the underlying bill text.

It is generally easier to stick to directives for investigations that fit within the “over-

sight” role of appropriations. Phrase them as, “The Committee is concerned about X and 

directs the [Agency/inspector general/GAO] to investigate [specific issue] and report back 

on [findings or recommendations].” Reinforce the seriousness by mentioning why the 

review is needed (e.g., “to ensure accountability, the Committee directs …”). By writing 

this into committee report language, you signal that funds for the agency are contingent 

on cleaning up the issue.

Control the Timing of Spending (Availability of Funds)
Appropriations can specify how long money is available. Normally, funds are annual: 

i.e., the agency must commit to spending them within a single fiscal year, but some-

times Congress designates funds as “multi-year” or “no-year” (available until expend-

ed) for certain projects. 

As an advocate, you might not often push for multi-year funding unless it is crucial 

for your program (for instance, a construction project might need funding that doesn’t 

expire in one year). However, you might support provisions that rescind (take back) 

unused funds or prevent them from expiring if not used (“to remain available until 

expended”). 

How to draft: Changes in availability are usually done in bill text right after the dol-

lar amount, e.g., “$20,000,000, to remain available until expended.” If you have a case 

where a program keeps lapsing money because of timing issues, you could lobby for 

two-year funding authority in the appropriation. Conversely, if funds have sat unspent, 

you could support a rescission (which would be a negative appropriation in a later title 
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of the bill). These are more technical requests and require working closely with com-

mittee staff to get the language and timing right.

Create New Programs or Initiatives 
Technically, creating a brand-new program is the job of authorization bills, and appro-

priators often resist outright “new starts” without authorization. However, appropria-

tions can pilot new ideas in subtle ways. 

Appropriators might repurpose an existing pot of money or use a general provi-

sion to launch a small program. For example, if your nonprofit wants a “Congressional 

Fellowship for Emerging Technologists,” an authorizing bill might be ideal, but an ap-

propriation could include funding in an existing account and directive language for a 

pilot fellowship program. 

How to draft: Tie it to an existing funding stream if possible: “Within funds provided 

for X, the Committee provides up to $1,000,000 for a pilot program to Y.” Describe the 

program goals in report language so the agency has clarity. The key is to work with com-

mittee staff—they might say “we can’t create that outright, but we could encourage the 

agency to use some funds for it.” Even a nudge from the committee can get an agency to 

start something new. 

Alternatively, the committee can request a plan for a new program—essentially lay-

ing the groundwork this year so that next year they can fund it once the plan is in place. 

Always consider the long game: if you can’t get the full program this cycle, get a study or 

pilot in place (back to the iterative approach).
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Drafting Best Practices
No matter the type of request, a few golden rules apply. 

•	 Be clear and specific. Ambiguity is the enemy of implementation. Write what you 

mean—for example, if the Environmental Protection Agency should spend $2 mil-

lion to create a grants database, state that plainly. 

•	 Stay within scope. The request should relate to funding and operations, not broad 

policy reforms. If you try to enact policy changes, be very thoughtful in your 

approach.

•	 Look at what the committee has done before. Bill text and report language are pub-

licly available. Look to prior years to see how the committee has addressed your 

issue, or similar issues, and mimic their approach.

•	 Keep it brief in your ask. Your formal request or testimony should include the exact 

language with a summary up front. Staff appreciate not having to wade through 

paragraphs to understand what you want—they can refer to the detailed text when 

needed.

•	 Note previous committee efforts. If the committee provided a study of your project, 

and then pilot funds, make sure you cite their previous efforts. They won’t always 

remember what they’ve done before, so be sure to provide chapter and verse cita-

tion so they can build on top of their previous efforts.

The takeaway for appropriations is empowering: even if you can’t pass a standalone law, 

you can often achieve the same ends through a well-crafted appropriations provision. 

Use this chapter’s guidance to choose the right tool for your goal, and draft your request 

in a way that sets it up for success.
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Having defined what you want to achieve, you must next figure out how to make it hap-

pen—whom to talk to, when, and how to navigate the procedural hoops. This chapter offers 

strategic advice on engaging the key players (individual members and committee staff), 

getting your language inserted as early as possible, and handling amendments if needed.

Start Early and Target the Right People
The mantra for appropriations advocacy is “early and often.” As Chapter II described, 

you should begin outreach in January/February to shape members’ official requests. 

Identify your champions—ideally members of the appropriations subcommittee rele-

vant to your issue. 

