GOLD MOUSE AWARDS

CONGRESSIONAL MANAGEMENT FOUNDATION

Best Practices in Online
Communications on Capitol Hill

Made possible by grants from

LOCKHEED MARTIN NATIONAL WRITE
BIPAC DESKTOP SOLUTIONS, INC. YOUR CONGRESSMAN SHOUTROINT




GOLD MOUSE AWARDS

CONGRESSIONAL MANAGEMENT FOUNDATION

© 2014, Congressional Management Foundation.
All Rights Reserved.
No part of this report may be reproduced in any manner
without the written permission of the Congressional Management Foundation,
except brief quotations or charts used in critical articles or reviews.

Congressional Management Foundation
710 E Street SE
Washington, D.C. 20003
202-546-0100
CongressFoundation.org
@CongressFdn


http://CongressFoundation.org
https://twitter.com/congressfdn

Table of Contents

TabIE Of FIGUIES.....cueeeeiiieetieeetrcett ettt et ese et sttt st b s et st s b a st sbesasasenan 4
| (3] 4 0 To 18 Lot 4 o o VSR 5
EXE@CULIVE SUMMAIY ...cuiiiiieteeeeteete ettt ettt sttt st s e se e sttt e st s et e e aeas 8
113t Congress GOld MOUSE AWAIAS ......ccoeurururururururerieieeeeeeeeesetsets sttt tetetessssaese e eaene 13
For Best Congressional WEDSITES ... es 13
For Citizen Engagement on Social Media ... 14
Principles for Strategic COMMUNICAtION........cccccveiiiiecninieteteteteeteteeeeee e 15
Analysis of Congressional WebSItes........ccouvievniiiininiieinreeitceeeteeestere ettt saeeens 22
MEMDEr OFfiCE WEDSITES ...ttt ettt e sae st st esssesesssesssesssessssssesnsesseenne 30
Characteristics of Effective Member WebSites. ... 30
Gold Mouse Award Winners: Member WebSites ...........ooovveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeens 41
COMMITEEE OFfICE WEDSITES ...ttt ettt et eeaeetee st sesessse st ssseessesssessesnsesssesssnsens 50
Characteristics of Effective Committee WebSItes. .......ooevveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeene 50
Gold Mouse Award Winners: Committee WebsSites.........cocoovovieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeenns 57
Yo Y F=] I 1Y =V L= LSRR 60
Characteristics of Effective SOCial M@Ia ..o 60
Gold Mouse Award Winners: SOCial Meia.......c.ooveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e 64
MELROAOIOGY ...ttt ettt ettt s st e s et as et ee e esesnen 74
Website Awards
SOCIAl MEAIA AWATUS ...ttt sttt 78
About the GOld MOUSE AWAIAS.......ceuiieieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeete ettt e sseeesae et e seseessseeesesssseens 81
ACKNOWIBAGMENTS....oeiiniiieiteeceteteeetrteeee ettt et ettt st sa s s s et st s e sasteseasassesesans 83
About the Congressional Management Foundation ..........cccceeecennnenencncnnncncncnnenenes 85

113™ CONGRESS GOLD MOUSE AWARDS e CongressFoundation.org


CongressFoundation.org

Table of Figures

Figure 1.

Figure 2.

Figure 3.
Figure 4.
Figure 5.

Figure 6.

Figure 7.
Figure 8.
Figure 9.

Figure 10.
Figure 11.

Figure 12.

Figure 13.

Figure 14.
Figure 15.
Figure 16.

Figure 17.

Frequency of Providing Basic Legislative Information by Year....................

Frequency of Providing Basic Information on Federal Agency
ASSISTANCE DY YOOI ..ttt ettt ee s

Awards by Category and LeVel..........cereveniniieinieeenineeenteeeeeseeeseseesenes
Award Winners Compared to Eligible Websites........ccccccceeeeneenenenencncncnen.
Awards as Percentage of Eligible Websites..........ccccoceeevevnrvevennevenennceennn.

Initial Scores of Top-Performing Websites in Each Category
(Prior to CUrve Grading) .....ccccoceceereeeeeurereeeereeneeesseentsesseeesessesesssseeessesensesssens

Member AWards DY Party ...ttt sesssseeessssenes
Member Awards by Party and Chamber ............cccooivenennnnenernnccrenenenes
Committee Awards by Chamber..........ooevirrevnineiineeinneeeeeeeeene e
First-Time Versus Repeat Winners by Chamber ..........cccocoeeenevennncnnnnencne.
Member Award Winner Statistics .......ccoeeeeerencrencncrcececeeeeneneneneseneeeeeeeeeeeenenenene

Tenure of Member Office Award Winners Compared to Non-Award
WINNELS ettt ettt sttt sttt s et ses e et see e eseenen

Elimination of Member Websites Through Evaluation Rounds and
SCOTING ettt ettt et st ettt st ae st st s e ae e ae st e see e se st e e seesenens

Criteria Categories and Scoring Formula for Member Websites.................
Criteria Categories and Scoring Formula for Committee Websites............
Website Award Levels by Final Score........covveiecnnecerneceereeeereeceennenen

Gold Mouse Awards and REPOITS........cceveeireeerinireentnieeintsieesteseesesseseesessens

113™ CONGRESS GOLD MOUSE AWARDS e CongressFoundation.org


CongressFoundation.org

Introduction

In 2014, the World Wide Web hit its 25" anniversary. For the past 25 years communications
have been moving, changing and evolving at warp speed. Adapting has been a constant
challenge for individuals, businesses, and institutions, including Congress. Senators and
Representatives have struggled to find footholds in ground that is ever-shifting, and

many have found themselves in over their heads. They have adopted technologies and
applications simply for the sake of having them, without really knowing how or why

to use them. As a result, many have fallen back on comfortable, press release-driven
communications practices, even in media that disdain promotional and one-sided
messaging.

In the rush to take advantage of new communications tools, many Members of Congress
(and staff) are merely applying the old rules to the new century. Websites are simply

the new billboards; Facebook, the new delivery system for press releases; and Twitter,

an updated version of bumper stickers. Rather than change their styles and practices

for the new media, they merely wrap old media methods in new technology. In doing

so, many Members are failing to live up to the potential of what the Internet has to

offer. In the process, they are missing opportunities to enhance citizen engagement and
understanding of Congress.

Congress faces difficult challenges in meeting the expectations of citizens. Perhaps
unfairly, legislators are measured by the same yardstick as any other provider of online
information and services. Citizens may ask, if Amazon can provide customer support in
10 seconds through instant messaging, why can’t Congress? One answer to that question
is, of course, that Amazon has billions of dollars and thousands of employees, while the
typical House office has one or two staff in their communications department.

Yet, even if Congress had more resources to devote to online communications, one must
wonder whether this would change the built-in self-promotional mentality that dominates
political organizations. As CMF scans the landscape of congressional social media, it
appears very much like that of congressional websites in 2002; dominated by one-way
messages promoting a politician or cause. While some legislators are creatively using
social media to shine a light on their representational and legislative activities, most are
not. Too few are using social media to build trust and understanding of Congress, and too
many are employing 1960s-style Mad Men advertising strategies—repetitive and simplistic
jargon wielded like a hammer to hit citizens on the head ... over and over again.
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CMF comes to this conclusion with an historical perspective about Congress’ struggle
with technology. Since Capitol Hill began using computers in the 1970s, CMF has been
providing guidance to congressional offices on using technology to be more efficient
and effective. Our first foray into online communications was the 1999 report, “Building
Websites Constituents Will Use.” Starting in 2001, working with major universities and
through grants from The Pew Charitable Trusts and the National Science Foundation,
CMF created a system for evaluating congressional websites, culminating in the biannual
Gold Mouse Awards. It is with that history we now add social media to the evaluations, as
these promising communications platforms offer much to enhance public understanding
of, and interactions with, Congress.

The Internet has changed immeasurably since CMF first started
our research, but one fact remains: the practices that succeed "
are those that provide the most value to the users, not those The Internet has changed
that are most promotional. Jay Baer states in his bestselling book immeasurably since CMF
Youtility: Why Smart Marketing is about Help not Hype, "If you first started our research,
create marketing that people genuinely want, you can dispense but one fact remains: the

with the 'shock,’ ‘awe,” and 'viral’ and focus on solving problems, ,
. . . . 9P practices that succeed
answering questions, and creating long-lasting customer

relationships by doing so.” What this means to Congress is are those that /orowo’e the
that websites and social media need to focus on being the most value to the users,
most helpful possible sources of congressional information for not those that are most

constituents and stakeholders. The idea is to serve and, in doing
so, to develop lasting online relationships. For Congress, this
begins with accountability and transparency.

promotional.”

That citizens respond more to help than hype was reinforced by CMF's own research. In
2001, as part of CMF's first comprehensive grading of congressional websites, we held
a series of focus groups with citizens to learn what they wanted from Congress online.
Participants were shown several congressional websites and asked their opinions of
each. One was a slick website, filled with photos and focused primarily on extolling the
accomplishments of the Member. The focus group participants shrugged and wrote it
off as being “like a campaign poster.” Then they were shown a “boring” website. It had
few photos and a simple, almost amateurish, design, but this Member had information
on his public schedule, how he had voted on the issues before Congress, and how
constituents could get problems with the executive branch solved. Upon seeing the
second legislator’s website, participants felt positively toward the Member, and one focus
group participant even said, “I'd vote for that guy.”

Though so many Members continue to focus primarily on press releases, photos

and political messaging, CMF sees, in the winners of the latest Gold Mouse Awards,
outstanding examples of Members and committees that strive to inform and engage

the public through their online communications. Researchers saw legislators exhibit
transparency through clear and honest recitation of their positions on the issues
dominating the public debate; explanations of their votes in the House and Senate; and
information about who they are meeting with. Some in Congress have also embraced the
interactive nature of social media by engaging in robust and uncensored dialogues with
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citizens. In doing these things, these legislators not only improve
their own standing with their constituents, they benefit the entire
Congress by acting as admirable examples of the true spirit

of public service. The winners of the CMF Gold Mouse Awards
are to be congratulated by their constituents, applauded by
advocates of good government, and emulated by congressional
colleagues.

