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IntroduCtIon

Lobbyists have a mystique about them of having money, influ-
ence, and power. As I explain below, a lobbyist’s power is no 
more than the sum gravitas of his or her relationships. Like 
many professions, success is less about what you know than 
who you know. Section Menu of Opportunities to Build Rela-
tionships, the longest section of this book, will guide you in 
building those relationships.

Like most jobs, lobbying has its goods and bads, which we con-
sider below. These include the dark side of being paid to win at 
all costs; having to tell your employer, that’s not something the 
law allows, or you are willing to do; ethical conflicts among cli-
ents, lawmakers, and you making a good living; at times brutal 
working conditions; difficult people to navigate; and negative 
public perceptions of the profession.

Yet, it can be a great fit for those who care deeply about a cause, 
relish influencing people, enjoy interpersonal exchange, or just 
want an exciting and well-paying career. I loved being a lobby-
ist, as has virtually every lobbyist I’ve known over my 30 years 
in the field.

But in order to do well and to enjoy you work, you have to be 
suited for the job. You can initially estimate your suitability for 
the field by answering three basic questions:

• Do you know what lobbying is?
• Do you have the aptitude to succeed as a lobbyist?
• What kind of lobbyist would you like to become?

Over the next several sections we will examine these questions 
in detail. Your answers will help you determine if being a lob-
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bying is something you really want to do. If it is, then we will 
guide you in getting your first job.

do You know what lobbYIng Is?

Lobbying may be defined as, “trying to influence or gain good-
will.”5 One seeks to influence and gain goodwill in order to 
sell. Selling is part of life and almost every successful person 
is a salesperson. In life you sell to your boss, your lover, and 
to anyone else who can give you what you want. Lobbying is 
selling laws.

However, unlike most sales activities, lobbying is highly regu-
lated by law and by custom. The seller, less so the buyer, is the 
one who must beware in lobbying. It isn’t caveat emptor (buyer 
beware) or even caveat venditor (seller beware), it’s “deceive or 
lie to a lawmaker or staffer once and you are banned from the 
legislature, will be fired, are unemployable, and may face crim-
inal, civil, or administrative sanctions.”

Scrupulous honesty, I will regularly remind you, is at the foun-
dation of a successful lobbying career. This leads us to discuss-
ing the first ingredient for an effective lobbyist, and, that is, 
being ethical.

Ethics. Except for a couple in D.C. and one or two at the state 
level, every lobbyist with whom I’ve worked has been of good to 
excellent moral character; and I would be proud to call most of 
them my friends. Lobbying lawmakers and staff is a trust-based 
profession. Senior lobbyist Rich Cranwell, says, “Lobbying is 
about connections, and building relationships. Trust is essen-
tial, and establishing this takes time and effort . . . to forge the 
relationships needed in today’s political climate.”6 A lobbyist 



9

Preparation, Potential Employers, and First-Day Performance

must have a reputation for integrity in order to thrive in this 
trust-based profession.

Trust rests upon the lobbyist’s three top duties to lawmakers 
and staff: scrupulous honesty, accuracy, and credibility. Fifty 
sets of state ethics laws govern lobbyist-legislature interactions 
and etiquette governs the rest. The common purpose of formal 
ethics rules is to foster trust, civility, and honorable and legal 
behavior. Failure to remain ethical can cost a lobbyist trust, 
lobbying career, and professional, civil, and criminal penalties.

Some states regulate limited lobbyist-client behavior, such as 
Texas, where absent a waiver by both clients, a lobbyist may 
not represent clients with conflicting interests.7 Few clients are 
sufficiently sophisticated to recognize, much less deal with, 
conflicts. Many hire contractors to avoid themselves having to 
deal with otherwise unpleasant task of having to protect their 
interests before government. I have written best practices man-
uals to produce and empower more sophisticated consumers of 
lobbying services, and lobbyists.