If, say, your nonprofit focuses on foreign aid, your obvious targets are members of the 

State/Foreign Operations Subcommittee. Meet with them or their staff in the winter to 

pitch your idea. Provide a one-pager and draft language they can use in their request letter. 

If no subcommittee member is willing, broaden to any member who cares about the 

issue (they can still submit a request letter on behalf of your issue, even if they don’t 

sit on the relevant appropriations subcommittee, or even the full committee. The ap-

propriations subcommittee will consider external member requests, especially if a few 

members echo the same ask). It also helps to enlist bipartisan sponsors if possible—a 

request signed by both a Democrat and a Republican, for example, will signal broader 

support and reduce the chance of partisan resistance.

IV.  How to Engage with the  
	 Appropriations Process
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When talking to individual members (and their staff), frame your ask in terms that 

resonate with them. Appropriators and their staff are looking for requests that have 

strong constituent or member interest, align with the member’s passions, or allow the 

member to claim credit for something positive. 

If you can say, “Representative X, in your district this program supports 500 jobs, and 

our request would increase that impact,” you are speaking their language. Also, be can-

did about cost and feasibility—if you are asking for a funding increase, have a rationale 

for why that amount and where the money might come from. Being forthright and well-pre-

pared builds credibility. 

Do the staff’s work for them: draft the actual letter or request text the member could 

use, provide suggested report language, and supply any backup info (e.g., if you cite a 

statistic, footnote its source). Congressional staff are incredibly busy; if you hand them 

a ready-made package, they are far likelier to carry your water. Expect to do all the work 

for the staff when you lobby appropriators—this includes writing talking points, provid-

ing data, and even drafting Q&A in case the member gets questions about the request.

Engaging Committee Staff 
While members are the decision-makers, much of the work happens at the staff level. 

Appropriations committee staff (both majority and minority) sift through hundreds of 

member requests and public input. Cultivating a relationship with relevant staff can 

give you crucial intel and an avenue to make your case more directly. When you meet 

committee staff (often after you’ve gone through a member’s office), your approach 

should be factual, concise, and helpful. 

They want to know: 

•	 Is this request doable (legally and fiscally)? 

•	 Does it have support from the member(s) they work for or others on the 

committee? 

•	 Has the agency weighed in? 

•	 Are there letters of support from relevant agency advisory bodies or research 

from a neutral authority like GAO that supports the request?
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Committee staff appreciate when you can answer technical questions. If they ask, “Isn’t 

this prohibited by authorizing law?” or “Under which account would this funding go?” 

you should have an answer or offer to get back to them quickly. 

Never bluff—if you don’t know, say so and follow up with the info. If there is opposition 

to your idea (maybe an authorizing committee isn’t fond of it, or the agency has been 

resistant), address it honestly and propose why appropriators should still proceed (per-

haps the authorizers have stalled for years, etc.). 

Be mindful of the committee’s perspective: appropriations staff juggle thousands of 

requests. Highlighting broad support and low controversy helps. If your request might 

stir controversy (say, it restricts a hot-button issue), be ready to argue why it is worth the 

fight or mitigate the concern (perhaps narrow the language). 

Be courteous and professional—this is obvious, but it bears repeating. These staff are 

your gateway to success; being pushy or going over their heads to their bosses without 

their buy-in can backfire. Aim to be seen as a resource to them, not a pest.

Getting Your Text in the Base Bill vs. Amendment 
Strategies 
The holy grail of appropriations lobbying is to have your desired provision included by 

the subcommittee in the “base” bill or committee report from the start. That is the eas-

iest path to victory—it means the subcommittee chair (and the committee, by extension) 

already supports it. To achieve this, all the early steps with members and staff are cru-

cial. If you have convinced the right people, your language might simply appear in the 

draft that is marked up, with no fight needed. 

Always check the subcommittee draft bill and report as soon as they are released. If 

your provision is reflected there, all the better. You may still want to submit a statement 

or have a member speak in support during markup (to reinforce it), but you can largely 

move to defense, ensuring that it stays in through the full committee and floor.

If your language is not adopted initially, you move to amendment mode. There are a 

few junctures for amendments: subcommittee markup (in the House, subcommittee 
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markups sometimes allow them, but often they are pre-negotiated), full committee 

markup, House floor, and Senate floor. 

Each stage requires a member sponsor. In committee, it must be a member of the 

committee. Identify who on the committee is willing to offer the amendment—ideally 

someone aligned with the issue or who owes you a favor, etc. Provide a draft amend-

ment in the proper format. It may be identical to what you submitted initially, or modi-

fied if committee staff suggested a tweak to make it acceptable. When the amendment 

is offered, be prepared that the chairman might oppose or accept it. 