Using online communications tools to demonstrate transparency
and accountability isn't just good policy, it's good politics.
Americans are yearning for, and need, a responsive Congress
online—one that recognizes that it must “compete” with

the private sector in providing legislative information and
congressional services. Rightly or wrongly, citizens want their
elected officials to be accessible in all media: answering their
questions; responding to their needs; and reflecting the values

of representative democracy. CMF recognizes this is a tall

order to fill, but the Members of Congress lauded in this report
demonstrate it can be done. And the benefit is more than a

few points in a higher approval rating for one legislator. The
ultimate benefits are an enhanced democratic dialogue, a greater
appreciation of public service, and a better functioning Congress.
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Executive Summary

The 113% Congress Gold Mouse Awards mark the seventh time since 2002 the
Congressional Management Foundation (CMF) has evaluated and recognized the best
congressional websites. The purpose of this project is to provide guidance to Members
of Congress on using the Internet to enhance communication and promote citizen
engagement by identifying best practices that can serve as models.

This year, Gold, Silver, and Bronze Mouse Awards went to 70 websites (20 Senators,
44 Representatives, and 6 committees). For the first time, CMF also is recognizing
social media practices. Gold Mouse Awards were given to 17 Members (7 Senators,
10 Representatives) for their efforts in using these tools to further transparency,
accountability, and constituent service.

Principles for Strategic Communication

Websites and social media are only components of an overall communication strategy.
The principles for effective communication are the same, no matter the medium being
used. For offices to develop communications efforts that are as focused, productive and
effective as possible, they must begin by thoughtfully and strategically answering the
following questions:

1. Who is your audience?

2. What content does your audience want and need?

3. How does your audience want to interact with you?

4. How can you make your content easy for your audience to use?

5. How can you make your content more interesting and valuable to your audience?

Analysis of Congressional Websites

1. While still weak, Member websites have shown signs of improvement, with an
increasing number providing basic legislative and casework information and
links.
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e More than three-quarters (79%) provide the Member's voting record, compared to
56% in 2011. Many more now provide information on how to understand a voting
record, with 87% including this in 2013, compared to 41% in 2011.

e There was a small increase in the percentage providing links to sponsorships and
co-sponsorships (84% in 2013 vs. 80% in 2011), but more now link to information
from the current Congress (75% in 2013 vs. 60% in 2011).

e Most (93%) provide casework privacy release forms, up from 88% in 2011. Most
(93%) also provide links to federal agencies, up from 76% in 2011. Just over two-
thirds (64%) include local and state government resources, up from 53% in 2011.

e Less than half (41%) provide information on how to request assistance with federal
agency issues, down from 62% in 2011.

2. A majority of congressional websites lack substantive elements of accountability
and transparency.

e Only 70 websites (12% of the 580 eligible) received Mouse Awards: 19 Gold, 19
Silver, and 32 Bronze.

e Proportionally, Senate Member websites earned the most awards, with 20%
receiving recognition, compared to 10% of House Member and 14% of committee
websites.

e Just six committee websites received awards: three Gold, one Silver, and two
Bronze.

3. Even the best congressional websites have room for improvement.

e Websites can score a maximum of 100, but none earned higher than a score of
87 before we applied a curve. The top House Member website scored 87, the top
Senate Member 85, and the top committee 75.

e Member websites should improve usability and expand content targeted by
demographic or geographic area. Senate websites should provide more legislative
information. Committee websites should include more educational information
and guidance on interacting with the committee.

4. Democratic Member personal office websites earned twice as many awards as
Republicans.

e Of the 64 awards to Member websites, 44 (69%) were won by Democrats. This
party divide is greatest in the Senate, where Democrats won 17 (85%) of the 20
awards given.

e This divide relates specifically to award winners and is not indicative of the overall
performance of the parties in each chamber.
5. House committees, managed by Republicans, won five of the six best website
awards given to committee websites.

e Of the six awards to committees, five were won by House committees managed
by Republicans. The sixth award went to a joint committee with rotating chairs.
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Many award-winning Senate personal office websites had received awards
before, while House award winners are more evenly split between first-time and
repeat winners.

e Only two (10%) of the 20 Senators who received awards won for the first time. The
other 18 (90%) had won in the past, and 12 have won three or more times.

e Among House Member award winners, 20 (45%) of the 44 are first-time winners.
Of the 24 (55%) who have won previously, nine have won three or more times.

e Two (3%) of the total 64 Member website winners were in their first year of office.

Characteristics of Effective Member Websites

1.

Informs Constituents of Legislative Positions and Actions. The best websites
display the Member’s position on a full range of issue areas, actions they are currently
taking, past accomplishments, and information about how issues impact their districts
and states.

Demonstrates Accountability and Transparency. Member websites should provide
information on all roll call votes, including how the Member voted and the outcome
of the vote. The best websites highlight key votes and provide explanations for why
Members voted the way they did.

Follows Best Practices for Usability. The best websites are easy to navigate, easy
to read, well-organized, professional-looking, and employ current website usability
standards.

Provides Timely Content and Updated Links. The information on Member websites
should be current and reflect the issues and events on constituents’ minds—and in
their news sources—at a given time. This includes making sure links to sponsorships
and voting records are from the current Congress.

Helps Constituents Resolve Problems with Federal Agencies. Every Member
website should answer constituent questions about how the office can assist with
problems with federal agencies.

Provides Easy Access and Guidance on Other Constituent Services. Member
websites should include information on all of the basic services that congressional
offices provide, such as internships, flag requests, and tours.

Focuses on District/State Needs and Interests. Member websites can demonstrate
that serving constituents is a top priority by anticipating the needs of specific
demographics (e.g., seniors or veterans), or of citizens in a particular region, as well as
by highlighting constituent photos and accomplishments and tying legislative activity
back to the district/state.

Explains Congress and the Legislative Process. Congressional websites should help
citizens understand the legislative process, congressional action, and the roles and
responsibilities of a Member of Congress.
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10.

Maintains Diverse Communications Channels. Websites should facilitate online and
offline interaction by serving as hubs for the range of constituent interactions, such
as: social media, e-newsletters, online surveys and polls, and events constituents can
attend.

Offers Diverse Communications Content. Congressional offices produce a variety
of communications content—from press releases to op-eds to videos—all of which
should be provided online in easy-to-access formats.

Characteristics of Effective Committee Websites

1.

Demonstrates Accountability through Legislative and Hearing Information.
Committees are not as directly accountable to citizens as individual Members, but
their websites can and should demonstrate accountability. For most, this means
providing easy, transparent, and timely access to its activities, especially legislation
and hearings.

Communicates What the Committee Does and How it Works. Given that no two
congressional committees have identical jurisdictions or activities, a basic component
of a committee website should be easy-to-understand information about the
committee’s purpose, jurisdiction, history, and procedures.

Provides Content Targeted to the Committee’s Audiences. Committee audiences
consist primarily of four general groups: congressional staffers, subject matter experts
off Capitol Hill, the media, and the general public. Committees should provide for all
of these, but different committees will need to emphasize some over others, based on
their roles and jurisdictions.

Follows Best Practices for Usability. The best websites are easy to navigate, easy to
read, well-organized, timely, professional-looking, and they employ current website
usability standards.

Facilitates Basic Interaction. Committees do not need to be interactive in the same
way Members must, but their websites should support basic interactions by providing
mailing addresses, hearing room locations, and phone numbers, as well as guidance
on submitting testimony and attending hearings, if the committee holds hearings.

Maintains Diverse Communications Channels. Increasingly, websites are hubs
for a host of communications channels, including social media. Committees must
think strategically about how to integrate them all to engage and interact with their
audiences.

Characteristics of Effective Social Media

1.

Follows Platform Conventions. The users of each social media platform have
expectations for how it will be used. Offices that fail to follow platform conventions
miss opportunities for more robust relationships with constituents and risk looking
out-of-touch.

113™ CONGRESS GOLD MOUSE AWARDS e CongressFoundation.org
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2. Conveys Authenticity and the Member’s Personality. Members should strive to be
authentic on social media. The Member need not be personally responsible for every
post, but there must be clarity about: the content and tone appropriate for social
media; who is responsible for posting; and how to convey posts by the Member and
those by staff.

3. Maintains a Congressional Persona. Using strongly partisan or campaign-style
rhetoric in official communications risks alienating some people. By conveying a more
authoritative, congressional persona a Member can better provide assistance and
demonstrate accountability to all the people in their district/state.

4. Integrates Communications Platforms. Members’ many online communications
platforms must be integrated with one another, and with offline communications. This
does not mean posting identical content on all platforms, but there should be enough
cross-references that important information is shared without being redundant.

5. Encourages Interactivity. On social media, Members must be prepared for
interaction. A response to every comment is unnecessary, but it is important to
monitor the reach and play of posts and participate strategically. Members should also
engage in the social aspects of social media to advance key discussions, even when
they are not the originators.

Methodology

Website Awards | CMF used 74 criteria in 10 categories for Member websites, and up

to 61 criteria in six categories for committee websites. These criteria were organized into
rounds that prioritized the most critical content, with the first round of evaluation placing
a greater emphasis on transparency and accountability. Websites that met the criteria for
the first round advanced to the next round, until the evaluations were complete and ready
for scoring. Awards were given to websites with a final score of 80 or higher.

Member office websites were reviewed September-December 2013, and committee
websites were reviewed January-February 2014. Leadership and minority committee
websites were not reviewed. Evaluations were conducted in random order by nonpartisan
CMF staff who are trained extensively on the criteria, grading standards, and how to
objectively evaluate sites.