Trust is essential for having successful political, business and per-
sonal relationships. Cultivating a reputation of personal integ-
rity leading to trust requires consistent  good conduct among  
lobbyists and their clients. At a minimum, a long-term career 
requires conformity with legally and generally accepted ethics.

However, being ethical may be harder than that first sounds. 
Conflicts arise between principals and their lobbyists; between 
what principals want, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, 
what lobbyists want. For example, a client wants a favorable 
result, such as a tax benefit, and so does the lobbyist; but the 
lobbyist’s body of rules limits how and what he or she can do to 
get results for the client.



10

Insiders Talk: How to Get and Keep Your First Lobbying Job

Be warned that the lobbyist’s duty of scrupulous honesty to 
lawmakers and staff flows in one direction and one direction 
only, that is, you to lawmakers and staff. It’s not a reciprocal 
duty. Lawmakers, staff, other lobbyists, special interests, and 
the media will deceive you when expedient for them to do so. 
As a new lobbyist, the unscrupulous will try to compromise you 
for a momentary political advantage.

Ethical conflicts occur least when working as an in-house lob-
byist, followed by being a contract lobbyist for honorable prin-
cipals, and conflicts occur most when honest lobbyists work for 
win-at-all-cost clients. (I deal with a dishonest lobbyist work-
ing for a dishonest client below in How to Prepare Yourself Before 
Starting Your Job Search.) Let’s consider this worst case first.

For win-at-any-cost clients, it’s “I’m paying you to win, so do 
whatever it takes” − no excuses and few restraints. In part, this 
win-at-any-cost attitude may be why Americans rank lobby-
ists dead last among professions for honesty and ethics.8 But a 
smart lobbyist always remembers that employers come and go 
but one’s reputation is forever.

As you consider this field, you should be aware of the negative 
views many have for the lobbying profession, deserved for a few 
lobbyists but undeserved for the vast majority. Despite Gallup’s 
public opinion poll9 ranking lobbyists as almost as bad as Con-
gress with low/very low ethics (58–60 percent), a long-term 
lobbying career is built upon scrupulous honesty, accuracy, and 
credibility.

Over my career, I’ve encountered disdainful responses upon 
revealing my profession. A lobbyist once told me that, when 
asked what he does for a living, rather than answer “lobbyist,” 
he replies that he’s a piano player in a D.C. brothel.10
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Jimmy Williams’ Vox article, “I was a lobbyist for more than 
6 years. I quit. My conscience couldn’t take it anymore,” is 
written from the perspective of a “disgusted with the process” 
Washington, D.C. lobbyist.11 While, I don’t doubt Mr. Wil-
liams’ experiences, but for the few scoundrels mentioned above, 
I never experienced or saw the things which he describes when 
I worked with lawmakers, either at the state or federal levels, 
as a client, or as an in-house or contract lobbyist. Colleagues 
polled for this paper agreed that honesty and integrity with 
lawmakers and staff are indispensable qualities for professional 
success and longevity.

If you can remain ethical and have the confidence and emo-
tional strength to overcome occasional disapproval, then you 
have passed the first test. The next tests are: 1) to determine 
whether you can survive the working conditions; and, 2) to ask 
can you navigate the people with whom you will work.

Working conditions. Those who call themselves lobbyists fall into 
three broad categories: contract administrators, image repre-
sentatives, and advocates. I will elaborate later on these groups 
but for now let’s consider advocates, that is, real lobbyists.

For them, working hours during the legislative session are long. 
They start at early morning breakfasts and finish with after-din-
ner drinks. To outrival competitors, a one-state lobbyist has to 
keep these hours. The larger your geographic area of responsi-
bility, the more you must travel the state, region, or nation and 
the more you must rely on assistance from contract lobbyists 
and associations. Itinerant lobbyists’ hours are long because, in 
addition to lobbying, multistate lobbyists spend many hours in 
airplanes, hotels, and rental cars. After a few years, the mys-
tique of travel and accumulating travel points wears off and it 
all gets very old.
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