Sometimes, if an amendment isn’t too objectionable, the chair will say “I have no ob-

jection” and it sails through via voice vote. Other times, they will oppose and it goes to a 

recorded vote, which can be partisan. Gauge the politics: if it is likely to be opposed by 

the majority of the committee, consider whether pushing it to a vote is worth it. (In some 

cases, even losing an amendment can highlight the issue and lay groundwork for the 

future, but in others it can irritate the committee. Use your judgment—a friendly chat 

with minority or majority staff can hint at receptiveness.)

On the House floor, if you get an opportunity under the rules, the amendment game is 

about coalition-building. Work with House leadership or the Rules Committee if needed 

to ensure your amendment is made in order (if under a structured rule). Then, alert al-

lies to speak during debate. Perhaps secure a Republican and a Democrat to each take a 

minute in support (bipartisan floor support sends a strong signal). 

If opposition is likely, arm your floor manager with rebuttals. Sometimes, contro-

versial policy amendments can still pass on the floor if they appeal to a transpartisan 

interest (e.g., privacy rights, states’ interests, etc., depending on content). Or have your 

Democrat narrowcast their message to Democrats, and your Republican narrowcast 

their message to Republicans. 

Note that in recent Congresses, majority leadership sometimes discourages any floor 

amendments to “their” appropriations bills to keep things moving. 
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Working the Committee and Leadership Dynamics 
Sometimes, your biggest ally or obstacle is not on the subcommittee but above it: the full 

appropriations chair or even the Speaker/Senate leader. If your issue is something that 

leadership cares about (for good or ill), be aware. For example, if you’re pushing a policy 

rider that the president strongly opposes and might veto over, congressional leadership 

will scrutinize that in final negotiations. In such cases, your lobbying should include 

making your case to leadership staff, not just appropriators. Conversely, if your priority 

aligns with a leadership initiative (say, enhancing Congress’s own capacity), you might 

get a surprising boost from on high. 

Keep the appropriations committee hierarchy in mind: the subcommittee chair can 

usually carry the day on smaller items, but big-ticket moves often need the full com-

mittee chair’s blessing. So it might be worthwhile to also brief the full committee staff 

about your request, especially if it spans multiple subcommittees or has budgetary 

significance.

Managing the “Back and Forth” and  
Maintaining Relationships
Getting an appropriations provision adopted can be an iterative back-and-forth process. 

You might get feedback such as, “We can’t do exactly this, but would you be okay with 

that?” Always consider such counter-proposals seriously—partial progress is better 

than none. For instance, the committee might say: your request for a $10 million in-

crease is too high, we can maybe do $2 million. Or, we can’t include the directive as bill 

text, but we’ll put a sentence in the report. 

Accept wins graciously and acknowledge the committee’s effort. That builds goodwill 

for next time. And if you lose an amendment or it gets stripped out at some stage, do not 

burn bridges by lashing out. Instead, thank the members and staff for considering it, ex-

press hope to work with them on resolving concerns, and make it clear you’ll try again 

in the future. Remember, appropriations is yearly—today’s “no” can be turned into next 

year’s “yes” with persistence and improved strategy (see Chapter VII).
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In addition to adopting the direct lobbying tactics covered in this playbook, nonprof-

its can influence appropriations through other channels: by participating in hearings 

(both publicly and behind the scenes) and by submitting written testimony to the com-

mittees. These avenues are often underutilized, but they can substantially reinforce 

your message and get it on the record.

Planting Questions at Hearings 
Congressional hearings on agency budgets or oversight topics are prime opportunities 

to highlight your issues. While you as an outside advocate won’t be asking the questions, 

you can supply friendly lawmakers with questions to ask on your behalf. 

Recall from Chapter II that in the March-April hearing season, you should “watch for 

hearings where you can place a question.” In practice, this means: once hearing sched-

ules are announced, identify which members will be questioning the witnesses (usually 

the subcommittee members). 

Pick one or two members (often your champions or those who showed interest in 

your topic) and reach out to their staff well ahead of the hearing. Offer a succinct suggest-

ed question or two that the member could ask the agency witness. Make it a question 

that either prompts the agency to acknowledge a problem your proposal seeks to fix, or 

leads the witness to place supportive information on the record. If the agency is friendly, 

give them a heads-up to be ready for a question along particular lines.

V.  Other Ways to Engage: Hearings, 			 
	 Questions, and Testimony
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A well-posed question can tee up your subsequent funding request by establishing 

need or interest. Busy congressional staff are often grateful for suggested questions—

developing insightful questions takes time, and if you hand them a good one, you in-

crease the odds that it gets used. 