Social Media Awards | With dozens of social media platforms available, and the

volume of content Members are creating, it is nearly impossible to assess practices in a
comprehensive manner. Therefore, CMF invited Member personal offices to nominate
themselves for social media recognition. Nominations were accepted from October-
December 2013. CMF staff reviewed 85 submissions and sent the 35 most innovative and
congressionally-focused practices to an expert panel comprised of former Democratic
and Republican congressional staff and academics with expertise in social media and
technology. CMF used the ratings and input from the expert panelists to determine which
finalists should receive awards for their efforts, focusing on Members whose practices:
demonstrate an effort to be transparent and accountable; focus on constituents and
constituent service; and attempt to keep constituents informed of, and engaged, in the
work of the Members and of Congress.
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113t Congress Gold Mouse Awards
FOR BEST CONGRESSIONAL WEBSITES

SENATE MEMBERS HOUSE MEMBERS COMMITTEES
Bob Casey (D-PA) Karen Bass (D-CA) House Natural Resources
Martin Heinrich (D-NM) Judy Chu (D-CA) Doc Hastings (R-WA)
CarIkLevm”(D—MI) Mlke Hondg (D-CA) House Rules
Mark Udall (D-CO) J|m Langevin (D-RI) Pete Sessions (R-TX)
Rick Larsen (D-WA)
Sandy Levin (D-MI) House Education and the
Alan Lowenthal (D-CA) Workforce
Carolyn Maloney (D-NY) John Kline (R-MN)

Nancy Pelosi (D-CA)
Paul Ryan (R-WTI)
John Tierney (D-MA)
Fred Upton (R-MI)

Mark Begich (D-AK) Henry Cuellar (D-TX) House Energy and Commerce
Tom Carper (D-DE) John Dingell (D-MI) Fred Upton (R-Ml)

Mike Crapo (R-ID) Bob Goodlatte (R-VA)

Tim Johnson (D-SD) Ralph Hall (R-TX)

Patrick Leahy (D-VT) Ruben Hinojosa (D-TX)

Patty Murray (D-WA) Duncan D. Hunter (R-CA)

Sheldon Whitehouse (D-RI) Buck McKeon (R-CA)

Dennis Ross (R-FL)
Mike Simpson (R-ID)
Steve Stivers (R-OH)
Mike Thompson (D-CA)

John Boozman (R-AR) Ron Barber (D-AZ) House Small Business
Ben Cardin (D-MD) Earl Blumenauer (D-OR) Sam Graves (R-MQO)
John Cornyn (R-TX) Michael Burgess (R-TX) Joint Taxation

Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) Lois Capps (D-CA) Dave Camp (R-MI) and
Mary Landrieu (D-LA) John Carter (R-TX) Max Baucus (D-MT)
Jack Reed (D-RI) Jim Cooper (D-TN)

Harry Reid (D-NV) Ted Deutch (D-FL)

Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH) Stephen Fincher (R-TN)

Mark Warner (D-VA) Gene Green (D-TX)

Jim Himes (D-CT)
Lynn Jenkins (R-KS)
Barbara Lee (D-CA)
Jim Matheson (D-UT)
George Miller (D-CA)
Frank Pallone (D-NJ)
Jared Polis (D-CO)
Reid Ribble (R-WI)
Hal Rogers (R-KY)
Bobby Scott (D-VA)
Mac Thornberry (R-TX)
Tim Walberg (R-MI)


http://www.begich.senate.gov
http://www.carper.senate.gov
http://www.crapo.senate.gov
http://www.johnson.senate.gov
http://www.leahy.senate.gov
http://www.murray.senate.gov
http://www.whitehouse.senate.gov
http://cuellar.house.gov
http://dingell.house.gov
http://goodlatte.house.gov
http://ralphhall.house.gov
http://hinojosa.house.gov
http://hunter.house.gov
http://mckeon.house.gov
http://dennisross.house.gov
http://simpson.house.gov
http://stivers.house.gov
http://mikethompson.house.gov
http://energycommerce.house.gov
http://energycommerce.house.gov
http://www.casey.senate.gov
http://www.heinrich.senate.gov
http://www.levin.senate.gov
http://www.markudall.senate.gov
http://bass.house.gov
http://chu.house.gov
http://honda.house.gov
http://langevin.house.gov
http://larsen.house.gov
http://levin.house.gov
http://lowenthal.house.gov
http://maloney.house.gov
http://pelosi.house.gov
http://paulryan.house.gov
http://tierney.house.gov
http://upton.house.gov
http://naturalresources.house.gov
http://naturalresources.house.gov
http://rules.house.gov
http://rules.house.gov
http://edworkforce.house.gov
http://edworkforce.house.gov
http://edworkforce.house.gov
http://www.boozman.senate.gov
http://www.cardin.senate.gov
http://www.cornyn.senate.gov
http://www.feinstein.senate.gov
http://www.landrieu.senate.gov
http://www.reed.senate.gov
http://www.reid.senate.gov
http://www.shaheen.senate.gov
http://www.warner.senate.gov
http://barber.house.gov
http://blumenauer.house.gov
http://burgess.house.gov
http://capps.house.gov
http://carter.house.gov
http://cooper.house.gov
http://teddeutch.house.gov
http://fincher.house.gov
http://green.house.gov
http://himes.house.gov
http://lynnjenkins.house.gov
http://lee.house.gov
http://matheson.house.gov
http://georgemiller.house.gov
http://pallone.house.gov
http://polis.house.gov
http://ribble.house.gov
http://halrogers.house.gov
http://bobbyscott.house.gov
http://thornberry.house.gov
http://walberg.house.gov
http://smallbusiness.house.gov
http://smallbusiness.house.gov
http://www.jct.gov
http://www.jct.gov
http://www.jct.gov

113t Congress Gold Mouse Awards
FOR CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT ON SOCIAL MEDIA

Compilations of social media discussions

Tammy Baldwin (D-WTI) Twitter and Storify

into “stories.”
Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) Issue-based listicle. BuzzFeed
Bob Casey (D-PA) Location-based legislative information. Foursquare
. ) Sharing personal journey that led to Several, including YouTube,
Mark Kirk (R-IL) legislative action. Scribd, and Flickr

Hashtag for updates during markup of a

Patrick Leahy (D-VT) key bill Twitter

Jerry Moran (R-KS) Outreach on an issue before Congress. Reddit

Bernie Sanders (I-VT) Integration across platforms without Se\(eral, including Facebook,
redundancy. Twitter, and Google+

Several, including Tumblr,

Stephen Fincher (R-TN) Making Congress approachable. Vine, and Instagram

Responsiveness and engagement via social Several, including Facebook,

Tim Griffin (R-AR) media. Crowdhall, and Pinterest

Several, including Change.org,

Mike Honda (D-CA) Constituent-focused social media efforts. Eventbrite, and Scribd

Connecting past and present using social

. Facebook and Twitter
media.

Darrell Issa (R-CA)

Using social media to “caucus” with other

Members. Facebook and Twitter

Barbara Lee (D-CA)

Accountability and transparency through

Thomas Massie (R-KY) Facebook and Twitter

social media.
. ) Sustained, issue-based, cross-platform Several, including Facebook,
Jim McGovern (D-MA) integration. Twitter, and Reddit
Patrick Murphy (D-FL) Photo contest with a legislative purpose. Facebook

Weekly videos with updates and answers

to constituent questions. YouTube

Erik Paulsen (R-MN)

Using popular culture as tie-ins to Several, including Tumblr,

Mark Takano (D-CA) congressional activity. YouTube, and Vine



http://www.baldwin.senate.gov
https://twitter.com/SenatorBaldwin
https://storify.com/BaldwinOffice
http://www.blumenthal.senate.gov
http://www.buzzfeed.com/senatorblumenthal/11-reasons-why-congress-needs-to-fix-student-loan-c703
http://www.casey.senate.gov
https://foursquare.com/senbobcasey
http://www.kirk.senate.gov
http://bit.ly/kirk-jackson
http://bit.ly/kirk-jackson
http://www.leahy.senate.gov
https://twitter.com/search%3Fq%3D%2523CIRmarkup%2520OR%2520%2523CIRfloor%2520From%253ASenatorLeahy%26src%3Dtypd
http://www.moran.senate.gov
http://www.reddit.com/r/Bitcoin/comments/1qzwzl/im_one_of_the_senators_attending_todays_us_senate/
http://www.sanders.senate.gov
https://www.facebook.com/senatorsanders
https://twitter.com/%40sensanders
https://plus.google.com/%2BBernieSanders/posts
http://fincher.house.gov
http://repfinchertn08.tumblr.com
https://vine.co/RepFincherTN08
http://instagram.com/RepFincherTN08
http://griffin.house.gov
https://www.facebook.com/RepTimGriffin
https://crowdhall.com/h/27/
http://www.pinterest.com/reptimgriffin/
http://honda.house.gov
http://honda.house.gov/social-media
http://honda.house.gov/social-media
http://issa.house.gov
https://www.facebook.com/darrellissa
https://twitter.com/darrellissa
http://lee.house.gov
https://facebook.com/RepBarbaraLee
https://twitter.com/repbarbaralee
http://massie.house.gov
https://www.facebook.com/RepThomasMassie
https://twitter.com/RepThomasMassie
http://mcgovern.house.gov
https://www.facebook.com/RepJimMcGovern
https://twitter.com/RepMcGovern
http://www.reddit.com/r/IAmA/comments/180lxh/i_am_congressman_jim_mcgovern_sponsor_of_two/
http://patrickmurphy.house.gov
https://www.facebook.com/CongressmanPatrickMurphy
http://paulsen.house.gov
https://www.youtube.com/user/reperikpaulsen
http://takano.house.gov
http://repmarktakano.tumblr.com/
http://youtube.com/repmarktakano
https://vine.co/RepMarkTakano

Principles for
Strategic
Communication

Websites and social media are only components of an overall communication strategy.
The principles for effective communication are the same, no matter the medium being
used. You need to know who your audience is, what they are expecting of you, and
how to craft your message in a way they can easily use and understand. CMF's website
evaluations have been rooted in these principles from the beginning, and we have
conveyed them in the past as the building blocks for effective congressional websites.

For offices to develop communications efforts that are as focused, productive and
effective as possible, they must begin by thoughtfully and strategically answering the
following questions:

1. Who is your audience?

2. What content does your audience want and need?

3. How does your audience want to interact with you?

4. How can you make your content easy for your audience to use?

5. How can you make your content more interesting and valuable to your audience?

Below we provide guidance to help congressional offices answer these questions for
their website and social media strategies.

1. Who is your audience?

The key to any effective communications strategy is a clear and strategic understanding
of your audiences. In the past, congressional offices have considered much of their
communications to be targeted messaging. They were accustomed to being able to
choose their audiences and target their messages through one-way communications,
such as mass mail, newsletters, press releases, speeches, op-eds, interviews, and public
appearances.