To the extent you can, tailor the question to the member’s style and the hearing con-

text. If it’s a fast-paced budget hearing, the question should be concise. If it’s a more 

exploratory oversight hearing, a two-part question might be okay. Look to the transcript 

from last year to see how a member likes to phrase their questions. 

Questions for the Record
As noted above, after hearings, members can submit written QFRs to follow up on topics. 

A question for the record is a question submitted in writing after the in-person portion 

of the hearing has concluded but before the hearing record is closed. These questions 

are provided by members to the committee clerk, who in turn transmits them to the 

appropriate agency. Agency staff will answer the questions in writing, which will be 

provided to the member and ultimately published in a hearing report.

You can encourage members to write QFRs and do the legwork for them. If your ques-

tion didn’t get asked live—or even if it did and you want more detail—ask a member’s 

office if they would submit a QFR. These questions can pin down an agency or provide 

valuable intelligence and official statements that you can use in your advocacy. 

Submitting Written Testimony
Both the House and Senate appropriations committees typically invite written testimo-

ny from the public on their annual bills. This is a chance for your nonprofit to make a 

formal statement of record about your funding or policy requests. 

The House subcommittees historically have a more open process—many subcom-

mittees hold a “public witness day” where outside individuals testify for a few minutes 
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each, and all subcommittees accept written testimony submissions (usually via email, 

by a certain deadline). 

The Senate is more limited; Senate appropriations subcommittees do not hold public 

witness days, but they will generally accept written testimony. If they don’t explicitly say 

they will, you can often send written testimony to Senate subcommittees even if they don’t 

formally ask; it will be received and kept on file. Always check each year’s committee an-

nouncements (usually on the appropriations committee website or via Dear Colleague 

notices) for instructions: they will outline deadlines and formatting for testimony.

How to Write Effective Appropriations Testimony 
Appropriations written testimony is typically short and to the point. In fact, the House 

Legislative Branch Subcommittee, for example, limits written testimonies to five pages 

(single-spaced), and the Senate often limits to four pages. 

Follow all formatting rules meticulously: e.g., one-inch margins, at least 12-point font, 

required cover information, etc., because committees will reject testimony that does 

not meet their guidelines. 

Start your testimony with a heading that states who you are and whom you represent, 

and which bill or agency you’re addressing. Usually, the first paragraph should suc-

cinctly summarize what you are asking for. If there is a specific bill or account, name 

it upfront. By clearly stating the dollar amount or policy change at the beginning, you 

ensure the staff reviewing hundreds of testimonies sees your request without digging.

The body of the testimony should provide a brief background and justification. This 

might include: a sentence or two about your organization (establish credibility), the 

problem or need you are addressing, evidence or data supporting your request, and the 

positive outcomes if your request is granted. 

Given the space constraint, every sentence must earn its keep. Use bullet points if that 

helps to concisely list benefits or key points (just be sure the formatting is simple and 

text-based, as fancy formatting or images can be problematic for congressional tech-

nology). Do reference previous committee actions: demonstrating momentum and prior 
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interest can help. If you have personal or local examples, you might weave that in as well. 

But remember, five pages maximum (often fewer), so brevity and clarity are essential.

Submitting Written Testimony 
Submit your written testimony by the method required—usually emailing a PDF or 

Word document to a designated address, with a specific subject line format. Include 

any required forms. For example, House Appropriations has a witness disclosure form 

about federal grants or payments your organization receives as well as a request for the 

submitter’s biography. 

After submitting, it’s appropriate to send a courtesy copy to the staff of the subcom-

mittee you’ve been dealing with or to the offices of your champions: “FYI, we submitted 

formal testimony, attached here as well for your reference.” This ensures they see it and 

might even quote it in internal discussions. Your testimony will enter the committee’s 

official record.

Testifying in Person 
If your request to testify in person has been granted, congratulations—face time with 

the committee members is invaluable. Usually, you will get five minutes to speak. How 

can you make the most of it? 

•	 Plan for a concise, compelling delivery. Do not try to read a five-page statement 

verbatim—in person, that would be a sure way to lose your audience. Instead, 

prepare a brief oral statement (it can be shorter than your written submission). 

•	 Focus on one or two top points. For example: “Thank you for the chance to testi-

fy. I want to share the story of one community that illustrates why this funding 

matters . . .” A personal touch can be powerful. Appropriators, like all humans, 

respond to storytelling and clear rationale. 