However, the nature of online communications requires Member offices and committees
to think differently about their audiences. Anyone can access their websites, social media,
apps, and other online content, and they do so for their own reasons and usually on their
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own initiative. They also can quickly and easily share their views about Members’ and
committees’ content, so the audiences for congressional communications can extend
well beyond an office’s original target audience. While there is a temptation to target a
narrowly-focused audience, the best congressional website and social media practices
will meet the needs of a broader audience, as well. The official online communications
and services provided by Members and committees should meet the needs of the
general public, as well as target the specific stakeholders with whom they want to build
relationships.

To be most effective, all of the content a congressional office produces must be
governed by an overall strategic communications plan—but in thinking about online
content, one must define audiences broadly. Online audiences include those whom the
office wishes to proactively attract, as well as those who will seek information, whether
occasionally or regularly.

Those who will seek out your online content include “To ,oroacz‘/ve/y attract

constituents, the general public, reporters, subject matter .
, SR certain stakeholders, an
experts on the Member's or committee’s key issues, members of

interest groups, students, and educators. These are the people office must c/ear/y define
who come to committees and Members of their own volition who it wants to target,
to satisfy their own information and service needs. Offices’ carefully consider what will

electronic content—espeaally the'|r'web5|tes—m.ust meet these br/ng them to its content,
needs. For the most part, online visitors are looking for the d wh mw h
same information and services the office provides offline, but an W, at”WI eep them
they prefer to interact with the office electronically. returning.

To proactively attract certain stakeholders, an office must

clearly define who it wants to target, carefully consider what will bring them to its
content, and what will keep them returning. These are the people you are trying to
develop relationships with so you must be creative about providing features and tools
that foster those relationships. Social media can be helpful in doing this, especially
through integrated efforts that work with the office's website.

2. What content does your audience want and need?

Content is inextricably linked with audience. If you fail to clearly identify your audiences,
it will be nearly impossible to develop and provide the content that meets their needs
and encourages them to return. Knowing who your audiences are will enable you to
create timely and targeted content that will:

® Provide excellent information and services;

e Support the goals and objectives of the committee or personal office;
e Attract and retain visitors and followers;

e Build strong online relationships with users and followers;

e Provide answers to frequently asked questions;

e Strengthen the public’'s understanding of the Congress; and

e Foster the public's trust in the democratic process.
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You can do all of this on your website by being an online conduit for the same high-
quality information and services you provide offline. Your office is the best judge of what
your audiences seek from you, but some examples of content that will meet the needs of
many congressional audiences include the following.
For Member offices:

e Legislative information;

e Issue information;

e Demonstrations of accountability;

e Educational information about Congress;

e Constituent services;

e References to constituents and the district or state;

e Contact information and interactivity;

e Contacts and resources for reporters;

e Information about the Senator or Representative;

* Views and background about current and national issues; and

e Links to relevant congressional, district/state, and federal resources.

For committees:

e Legislative and hearing information (including witness lists, transcripts, and
streaming video of hearings);

® Reports, publications and correspondence;

e Information about what the committee does;

e Jurisdiction, subcommittees and membership;

e Historical information;

e Guidance on interacting with the committee;

e Contacts and resources for reporters;

e Educational information about the committee; and

e Links to and information about relevant federal agencies.

3. How does your audience want to interact with you?

The Internet provides a wide range of options for facilitating interaction between citizens
and Members of Congress, some more productive than others. Increasingly, there is an
expectation among Internet-users—particularly users of social media—for extensive
interactivity. Fostering online interactivity can help a committee or Member office

keep their audiences informed; create ongoing relationships that foster loyalty; further
the committee’s or Member’s goals and legislative priorities; and foster a more robust
democracy. However, it can also become a drain on already-stretched staff resources.

The key to interactivity is to manage the expectations of those you invite to interact
with you. You can do this by being clear about your strategy and limitations before
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you launch an interactive tool. Before you go live you should know: what expectations
you will be creating; what resources you are able to devote; and what processes you

will use to respond. You should also develop and frequently communicate guidelines
for the interactions so those who communicate with you understand what they can
expect in return. Keep in mind that some applications come with inherent expectations
for interactivity that can be difficult—and sometimes embarrassing—to ignore. Many
Senators and Representatives found this when they disabled blog comments or failed to
respond, even occasionally, to comments and threads on social media applications.

Member offices can use their websites to facilitate basic offline interaction by providing
mobile office schedules, telephone town hall information, postal addresses, phone
numbers, fax numbers, media contact information, and other contact information.
Members can also offer tools that can produce quality interaction—and even dialogue—
between legislators and constituents without that interaction having to take place in
person or in real time, such as:

e E-mail newsletters;

e Online surveys and polls;

e Blogs;

e RSS feeds;

e Feedback and comment forms;
e Scheduling forms; and

e Staff contact information or forms.

Committees can also use their websites to foster productive online and offline

interactivity. CMF recognizes that the committee system is not designed for robust

interactivity between committees and the public at large, but there are some

interactions—such as those surrounding hearings—that a committee’s website can

support. A committee can help ensure interaction is as productive as possible by

providing: phone numbers, contact and feedback forms, information on hearing

locations and how to attend hearings, guidance on submitting

testimony, and opportunities to weigh in on specific issues or

legislation the committee is considering. Committees can also use “The key to /'m‘eract/'ng

websites to solicit interaction frf)m and respond to expgrts and via social media is to

other key stakeholders, enhancing both the user experience and . .

the input committee members receive on relevant legislation. ensure the interactions
are appropriate to the

platform; sustained and
two-way,; and beneficial

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and other social media applications
are also increasingly important elements of congressional
interactions with citizens. These can be powerful tools for

engaging citizens in the Member's or committee’s work and to the part/c/pants as
the work of Congress through real-time, town-hall-meeting- well as the committee or
like interactions; by inviting input into issues and legislation; by Member.”

informing people of legislation and activities that directly impact

them; and in myriad other ways. The key to interacting via social

media is to ensure the interactions are appropriate to the platform; sustained and two-
way; and beneficial to the participants as well as the committee or Member.

113™ CONGRESS GOLD MOUSE AWARDS e CongressFoundation.org 18


CongressFoundation.org

4. How can you make your content easy for your audience to
use?

The ease with which visitors can access and use a website can significantly affect its
success. Research shows that Internet users will put up with a difficult-to-use website if
the content is very good, but if they have to work too hard or wait too long to find the
information they came for, they are less likely to come back. Poor usability also means
people are less likely to find what they are looking for or to see the information your
office wants them to see.

Usability is a critical factor for any website, but it is particularly important for a

government website. Government websites, including those of committees and Members

of Congress, should be easy for all Americans to use, no matter how they access the
Internet. The audience of a public website spans a wide range of technical knowledge
and physical ability, and visitors will access the website using a variety of hardware,
software, bandwidth, and devices. Elements of usability that are especially important are:

« Accessibility. The term accessibility generally is used to refer to making
electronic content, including websites, usable for people with disabilities.
However, given the proliferation of devices and applications used to access
content, accessibility now affects just about everyone. Websites should
be designed to be easy for visitors to use, regardless of device, platform,
educational attainment, disability, or age. Information about the laws that
pertain to accessibility of online content, and guidelines for creating accessible
online content, can be found at Section508.gov.

« Readability. Given that online content is still primarily text-driven, the content
posted needs to be easy to read. Factors that improve readability include:
simplicity of language and writing; absence of acronyms and technical jargon;
brevity of sentences and paragraphs; scannability of text through headlines,
sections, bullets, highlights, links, etc.; standard or adjustable font sizes; high
contrast between font and background colors; links that use standard colors
(blue for unvisited links and purple for visited); and absence of distracting
unsolicited movement (video, animations, etc.).

o Timeliness. The content on a website must be current and clearly dated, so
visitors can tell if the information on which they are relying is from 2014 or
2009. The website also must be responsive to the important issues and concerns
of the day. If an issue on Capitol Hill is generating a lot of national media, all
Senators’ and Representatives' websites should prominently address the issue or
risk appearing outdated or out-of-touch. Committee websites must also reflect
the high-profile issues and legislation within their jurisdictions, while keeping
legislative and hearing content completely up-to-date.

« Organization. Easy-to-use websites organize information in a way that is
logical to their audiences. This means grouping information in an intuitive way
so visitors can easily access all of the relevant information on the topic they
came looking for. If visitors need to look in more than one place for related
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information, there is a good chance they will miss important content. The
information architecture of a website must be well-conceived for the content to
be truly useful to visitors.

« Navigation. Websites must enable visitors to move smoothly throughout
by providing clear navigation bars, menus, and links. This includes using
constituent-focused language for menu options (e.g., “Helping You,” which a
constituent would understand, versus “Casework,” which is a term-of-art in
Congress) and links which cross-reference information visitors may need to
access from different sections of the website. It also means using established
navigation standards so visitors do not have to learn how to use your website
while they are trying to find information they need. If your website behaves as
other websites on the Internet, users intuitively know how to move through it.

« Appearance. How a website looks and the tone the design and graphics convey
can have a significant impact on the usability of a website. Too many bright
colors and moving objects can be very distracting. Non-standard layouts can
be confusing. And too many graphics and photos can leave little room on a
page for the content visitors are seeking. Careful attention to layout, graphics
design, color and other factors will ensure the website is user-friendly and also
contribute to a professional and inviting design.

On social media platforms, offices have little control over most elements of usability, but
they should be mindful—both in the platforms they choose and the content they post—
of how to make their information as usable as possible to all citizens.