•	 You want to leave the impression that what you propose is reasonable, modest 

in cost, and will do a lot of good.
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•	 While speaking, make eye contact with the members. It’s okay to have notes, 

but try not to bury your face in a script. Practice your delivery so you can speak 

a bit extemporaneously and genuinely. If you notice the chair or ranking mem-

ber looking bored or checking their phone (it happens), don’t panic—but work to 

reengage them. 

•	 Keep your tone respectful and positive. Even if you are essentially asking for 

more money (which implies something is underfunded or that a problem exists), 

frame it as an opportunity.

•	 Compliment the committee when appropriate: if last year they did something 

good related to your issue, thank them for it. If something didn’t happen that 

was supposed to, you can note it, but do so gently.

•	 Avoid assigning blame or getting into political swipes—focus on solutions, not 

personalities or partisan angles.

After your five minutes, there may be questions and answers, but likely there will be 

none. Often at public witness hearings, only the chair and ranking member attend, and 

they might or might not ask questions. 

If they do ask questions, it’s a bonus chance to elaborate. Listen carefully to what they 

ask—and if you don’t know an answer, say so and offer to follow up. This is another way to 

build trust: be a reliable source of information.
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Once you’ve launched an appropriations lobbying campaign—making requests, submit-

ting testimony, securing allies—track the process closely. Advocacy doesn’t end when 

you’ve made the ask; you need to monitor what happens to your priorities at each stage, 

in both the House and Senate, and be ready to act on that information. This chapter out-

lines how to track the appropriations bills as they move, and how to determine what you 

achieved (or didn’t) at the end of the cycle.

Monitoring Developments—Stay Alert
The appropriations process can move quickly. A subcommittee may mark up a bill with 

little notice, or an amendment may be introduced unexpectedly on the floor. To avoid 

surprises, monitor reliable sources of information. These include:

•	 Committee press releases (sign up for email updates from the appropriations 

committees)

•	 The Congressional Record and Congress.gov for official actions

•	 Media sources like Politico or CQ/Roll Call, which often report on behind-the-

scenes appropriations negotiations

•	 Maintain contact with the staff you’ve met—politely ask if they can keep you 

informed of schedule updates or outcomes relevant to your issue 

Some staff will volunteer information, but often you must inquire. It’s fine to send a short 

email after key meetings. Once markups start, get the documents as soon as they’re 

released. Read the subcommittee bill and report PDFs—search for keywords related to 

VI.  Tracking the Process and Measuring 	
	 Success in Both Chambers
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your issue (the language might not be exactly what you submitted, so search by topic 

terms, too).

TIMELINE FOR AVAILABILITY OF HOUSE APPROPRIATIONS DOCUMENTS 

PROCEEDING STAGE DOCUMENT TIMELINE FOR DISCLOSURE

Meeting notice Notice Must be given three legislative days in advance

Subcommittee 
markups

Draft bill text, 
resolutions, 
and reports

Available to committee members three calendar days in 
advance of date of consideration

Draft bill text Available to public 24 hours in advance of proceedings

Amendment 
text

If adopted, must be publicly available within 24 hours of 
adoption; if withdrawn, within 48 hours

Record votes
Available in electronic form within 48 hours of the vote 
(includes description of the amendment/motion and how 
members voted)

Draft commit-
tee report

No requirement; however, as a matter of practice, available 
24 hours prior to a full committee markup

Full committee 
markup

Draft bill text, 
resolutions, 
and reports

Available to committee members (but not the public) three 
calendar days in advance of the date of consideration

Draft bill text Publicly available 24 hours in advance of the proceedings

Draft commit-
tee report

No requirement, but generally available 24 hours in advance 
of the markup, usually at the same time as the draft bill text

Amendment 
text

If adopted, publicly available within 24 hours; if withdrawn, 
made available within 48 hours. As a general practice, 
amendments are distributed to the press as they’re offered 
in committee

Record votes Published in electronic form within 48 hours of the vote

Final bill text Bill text

No deadline by which it must be made publicly available after 
committee adoption. Chair’s duty is to report the bill and 
report “promptly.” Becomes available when filed with the 
House of Representatives
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Senate appropriators do not provide a timeline for the availability of their documents. 

Appropriations Committee Rules for the 119th Congress declare that subcommittee bill 

text and reports shall be provided to each member of the committee 36 hours prior to 

committee consideration to the extent practicable. The Rules also declare that amend-

ments to be offered at full Committee markups shall be provided to the chair and rank-

ing member and the subcommittee and full committee 24 hours prior to markup to the 

extent practicable. 

The Senate Appropriations Committee is exempt from the Senate Rules requiring 

public announcements of hearings at least one week before the hearing commences. It 

is also exempted from keeping a complete record of committee actions, including roll 

call votes.

Use the “Official” Documents and Compare
Each chamber produces detailed reports: a House Report and Senate Report for each 

bill, and eventually a Joint Explanatory Statement in a conference or omnibus. These 

documents are where you can read the substance of what was decided. They are lengthy, 

but the table of contents and indexing are helpful jumping-off points. If you advocated 

for report language, read the relevant section to ensure that it reflects what you wanted. 

Keep a Scorecard
At the end of the process (once the final legislation is passed and signed), tally your 

results. How many of your requests were fully granted, partially granted, or not at all? 

This will guide your strategy for next year. If something succeeded in the House but was 

not enacted, that is a prime candidate to try again, as you know there was some support. 

If something never gained traction in either chamber, you need to analyze why. Was it 

too ambitious? Did you lack a champion? Maybe outside events overshadowed it.
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Appropriations lobbying is an ongoing process (see Chapter VII). This means tracking 

doesn’t stop on October 1. Suppose you received a directive in the FY 2025 bill for the 

agency to report something by June 2025; set a reminder to check on that. 

When June comes, check whether the agency delivered the report. If not, you have 

fodder for pushing the committee in FY 2026 to hold the agency accountable. Some ad-

vocates maintain a running list year to year of all report directives relevant to their 

issues and whether agencies have fulfilled them. This holistic approach makes you a 

trusted source for committee staff—you can gently remind them. It shows you are pay-

ing attention and helping ensure that their instructions are carried out.

Celebrate Success, Learn from Setbacks
When appropriations season concludes, take time to celebrate what went well. Did you 

get a line in law or report that achieves a long-sought goal? That’s a success for your 

cause—share it in your communications (with proper attribution to Congress’s action, 

of course, since you want to reinforce their good deed publicly). Thank the members 

and staff who helped; a sincere thank-you note goes a long way in relationship-building 

(besides being plain good manners). 
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One of the greatest advantages of lobbying the appropriations process is its annual cy-

cle—if you don’t get everything you want this year, there’s always next year. And if you 

do get something, you can come back to expand or refine it. Successful appropriations 

advocacy is inherently iterative. In this chapter, we discuss how to leverage this year’s 

wins (or partial wins) into bigger gains in the future, and how to maintain momentum 

for your cause over multiple fiscal cycles.

Incremental Expansion 
Many policy changes via appropriations start small and grow. Suppose that last year 

you secured $2 million for a new pilot program. This year, return with data or anecdotes 

from that pilot’s early phase and ask to continue or increase it. Perhaps the committee 

initially labeled it a “pilot” to test the waters—your job is to demonstrate success so they 

feel comfortable making it an ongoing program. It’s not uncommon that after 2–3 cycles, 

a pilot initiated in appropriations becomes an established line item. 

The lesson is: use each year’s action as a springboard. If you received half your fund-

ing request, politely ask for an increase next time and explain why the increase is nec-

essary. If this year you received a directive for an agency plan, next year’s ask might be 

funds to implement that plan.

Iterative advocacy also means you can recover from setbacks. If your request was 

denied, analyze why. That’s a signal to bring more evidence, find more supporters, or 

VII.  The Iterative Process: Building on 		
		  Success Year after Year
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address the concerns that they’ve identified. If you don’t know why something was not 

included, work to figure out where the pushback came from.

Keeping Up the Relationships 
The iterative process is also about relationships over time. Every year, members and 

staff rotate, retire, or shift roles. You need to continually engage and often reeducate new 

players. If you’ve built a strong rapport with, say, a subcommittee clerk (staff director) 

and they move on, make sure to establish a connection with their successor early on—

share the history of your issue and what has been done in previous bills. Institutional 

memory can be short on the Hill; you can help provide continuity. 

Responding to Changing Contexts
Iterative lobbying doesn’t happen in a political context—elections and events can change 

the landscape. If an election flips the House or Senate majority, you might suddenly have 

new committee leadership that has different priorities. Or a crisis (for example, a pan-

demic or natural disaster) could reorder budget priorities, squeezing or opening space 

for your issue. Be prepared each cycle to recalibrate. For instance, if your champion re-

tires, identify a new one quickly, and consider briefing that person: “Senator So-and-so 

always championed this in the committee; we hope you might take up the mantle.” On 

the other hand, if someone unfriendly to your cause takes the gavel, consider a strategy 

of playing defense to at least maintain what you’ve got, rather than pushing an expan-

sion that year. The beauty of an iterative approach is resilience: a bad year doesn’t doom 

the whole effort; you can come back when the environment is better.