5. How can you make your content more interesting and
valuable to your audience?

Previous CMF reports referred to inventive features on
congressional websites as “innovations.” These were the content
and applications that enhanced visitors’ experience by making

congressional information especially interesting, valuable or “The best innovations
easy to use. We described these as the icing on the cake; the are products of creative
features that make a good website even better. We still frame and SZ‘/’&Z‘GQ/C z‘h/nk/ng

innovations this way, whether they are on websites or via social

media applications. They are not necessarily the products of about what features,

cutting-edge technology or the latest mobile app, they do not information, and tools
compensate for a content-weak website or social media presence, will enhance a visitor’s
and they are not necessarily unique to a single committee or or follower’s experience

Member office. The best innovations are products of creative and
strategic thinking about what features, information, and tools will
enhance a visitor's or follower’s experience with congressional
information. After a committee or Member office has done the
hard work of creating a rich, robust and helpful experience for
visitors and followers, they can focus on how to make it even
better through innovations.

with congressional
information.”
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Some of the best innovations we saw on Member and committee websites included:

e Bill trackers that show, at a glance, the status of a Member’s sponsored bills or
the bills assigned to a committee;

e Clear descriptions of important legislative processes (e.g., how a bill becomes
a law, the appropriations process) or legislation (e.g., farm bill, social security,
Americans with Disabilities Act);

e A chart with brief information about how a Member voted on key bills, why, and
how the bill would impact constituents;

* Rapid posting of committee-generated transcripts and recorded votes;

e Committee websites that integrate majority and minority content on one
website;

e Prominent icons in issue sections that invite visitors to share their views on the
issue;

e Committee information organized by issue, rather than document type;

e Service sections that clearly and thoroughly explain what casework is; how the
Senator or Representative can help; what the common issues are with federal
agencies; what the casework process is; answers to frequently asked questions;
and links to, and information about, resources available for constituents to self-
serve when there is not a need to initiate a casework request;

e Witness directories to enhance visitor access to witness testimony in committee;

® An interactive map with locations the Member had visited in the district/state
and brief information about the visit; and

e Social media content that is integrated with and enhances the website content.

When considering how to make their websites more innovative, Member offices and
committees must be cautious about features that appear “cutting edge” without actually
enhancing the content visitors want and need. Features designed to impress visitors with
promotional content or technical savvy, while serving no other discernible educational or
communication purpose, tend to frustrate users and discourage them from continuing

to use the website. They can also cause users to feel more negatively about the Senator,
Representative, or committee because they appear out-of-place or out-of-touch.

The same is true of social media applications. Starting a presence on a social network just
for the sake of having a presence defeats the purpose of the medium. A Member does
not appear to be cutting edge or in touch if they are not using the app as its users do.
On most networks, that means staying away from self-promotion and hype and focusing
on the congressional information that is relevant to the users of that app. The CMF Gold
Mouse Awards demonstrate how Senators and Representatives are using social media

in innovative ways that are in-keeping with the standards for the apps and that focus on
congressional information relevant to users.
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Analysis of
Congressional Websites

1. While still weak, Member websites have shown signs of
improvement, with an increasing number providing basic
legislative and casework information and links.

Although the majority of Member websites did not provide enough substantive or
advanced information about national issues and assistance with federal agencies,
increasing numbers of Member websites are providing basic links and information in
these areas. In some cases, Member websites have shown dramatic improvement over
previous years. CMF believes this improvement is largely attributable to the website
templates available to House and Senate offices, which include much of this information
as standard content.

In regards to Members providing basic legislative links and information on their websites
(Figure 1):

e More than three-quarters (79%) of websites link to or provide the Member's
voting record, compared to just 56% who did in 2011.

* Many more websites provide information or a link on how to read or understand
the Member’s voting record, with 87% of websites including this information in
2013, compared to just 41% in 2011.

e Though there was not much of an increase in the percentage of Member
websites providing links to sponsorships and co-sponsorships (84% in 2013 vs.
80% in 2011), more offices are making sure they link to information from the
current Congress (75% in 2013 vs. 60% in 2011).

Related to Member websites offering basic content and links providing assistance with
federal agencies (Figure 2):

*  Most (93%) Member websites provide casework or privacy release forms, a slight
increase from 88% in 2011.

®  Most (93%) also provide links to federal agency websites, up from 76% in 2011—
an increase of 17 percentage points.

e Just over two-thirds (64%) of Member websites include information about local
state and government resources for casework assistance, up from 53% in 2011.

113™ CONGRESS GOLD MOUSE AWARDS e CongressFoundation.org

22


CongressFoundation.org

FIGURE 1. FREQUENCY OF PROVIDING BASIC LEGISLATIVE INFORMATION BY YEAR
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FIGURE 2. FREQUENCY OF PROVIDING BASIC INFORMATION ON
FEDERAL AGENCY ASSISTANCE BY YEAR
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One area in which Member websites have not improved is in providing guidance on
initiating cases with the office. In 2013, less than half of Member websites (41%) provided
information on how to request assistance with federal agency issues, down from 62% in
2011 (Figure 2). One reason that this criterion does not follow the upwards trend line of
the others is that, while the other legislative and casework information we've discussed
can be provided through simple links and documents, providing guidance on casework
initiation requires more customized context and information. However, this information
is not difficult for offices to provide, nor does it need to be updated often once it is
created. Congressional offices should be able to clearly explain how the office can help
a constituent with their questions about and problems with federal agencies, as well as
how to open a case with the office if their problem is within the office’s jurisdiction.

2. A majority of congressional websites lack substantive
elements of accountability and transparency.

As noted in the Methodology, CMF employed a tiered system for reviewing personal
and committee office websites of the 113" Congress. To move to the next review round,
websites were required to meet minimal standards for furthering accountability and
transparency. For Member personal office websites, this translates into the degree to
which constituents visiting the websites can determine where the Members stand on the
issues, how they voted on key pieces of legislation, and what they're doing in Congress
on constituents’ behalf. It also includes the most critical constituent service: assistance
with federal agencies, known as casework. Specifically, Member offices needed to
provide above-average information in their casework section or in their national issues
section, and not perform below average in either one. Unfortunately, a majority of
Member websites (58%) were eliminated from contention for awards because they did
not excel in either area, or because they provided less substantive information than their
peers.

For most committees, accountability and transparency comes down to providing
thorough and timely access to hearings, legislation, markups, and votes. Committee
websites needed to provide either a complete list of bills assigned to the committee for
the current Congress or hearing transcripts within one month of the hearing date. (If the
committee did not consider legislation and/or conduct hearings, they were not subject to
these criteria and advanced automatically.) Of the 43 committee websites! evaluated for
the 113 Congress, only 15 (35%) advanced past the first round.

The poor performance of congressional websites in providing substantive accountability
and transparency information resulted in a relatively small number of websites winning
awards, including the fewest award-winning committee websites compared to previous
years.

1 CMF did not evaluate minority committee websites for the 113* Congress, primarily due to this
award year's greater emphasis on rewarding websites that further accountability and transparency.
Since the minority committee leadership is not required to produce specific official documents
(e.g., transcripts, testimony), it would be unfair to apply the same criteria to majority and minority
websites. More information on the evaluation and scoring of committee websites can be found in
the Methodology on page 76.
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e Only 70 websites (12% of the 580 Member and committee websites that were
eligible for our awards) were recognized with Mouse Awards, including 19 Gold,
19 Silver, and 32 Bronze Mouse Awards (Figure 3).

* Proportionally, Senate Member websites earned the most awards, with 20% of
eligible websites receiving recognition, compared to 10% of House Member
websites and 14% of committee websites (Figure 4).

e Just six committee websites received Mouse Awards: three Gold, one Silver, and
two Bronze (Figure 3). This is the fewest committee websites CMF has recognized
through the Gold Mouse evaluations (Figure 5).

FIGURE 3. AWARDS BY CATEGORY AND LEVEL

Gold Silver Bronze Total
House Members 12 11 21 44
Senate Members 4 7 9 20
Committees 3 1 2 6
TOTAL 19 19 32 70

FIGURE 4. AWARD WINNERS COMPARED TO ELIGIBLE WEBSITES

Eligible Award Award

Websites Winners (n) Winners (%)
House Members 437 44 10%
Senate Members 100 20 20%
Committees 43 6 14%
TOTAL 580 70 12%

Note: There were four vacancies in the House of Representatives at the time of our evaluations,
and CMF did not evaluate the minority websites of committees.

FIGURE 5. AWARDS AS PERCENTAGE OF ELIGIBLE WEBSITES
2002 | 2003 | 2006 | 2007 | 2009 & 2011 | 2013

House Members 3% 7% 12% 15% 17% 13% 10%
Senate Members 10% 24% 19% 24% 34% 22% 20%
Committees 19% 28% 16% 18% 31% 24% 14%
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3. Even the best congressional websites have room for
improvement.

Through the CMF evaluation process, websites can score a maximum of 100, but even the
best websites did not score higher than an 87 before we applied a curve. The top House
Member website scored 87, the top Senate Member website 85, and the top committee
website 75 through the initial scoring? showing definite room for improvement (Figure 6).

Areas in which Member websites can improve include usability—particularly readability
and timeliness—and in providing targeted content by demographic or geographic area/
region. Additionally, Senate websites should provide more information and links related
to the legislative process and floor proceedings. Committee websites can improve their
scores by including more information on communicating with and learning about the
committee, such as guidance on submitting testimony and on attending hearings.

FIGURE 6. INITIAL SCORES OF TOP-PERFORMING WEBSITES
IN EACH CATEGORY (PRIOR TO CURVE GRADING)

House
Member

Senate
Member

Committee

4. Democratic Member personal office websites earned twice
as many awards as Republicans.

Of the 64 awards for the 113™ Congress given to Member personal office websites, 44
(69%) were won by Democratic Members, while 20 (31%) were won by Republicans (Figure
7). This party divide is particularly pronounced in the Senate, where Democrats won 17
(85%) of the 20 awards given (Figure 8). It is important to note that this divide

After these initial scores are calculated, final scoring is adjusted so that the websites are graded on
a curve relative to each other. This means that the top performer’s initial score is adjusted to 100,
with all the subsequent scores being adjusted the same amount to determine the final scores and
cut-off for awards. This process is outlined in more detail in the Methodology on page 77.

113™ CONGRESS GOLD MOUSE AWARDS e CongressFoundation.org

26


CongressFoundation.org

relates specifically to award winners. It should not be generalized as indicative of the
broader performance of the parties in each chamber overall, given that CMF did not
conduct comprehensive, “graded” evaluations of all websites.

FIGURE 7. MEMBER AWARDS BY PARTY

Award Winners (n) Award Winners (%)
Democrats 44 69%
Republicans 20 31%
TOTAL 64 100%

FIGURE 8. MEMBER AWARDS BY PARTY AND CHAMBER

Senate Member Awards House Member Awards
(n=20) (n=44)

B Democrats M Republicans

5. House committees, managed by Republicans, won five of
the six best website awards given to committee websites.

Of the six Gold, Silver, and Bronze Mouse Awards given to committees, five were won by
House committees managed by Republicans (Figure 9). The sixth award went to a joint
committee.? No Senate committee websites won an award in the 113" Congress. (CMF
did not evaluate minority committee websites for this Congress, making the minority
committee websites managed by House Democrats and Senate Republicans ineligible for
awards.)