Know When to Pivot
Iteration is great, but be willing to change course if something is not working after re-

peated attempts. Maybe you have tried for three years to get a certain rider and it is al-

ways stripped in conference. Instead of banging the same drum a fourth time, consider 
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a different tactic: could you achieve a similar outcome via report language or through a 

different subcommittee’s jurisdiction? Or is it time to focus on authorizers or litigation 

or other means outside appropriations? 

Appropriations lobbying should be one part of a larger strategy. There is a time to 

persist and a time to pivot. Use your judgment and input from allies (including the com-

mittee staff—sometimes they will candidly tell you, “This won’t work as long as Senator 

Z is ranking member,” giving you a hint to hold off or modify the ask until conditions 

change). Or maybe your idea has a fatal flaw. Be honest with yourself.

The Long View—Relationships and Reputation
As you engage in the appropriations process year after year, you as an advocate (and 

your organization) will develop a reputation. Ideally, it’s one of being knowledgeable, 

persistent, honest, flexible, and cooperative. Members and staff will come to recognize 

that you will be back every cycle championing your cause. That’s good—you become the 

person for Issue X. 

If you are too intransigent (“all or nothing every time”), you risk being ignored. But if 

you show you are willing to build towards a goal and will come back for more later, you 

will be seen as pragmatic. In time, you might find that instead of you chasing the com-

mittee, the committee starts to preemptively include your issue because they expect 

it. For example, a staffer might say, “We know you’ll ask for Y again, so we already put 

something in the draft.” That is a golden moment earned by consistent effort.

In summary, think of appropriations advocacy as a continuum, not a one-off. Each 

cycle is a chapter in the story of your initiative. Write each chapter such that it builds on 

the last: reinforce successes, learn from setbacks, and always come back with a refined 

ask. By doing so, you turn annual funding bills into stepping stones toward your larger 

policy goals. As you iterate, you also strengthen your credibility and relationships on 

the Hill, making each subsequent effort a bit easier. This iterative process is how small 

tweaks grow into significant reforms and modest pilots become national programs—all 

through the persistent, savvy use of Congress’s power of the purse.
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While the principles in this playbook are rooted in long-standing precedent, the political 

context in which they operate continues to evolve. That process has admittedly changed 

in recent decades. And the pace of that change has accelerated during the Trump ad-

ministration. But the fundamentals of the appropriations process—its who, what, when, 

where, and why—have not changed. Learning where and when the appropriations pro-

cess happens, who is involved, what they are trying to do, and how they plan to do it 

empowers advocates to recognize the inflection points in that process when lawmakers 

and staff make major decisions.

It remains to be seen how Congress will respond—whether it will adapt its methods 

for asserting spending authority, or whether the White House and OMB will adopt new 

approaches to policy implementation. As we navigate this changing landscape, one 

thing is clear: staying vigilant and flexible is more important than ever.

VIII.  Challenges to This Framework
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Lobbying the congressional appropriations process is a marathon, not a sprint—but for 

nonprofits seeking to advance their missions, it’s a marathon well worth running. This 

playbook has explored how appropriations work and why they offer a uniquely practical 

avenue for policy change: they happen every year, they must pass for the government to 

function, and they concentrate influence in the hands of a few key players who are open 

to persuasive input. 

The overarching theme is strategic persistence. Appropriations lobbying has im-

mense power—quiet provisions tucked in a funding bill can shift agency behavior, seed 

new programs, and shine a light on problems that would otherwise stay hidden. The key 

is to be methodical and diligent. Know the calendar and the players. Build relationships 

and trust over time. Use data and stories hand in hand to make both a rational and emo-

tional case. Be ready to compromise and to celebrate incremental wins. And perhaps 

most importantly, think long-term. 

As you put these principles into practice, remember that every nonprofit advocate on 

Capitol Hill is, in effect, a teacher and a partner to Congress. You are educating mem-

bers and staff about issues they may not know in depth. You are offering solutions (often 

fully drafted) that they can use to address those issues—effectively doing much of the 

work for them. When done respectfully, this is welcomed; you are helping them make 

informed decisions and score legislative wins of their own (they get credit for funding 

a new initiative or increasing transparency, for instance). It’s a symbiotic relationship: 

your cause advances, and they fulfill their role of responsive governance. Many veteran 

Conclusion



41The Appropriations Playbook 

appropriators actually enjoy working with knowledgeable advocates, especially on is-

sues that aren’t front-page news, because it helps them discover and fix problems in 

government programs.