CMF researchers recorded a trend in the Senate towards bipartisan committee websites,
representing the views of both the Chair and Ranking Member on the same website,
rather than hosting separate websites for the majority and minority views. In the 113t
Congress, 19 of the 20 Senate committees maintained bipartisan websites.

The Joint Committee on Taxation is jointly managed by Democratic and Republican committee staff
and won a Bronze Mouse Award. The committee has rotating chairs, led by the House Ways & Means
Committee chair during the first session of a Congress and the Senate Finance Committee chair
during the second session. At the time of our evaluations, these positions were held by Rep. Dave
Camp (R-MI) and Sen. Max Baucus (D-MT), who has since resigned his seat in the Senate.
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Though Senate committee websites did not win awards, it is not the bipartisan nature
and combined content of these websites that affected reviewers’ analysis. To the
contrary, the scoring of every website took into account their structure, and CMF
researchers were generally pleased with the bipartisan nature of these websites, finding
the presentation of content from both parties to be useful for multiple audiences.
However, the Senate committee websites were less likely than House committee websites
to include accountability information such as complete lists of bills assigned to the
committee, committee votes, and hearing transcripts within one month of the hearing.
Overall, while CMF applauds the increasingly bipartisan approach to Senate committee
websites, in general the best Senate committee websites were inferior to the best House
committee websites.

FIGURE 9. COMMITTEE AWARDS BY CHAMBER

Award Winners (n) Award Winners (%)
Senate 0 0%
House 5 83%
Joint 1 17%
TOTAL 6 100%

Note: CMF did not evaluate the minority websites of committees.

6. Many award-winning Senate personal office websites had
received awards before, while House award-winners are more
evenly split between first-time and repeat winners.

Only two (10%) of the 20 Senators who received awards in the 113™ Congress won them
for the first time. The other 18 (90%) had won in the past (Figure 10), and 12 have won
awards three or more times (Figure 11).

An analysis of House Member data tells a different story, where 20 (45%) of the 44 award
winners are first-time winners (Figure 10). In the House, the evaluations suggest that
having won an award before is not a predictor of future performance. Of the 24 (55%)
Representatives who have won a previous award, nine have won three or more times
(Figure 11).

Figure 11 also shows that only two (3%) of the total 64 Member website award winners
were in their first year of office. And, with more than half (66%) of this year's award
winners having won awards in the past, it suggests that veteran Members have an
advantage over freshmen Members. Comparing the tenure of Members who won awards
to those who did not also contributes to this claim. Award-winning House Members
averaged 16 years in office compared to 9 years for non-winning House Members, while
Senate Member award winners averaged 14 years in office compared to 10 years for
non-award winners (Figure 12).
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FIGURE 10. FIRST-TIME VERSUS REPEAT WINNERS BY CHAMBER

Senate Member Awards House Member Awards
(n=20) (n=44)

B Repeat Winners First-Time Winners

FIGURE 11. MEMBER AWARD WINNER STATISTICS

Members who won in previous years 42 (18 Senate, 24 House) | 66%
Members who won for the first time 22 (2 Senate, 20 House) 34%
Members who have won 3 or more times 21 (12 Senate, 9 House) 33%
Members who won in their first year 2 (1 Senate, 1 House) 3%

Members who won for personal and committee

0,
websites 1 (House) 1%

Note: Percentages do not total 100% because multiple statistics are being reported.

FIGURE 12. TENURE OF MEMBER OFFICE AWARD WINNERS
COMPARED TO NON-AWARD WINNERS

16
14

10

Average Years in Office

Senate House

Non-Award Winners B Award Winners
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Member Office
Websites

CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE MEMBER
WEBSITES

Building and maintaining an award-winning congressional website can seem like a
monumental task. To assist congressional offices, CMF has identified best practices
that contribute to more effective websites on Capitol Hill—presented below as the 10
characteristics of effective Member websites.

1. Informs Constituents of Legislative Positions and Actions

2. Demonstrates Accountability and Transparency

3. Follows Best Practices for Usability

4. Provides Timely Content and Updated Links

5. Helps Constituents Resolve Problems with Federal Agencies

6. Provides Easy Access and Guidance on Other Constituent Services
7. Focuses on District/State Needs and Interests

8. Explains Congress and the Legislative Process

9. Maintains Diverse Communications Channels

10. Offers Diverse Communications Content

The following descriptions of each characteristic includes specific information on the
qualitative and quantitative criteria that CMF coded for in our comprehensive evaluation
of Member office websites—74 criteria in total.

CHARACTERISTIC #1: Informs Constituents of Legislative
Positions and Actions

It is a primary responsibility of Members to keep their constituents informed about
their legislative positions and actions. Since most citizens think of legislation in terms of
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broad issues, rather than specific bills, congressional websites should include information
on national, local, and current issues. There are many ways to present this information,
but the best websites display the Member’s position for every broad issue area, any
action they are currently taking (such as cosponsoring a bill, or sending letters to the
executive branch), and any past accomplishments. The best websites not only provide
comprehensive issue information, they also tie the issues back to their districts and
states, or help constituents understand how the issues directly

affect them.

CMF has encountered Members and staff who have suggested

that offering any level of detail on a Member position, vote, Members who dlSp/ay a

or priority is politically disadvantageous—that, in essence, the degree of transparency
office is offering up "opposition research” that could be used and accountability not
against the Member in a political campaign. Ironically, the on/y better serve their

opposite is true. Members who display a degree of transparency
and accountability not only better serve their constituents, they o )
benefit politically by applying a degree of honesty and clarity ,OO/IZ‘/C&//y by a,op/ymg a
to their work. Moreover, in an Internet-dominated political age, o/egree of honesty and
if a Member does take a controversial position on an issue, it clarity to their work.”

is reasonable to assume that a political opponent could easily

access it, whether or not it is posted on the Member's website.

Questions to ask:

e Does the website reflect the key issues and current topics before Congress?

e Does the Member tout specific priorities (such as in the biography) and are these
priorities discussed on the website?

e What issues are important to the district/state?

e What is being done in Congress and what action has been taken by the Member
on these issues?

e How easy is it to determine where the Member stands on various issues?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:
e Details on the Member's position on national issues and any action taken on
these issues.

e Whether the personality, interests, and priorities of the Member and the district
or state are represented on the website.

e The depth and quality of the information provided on each issue.

e Write-ups, videos or other communications on the Member's priorities that offer
some degree of detail about the impact of their proposals on the district, state,
or nation.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Mark Udall (D-CO), Rep. Jim Langevin (D-RI), and Rep.
Mike Simpson (R-ID)
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CHARACTERISTIC #2: Demonstrates Accountability and
Transparency

A fundamental tenet of representative democracy is that elected officials should be
accountable to their constituents. To increase accountability and transparency, Member
websites should provide information on all roll call votes, including how the Member
voted and the outcome of the vote. The best websites highlight key votes and provide
explanations for why Members voted the way they did.

Questions to ask:
e What is the Member doing legislatively in Congress? What actions have been
taken on key issues?

e Does the website link to the Member's voting record or include access to all of
the Member’s votes?

e Does the website highlight key votes and explain why the Member voted that
way?

e Does the website link to or discuss the Member's sponsorships and co-
sponsorships for the current Congress?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e The Member's voting record, particularly those with an easy-to-read format that
lists every roll call vote, how the Member voted, and the outcome of each vote.

e Explanation of how to read a roll call vote.

e Explanations of key votes on high-profile legislation and where the rationales for
these votes are located on the website.

e Alist of (or a link to) the legislation the Member has sponsored and co-
sponsored.

e The Member's specific accomplishments.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Mark Begich (D-AK) and Rep. Paul Ryan (R-WI)

CHARACTERISTIC #3: Follows Best Practices for Usability

While it may seem obvious, poor usability can greatly frustrate constituents and prevent
them from finding the information or assistance they seek. With this in mind, the
elements of usability that CMF evaluated include navigation, look and feel, readability,
organization, and timeliness.

Note that timeliness is a critical factor for usability. Therefore, a website's overall
timeliness score is included in the usability category. However, our evaluations also
measured timeliness through several specific criteria, including the presence of updated
links and updated text in several sections of the website. Because of its importance to
congressional websites, timeliness is also scored as a separate category, which is detailed
in the following section.
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Questions to ask:

Can users navigate the Member’s website and find what interests them even if
they have never used the website before?

Can they quickly move through the website using the navigation tools, menu
options, and links provided? Is the experience hassle-free?

How well is the website organized? Is the information arranged logically? Is
content located where users would expect it?

Are sections of the website labeled in ways that are intuitive for users so that it is
clear what content they will find?

How easy is it to read the content of the website? Is it written for the Web?
Is the content up-to-date? Are any links broken or outdated?
How would you describe the look and feel/design of the website?

Does the website make effective use of colors and graphics?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

Overall, how easy/difficult it is to move about the website and whether you can
tell where you are within the website and where you can go.

Whether the website is effectively and logically organized, and to what extent
the content is cross-referenced.

Overall, the extent to which the information on the website is current.
Overall, how easy/difficult it is to read the website’s content, including:
= Use of consistent fonts, headers, and text;
= Degree of contrast between the font color and the background color;
= Consistent layout of pages, especially within each section of the website;
= Easy identification of links through colors and formatting;

o Use of bullets, headers, and short paragraphs, rather than lengthy
paragraphs that are hard to scan and require lots of scrolling; and

= Proper use of PDFs.

Tools that contribute to a very usable website, such as:
= A functional search engine;
= Asite map;
= A privacy statement;
= Clear menus and sub-menus;
= Scannable and hyperlinked content; and

= “Breadcrumbs” that indicate what specific section of the website the user is
in and how they got there.
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e The impression the look and feel of the website leaves with the user, such as
whether it is off-putting or uninviting, or whether it is inviting, professional, and
in line with what users expect from current commercial websites.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Mark Udall (D-CO) and Rep. Henry Cuellar (D-TX)

CHARACTERISTIC #4: Provides Timely Content and Updated
Links

Providing rich content for your audiences while also keeping this content timely can be
a difficult balancing act for congressional offices. Displaying comprehensive issues and
legislative information increases the Member’s accountability and transparency with
constituents, though providing too much detail can cause problems, both for the staff
and for users. If the website is so detailed that staff cannot keep the website current, it
results in frustrated constituents and makes the legislator look out-of-touch. The same
occurs when the site includes outdated links to sponsorships and co-sponsorships and
voting records, as CMF reviewers sometimes saw during our evaluations. (Websites such
as Congress.gov and other repositories of congressional information create new links to
specific information for each Congress.)

If users feel they cannot trust in the information provided because it is outdated, it
lessens the credibility of the website and, more importantly, the Member of Congress.
CMF is not encouraging Congress to provide less content, but to think critically about
the content provided online, in what format, and how best to keep it from becoming
outdated. The best offices have done this strategic thinking, and have integrated
their online communications into their regular office processes to make updating and
maintaining their website more manageable.

Questions to ask:
e How current is the issue information on the Member’s website? Does the amount

of information posted in the issues section detract from its usability?

e How generic is the text/narrative of the issues section? Can a user easily
determine if the information is current?

e Do the issues pages refer to legislation/bills introduced in a previous Congress?
e How current is the information and media in the press section?

e Have the links throughout the website been updated for the current Congress,
including sponsorships, votes, etc.?

e When the website refers to legislative accomplishments or activity, is it apparent
what Congress this information is from?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e The extent to which the overall website content is current.

e Whether the home page has been updated recently, and/or whether it reflects
current events or hot topics.
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Whether the issues section of the website includes the hot topics or high-profile
legislation of the current Congress.

Whether the issues section avoids vague and generic statements with no
reference to recent actions or actual positions, such as "I support a quality
education” (which could mean anything to anyone).

Whether the Member’s priority issues are from the current session of Congress
and up to date.

Whether the Member’s accomplishments are from the current Congress and up
to date.

Whether links and information on the Member's voting record, sponsorships and
co-sponsorships, and legislative activity are updated for the current Congress.

The extent to which the website relies on press releases to provide updates on
issues and legislative activity.

How recently the website has posted information outside of press releases, such
as videos, Op-eds, district/state events, etc.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-VT) and Rep. Mike Honda (D-CA)

CHARACTERISTIC #5: Helps Constituents Resolve Problems
with Federal Agencies

Citizens access congressional websites for a reason: they are

looking for information and assistance online, not offline. Every “Citizens access
Member website should answer constituent questions about how CO/’)QI’GSS/O/’IEZ/ websites
the office can assist them with specific federal agency issues, for a reason: they are

known as casework. Fortunately, most of the drafting of this
content need only be done just once, and should not require
major updating unless office policies change.

looking for information
and assistance online,
not offline.”

Questions to ask:

Does your website explain what is and is not considered
casework? Does it explain which matters are handled by state or local authorities,
or which are out of your jurisdiction?

Does your website walk constituents through the process of understanding how
the office can assist them and how to open a case with the office?

If your office is unable to assist with a constituent’s problem, does the website
direct them to the appropriate place/resource?

To what extent can constituents find answers to their questions? Must they
contact your office (via webform or telephone) or visit third party websites rather
than find the information on your website?

Does your website link to the main websites of federal agencies?

Does your website link to specific answers on agency websites?
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The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:
e The extent to which the website provides answers and solutions to the most
common problems that constituents experience with federal agencies.
e How many different types of casework are addressed on the Member's website.

e The extent to which the website helps constituents understand what assistance
the office can provide, and how constituents can obtain this assistance.

e Explanations of forms, including what they are for, and what users should do
with them.

e Whether the website links to main federal agency websites only, or whether
it directly links to answers on specific agency pages embedded deeper in the
agency's website.

e Whether the website provides any context for its links to federal agencies.

e Whether the website includes information about local resources for assistance,
and whether this information includes links to specific local and state agencies.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Mike Crapo (R-ID), Sen. Carl Levin (D-MI), and Rep. Rick
Larsen (D-WA)

CHARACTERISTIC #6: Provides Easy Access and Guidance on
Other Constituent Services

In addition to federal agency assistance, Member websites should include information
on all of the basic services that congressional offices provide, such as internships, flag
requests, and tours. Having a constituent services section that merely directs users to
“please contact the office” (presumably by phone or mail) does not meet the needs or
wishes of a modern constituency which expects online service. Because constituents do
not always know what they can ask of their Member of Congress, it is just as important
to describe how or why a constituent can use a service as it is to supply the service itself.

Questions to ask:

e What services can the Member provide?
e Are the processes available to constituents through the office explained clearly?

e In addition to explaining how to use a given service, does the website also
explain why?

® Are explanations provided alongside any forms?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e To what extent constituents can meet their own needs, or whether they must
contact the office for answers.
e Explanations of forms, what they are for, and what users should do with them.

e Tour information and request forms.
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e Flag ordering information and request forms, and explanations of why someone
would fly a flag over the U.S. Capitol.

e Internship application and instructions.
e Service Academy Nomination applications and instructions.

e Grant information.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. John Cornyn (R-TX) and Rep. Alan Lowenthal (D-CA)

CHARACTERISTIC #7: Focuses on District/State Needs and
Interests

Legislators can build relationships with constituents by

considering their audiences and providing them content that AI’)Z‘/C/,O&Z‘//’)Q the needs

meets their specific interests and needs. Anticipating the and requests of a
needs and requests of a prominent or unique demographic, p/’om/ne/’)l‘ or un/que
or of citizens in a particular region, demonstrates that serving demogra,oh/'c or of

tit tsisaM 'st iority. I ition t idi o . .
constituents is a Member's top priority. In add|-|on (o} Prowdmg citizens in a part/cu/ar
targeted content, other ways to focus on constituents include: .
highlighting specific accomplishments of people from the district I’QQIOﬁ, demOI'vsz‘rates' that
or state; photos of constituents; and tying legislative activity back serving constituents is a

to the district/state. Member’s top Ior/or/'ty, 7
Questions to ask:
e Is there information specifically for and about the residents of the district or
state (not tourist information, but relevant resources)?
e I[s the district/state and/or constituents highlighted in a positive light?
e Does the website offer content by region?

e Does the website offer content by specific demographic (not including kids or
student pages)?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e Information about, or of concern to, the part of the country the Member
represents (as it relates to the activities, actions and accomplishments of the
Member and of Congress).

e Important and interesting features or key characteristics of the district/state.
e Whether any content is segmented by area, such as by county or by region.

e Whether the website provides resources by specific demographics, such as
veterans, seniors, nurses, etc.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Mary Landrieu (D-LA) and Rep. Karen Bass (D-CA)
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CHARACTERISTIC #8: Explains Congress and the Legislative
Process

Most citizens are not familiar with how Congress works.
Congressional websites can serve as an valuable resource to learn
more about the legislative process, congressional action, and

“Helping constituents

the roles and responsibilities of a Member of Congress. Helping understand the

constituents understand the complexities of government also complexities of

might help them better appreciate the challenges Members of governmem‘ also m/‘ght
Congress face in wrestling with difficult issues. help them better

The most current legislative information does not need to be appreciate the challenges
created and maintained by the office. Linking to, or incorporating Members of COHQI’GSS

information from, the Library of Congress, the Clerk of the House
or the Secretary of the Senate, and leadership offices can ensure
the usefulness of a website without overloading the office, as
long as staff remembers to update links for each Congress.

face in wrestling with
difficult issues.”

Questions to ask:
e Does the website serve to increase constituents’ understanding of the legislative
process?

e Does the website include information about what Members do and how they
fulfill their role in Congress?

e Are basic questions about Congress answered on your website?

e Does the website link to what is currently happening on the floor of the House or
Senate?

e Does the website link to the chamber’s upcoming weekly schedule or monthly
calendar?

* Does the website allow users to search the Congressional Record?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:
e Basic and readily-available educational information about how a bill becomes a
law.
e Detailed descriptions of the roles and responsibilities of a Member of Congress.

e An FAQ section including general explanations of how Congress operates,
ranging from topics such as how bills are introduced, what purpose committees
serve, and how the House and Senate interact.

¢ The chamber schedule or calendar.
e Current floor proceedings in your chamber.

e Links to the Congressional Record.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Bob Casey (D-PA) and Rep. Carolyn Maloney (D-NY)
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CHARACTERISTIC #9: Maintains Diverse Communications
Channels

Constituents want to communicate with their elected officials through a variety of
methods, in ways that are convenient and comfortable for them, both online and offline.
Websites can facilitate this interaction by providing clear and easy access to the diverse
channels that the Member and staff use to communicate and engage with constituents.
This interaction can be online, through social media, e-newsletters, or online surveys and
polls, or offline, through meetings and events that constituents can attend in the district/
state or in Washington, D.C.

Questions to ask:

e Can users interact and connect with the Member's office through diverse
communications channels, such as through social media platforms, online polls,
and e-newsletters?

e In addition to online channels, can constituents find ways to interact with the
Member or staff offline, such as through events and meetings?

e How easy is it for constituents to find information on ways they can connect with
the Member or staff?

e Does the website offer users guidance on how best to communicate with the
office?

e Does the website link to the Member's presence on social media platforms, such
as Twitter and Facebook?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e Communications channels that allow users a variety of ways to interact with the
office or a variety of ways to receive content. These channels can include, but are
not limited to:

= Facebook;
«  Twitter;
= YouTube;

= Other types of social media platforms such as Flickr, Tumblr, and
Instagram;

= Social bookmarking;
= RSS feeds;
= Online polls or surveys; and
= Email newsletters.
e Whether the website includes information on ways that constituents can interact
with the Member or staff live, including online and offline options such as:

= The Member’s schedule in D.C. or the district/state;
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= Member or staff events in D.C. or the district/state;

= Mobile office hours in the district/state;

= Constituent breakfasts/coffees in D.C.; and

= Telephone town hall meetings and in-person town hall meetings.

e Whether the website includes the office hours for both the D.C. and the district/
state offices.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Harry Reid (D-NV) and Rep. Sandy Levin (D-MI)

CHARACTERISTIC #10: Offers Diverse Communications
Content

Congressional offices produce a variety of communications content—from press releases
to op-eds to videos—all of which should be provided online in easy to access formats.
These communications can be used to keep constituents up-to-date with the Member's
most recent activities, actions and accomplishments, and are most helpful and relevant
for all users when they are presented by topic as well as by date.