Good luck!
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Congress.gov Appropriations Status Table
•	 Available at: www.congress.gov/crs-appropriations-status-table 

A website, maintained by the Library of Congress, that contains links to the report lan-

guage, bill text, and vote information for every appropriations bill from FY 1999 to pres-

ent. It tracks approval at the subcommittee, full committee, chamber, and resolution of 

chamber differences levels. 

Don’t miss clicking on the “notes” hyperlink below each appropriations subcommit-

tee. This hidden and often overlooked feature often contains links to the committee 

press releases, the release of draft bills by one party, and much more.

This table can be slow to update. For legislation that is at the subcommittee or full com-

mittee level, look to the appropriations webpages. Until the legislation has been formally 

introduced, which occurs after full committee markup, you likely will not find it here.

House Appropriations Committee Website
•	 Available at: appropriations.house.gov 

This is the official website for the House Appropriations Committee. Information often 

will be published here before it is available elsewhere. Watch the press releases tab for 

announcements of the hearing and markup schedule.

The “Subcommittees” tab has links to the 12 appropriations subcommittees. You 

will want to watch the individual subcommittee pages because they will provide links 

Appendix: Useful Resources

https://www.congress.gov/crs-appropriations-status-table
https://appropriations.house.gov/
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to “FY XX Member Day Hearing Instructions” and “FYXX Outside Witness Hearing 

Instructions” when they are available. 

The “FY XX Member Request” tab will contain guidance for requests concerning 

funding levels, bill text, and earmarks (also known as community project requests.)

The “Committee Activity” tab, accessible when you click on the appropriate sub-

committee, will provide links to notices concerning markup, including votes and 

amendments.

Note that Democrats and Republicans have different appropriations websites. The 

website at appropriations.house.gov is for whoever is in the majority. You can find the 

two websites at:

•	 Republicans: republicans-appropriations.house.gov 

•	 Democrats: democrats-appropriations.house.gov

Senate Appropriations Committee Website
•	 Available at: www.appropriations.senate.gov 

This is the official website for the House Appropriations Committee. Information often 

will be published here before it is available elsewhere.

Guidance for appropriations requests and earmarks is updated each year and is 

available under “About the Committee,” then “FY 20XX Appropriations Requests and 

Congressional Directed Spending.”

The subcommittees tab has links to the 12 appropriations subcommittees. You will 

want to watch the individual subcommittee pages and routinely click on “submit writ-

ten testimony” to see when guidance has been posted. There is no other indication of 

when guidance is available for the upcoming fiscal year.

The hearings tab generally will provide notice of upcoming hearings, although it is 

also useful to monitor the main webpage. Markups in the form of “business meetings” 

often are published here as well.

https://republicans-appropriations.house.gov
https://democrats-appropriations.house.gov/
https://www.appropriations.senate.gov/
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Congressional Budget Justifications
•	 Available at: www.usaspending.gov/agency 

Appropriators require agencies to submit Congressional Budget Justifications that pro-

vide a plain-language explanation of what is being requested. In addition to publication 

on each agency’s website, OMB is required to publish the reports online. OMB is not in 

full compliance with the law, but a compilation of links to the vast majority of CBJs is 

available on the USASpending website.

When clicking through to the agency pages, you should also see CBJs for prior years. 

If you do not, they may be available by using the Wayback Machine at https://web.ar-

chive.org/ and choosing an earlier date.

The Budget of the United States Government
•	 Available at: www.whitehouse.gov/omb/information-resources 

	 (for the current administration only)

•	 Available at: www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/budget 

The Budget of the United States Government, also known as the President’s Budget 

Request, is a collection of documents containing the president’s proposals for the fiscal 

year, his messaging, and a wide range of information about current and historic spending. 

Most notable for your purposes, the Budget Appendix contains the line by line pro-

posed bill text, report language, and narrative explanation of what each program does 

for every program in every agency. 

The budget proposal for the current administration is generally available on OMB’s 

website. Proposals for prior years are available on the Government Publishing Office’s 

website: govinfo.gov. 

https://www.usaspending.gov/agency
https://web.archive.org/
https://web.archive.org/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/information-resources/
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/budget
http://govinfo.gov
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•	 Encouraging cutting-edge scientific research, technological innovation, and 

manufacturing; and

•	 Improving government effectiveness for all Americans.

Inclusive Abundance Initiative, a 501(c)(3), engages in research, issue education, com-

munication, and related programming around abundance policy and ideas. Inclusive 
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