Questions to ask:
e Can users access a diverse array of communications content created by the
office?
e Are press releases organized by date only?
e Are press releases and other content organized by topic?

e Does the website include archival copies of videos or past pieces by the
Member?

e Isit clear whom reporters should contact for interviews and information
requests?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e Press releases.

e Contact information for the communications director/press secretary.

e Floor speeches.

e Op-eds, articles, or columns by the Member.

e Videos.

e Whether content is organized by topic.

e In addition to recent content, whether archives of content are available.

e Guidance on communicating with the office, such as how to register an opinion
or what the office's response policies are.

e Guidance on requesting a meeting with the Member or staff.

Award-Winning Examples: Sen. Tom Carper (D-DE) and Rep. Steve Stivers (R-OH)
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GOLD MOUSE AWARD WINNERS: MEMBER
WEBSITES

The winners of CMF’s Gold, Silver, and Bronze Mouse Awards exemplify the best of online
communications in Congress. Websites that won these awards embodied most, if not

all, of the 10 characteristics of effective Member websites. This section highlights the
Gold Mouse Award winners (in alphabetical order by chamber) as the best of the best,
and includes comments our researchers made during the evaluations of these websites.
For congressional offices seeking to improve their websites, CMF encourages you to
browse all of these websites, as well as the Silver and Bronze Winners, for best practices
and inspiration. (For more information on our evaluation process and how these winners
were selected, please see the Methodology on page 74.)
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SENATE

Sen. Bob Casey (D-PA)
http://casey.senate.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

“This is an amazing website and
there are lots of innovations when
it comes to navigation.”

"Really like his voting record
page—the description of the votes
in the Senate is the clearest I've
read yet."

“His casework section is very
detailed and very well-organized.”

“This is a very impressive
website—almost perfect!”

Sen. Martin Heinrich (D-NM)
http://heinrich.senate.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

“The casework form is easy-to-
follow and creates a PDF onsite
with the push of a button.”

“Very New Mexico-centered.

You get a clear sense of where the
Senator stands on the issues and
how his positions tie to the state. I
also liked the integration of photos
from meetings with New Mexicans
throughout the issues areas.”

“The website is effectively,
efficiently and logically organized.
It is also extensively cross-
referenced.”
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Sen. Carl Levin (D-MI)

http://levin.senate.gov i
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Comments from Reviewers:
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Sen. Mark Udall (D-CO)
http://markudall.senate.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

ABOUT MARK ABOUT COLORADO SERVING COLORADANS NEWSROOM VISITING DC CONTACT

“Issues and casework were VERY

thorough. The issues break out _ Help Colorado Shape Our
"Whel"e I Stand " and "What Ilm e Nﬂtl()llﬂl Energy Plﬂ.ll

Thave long held the view that we need a balanced

Working On” for many, many . approach to securing our energy future — a strategy

that inchudes renewable sources such as wind, solar

and biomass alongside traditional sources, like natural

topics_ You Can also Sign up for 3 gas and coal. With our innovative and entrepreneurial

spirit, Colorado can be a model for the nation and lead
the way toward energy independence.

enewsletters by issue area.”

CONTINUE READING

“Clearly being updated constantly.
There are updates, blog posts,
videos, releases ... he seems to | Mo, @B~ Dome @ B5. D
be doing a lot and putting it all :

online.” moo | RS R

Keyword Search

ocT  Rebuilding Stronger and Smarter @Wetste:  Gitegision

“Thoughtfully-crafted. It provides 21 procmmmss
a ton of information, yet you

can easily navigate through the

content and not get lost. It's

organized well.”
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HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

Rep. Karen Bass (D-CA) 7
http://bass.house.gov = KAREN BASS

Proudly Representing the ." / ”l
District of California

Comments from Reviewers:

ABOUTME CONTACTME  SERVINGYOU RESOURCES CONGRESS ISSUES MEDIA OURDISTRICT

Homepage is filled with current Stay Connected to the
information on votes, press Continent-
. . Want to keep up to date about what's happening in
releases, upcoming meetings, and e e iy ? SUBSCRIBE TO i,
social media updates.” AF RlCA
Good colors and use of space. LY
The site looks clean and inviting.”
" . " : ] f ‘ X “ ’ Pt o & ’.l S
Really strong website overall. & - M F 1A~
Help with a Federal Invite Me to an Eve_m or Tours and Tickets Flex&éﬂgﬂﬁkeﬂ Presidential Greetings Dli‘::;l‘]‘r:::;r:;\s
F—————
- & Jou . Re| aren Bass discusses the Local Hire Act ealthcare reform,
Qﬁﬂ: ?ﬁ'lie& ﬁews ir?Congress g s I AGE Hoaith fofe;
I o 205 peaoe e e e s e

MSNBC: Rep. Karen Bass discusses the latest healthcare reform fixes on
Weekends with Alex Witt

Recent Votes ov 29, 2013 | Vide

Date Rollcal  Bil My Vote The Source: Congresswoman Karen Bass introduces Iocal hire legislation
— hill ie ~nncietant with Amarira Fact Farward laniclatin

Rep. Judy Chu (D-CA)
http://chu.house.gov

CO m m e n tS fro m Re VI e We rS - HOME | CONNECTWITHME | HOWICANHELP = RESOURCES | LEGISLATIVEWORK | MEDIACENTER | ABOUTME = DISTRICT

Congresswoman Chu on

“Overall, it's an attractive website Comprehensive
. . " Immigration Reform
chock-full of information. Chet o Shde oA o

immigration reform.

"Great use of district-specific
photos that help the user easily
grasp the impact federal issues
have on the district.”

The Issues Contact Me
Jobs and the Economy Housing and Foreclosures

adl - ) E-newsletter Sign Up

“This website is a pleasure to

navigate. Bread crumbs are ﬁ
used appropriately, and links

Help with a Federal Agency

On the Issues

[ N E

Voting Record
. . [ECCSEWEN Blog | Facebook | Tweets  Videos | Photos
within the text abound. There
.o Reps. Judy Chu and Grace Napolitano, and Kaiser Permanente Baldwin Park Celebrate [=

a re aISO page_speclflc boxes On j:c:cessfu‘\;zt:gim"u‘;ag\gDnmest\c Violence Collection Drive ACA Stories
the rlg ht_hand Slde that prOVlde Rep Chumtroduces Veterans Education Counseling Act i

Oct 30, 2013 | Press Releass Tell Me Your ACA Stories! *

WASHINGTON, D.C. — Today, C Judy Chu (D-CA) intraduced bipartisan legislation 1 [

additional resources and help e o v e i e iy

which is co-sponsored by Representatives Mark Takano (D-CA), Paul Cook (R-CA) and Jeff Denham

With navigation " (R.CA) makes GI Rill henafits mora fransnarent by directing tha Nenartmant of Vaterans Affairs tn

i

113™ CONGRESS GOLD MOUSE AWARDS e CongressFoundation.org 44


CongressFoundation.org
http://bass.house.gov
http://chu.house.gov

Rep. Mike Honda (D-CA)
http://honda.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

“T like that his issues section
includes his legislation, voting
record and accomplishments.
These pages are extremely detailed
and many have sections and
subsections.”

“Remarkably up to date for such an
extensive amount of information!”

"You can check the status of your
flag order or tour request online
using a tracking number, and has
section called “social media: my
approach” that is very helpful.”

Rep. Jim Langevin (D-RI)
http://langevin.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

"I love the entire website, but the
statements on key votes (on the
voting record page) is probably
my favorite thing.”

"Almost every single issue
contained links to legislation,
news, press releases, and
additional information with the
overwhelming majority being
current.”

“Written for the Web, with short
paragraphs, bulleted lists, links
within text to further info, not
cluttered or overwhelming. It was
easy to find what I was looking for.”

e DISTRICT Issues

Meet Mike 17th District

ONGRESSMAN

MIKE HONDA

i /7,/, coneresst nicr

\Valley
an do to prepare you and

your family.

Learn More about the Shutdown
CoveredCA.comis the health insurance

exchange for California—this is where
you can explore plans, understand
benefits and ask questions.

COVERED
CALIFORNIA

Comprehensive Immigration Reform riori

e THE LATEST UPCOMING EVENTS
Alameda Labor Affiliation Rally

Nov 25, 2013
Immigration Raly with President Obama Monday, December 9, 2013 - 10:00am
Alameda Labor Council

Issues: 100 Hegenberger Road, Ste. 150

Civil and Constitutional Rights, Immigration, LGBTQ

- ’a A
Meet Mike T e
Rep. Honda Leads Effort to Protect Fee-Based Agencies from ;1713 408
Automatic Spending Cuts

Telephone Town Hall

e WELCOME

Economy and Budget, Technology

ABOUT SERVINGYOU MEDIA ISSUES ZNDDISTRICT RESOURCES CONTACT ME  ESPANOL.

CONGRESSMAN

JIM LANGEVIN

Representing Rhode Island’s 2nd Congressional

TOP STORY  Langevin Hils the Rhode. Read More »

Tweets

FJR) Jim Langevin & 2m =

And thanks to @ProvBusNews for both
gnizing hese #manufaciuring leaders

and alse shedding light on the industrys

importance to #jobs

Expand

Exploring Our
Backyar:

As part of the Rhode
Island Foundation's ‘it's
Al In Our Backyard”
campaign, Congressman
Langevin visited thriving
businesses including
Fielding Manufacturing in
Cranston.

Jim Langevin &
@imiangein
Congratulations to all of tonghts

Tweet to @jmiangevin

Langevin and Ci
APR 22, 2014|
Congress: gevin (D-RI) and David Cicilline (D-RI) offered their

ns to two Rhode Island schools that have prioritized environmental
protection and education.

ne Congratulate Green Ribbon Schools
e

Langevin Office Accepting Applications for Interns
APR 24, 2014| PRESS RELEASE

Congressman Jim Langevin (D-RI) is accepting applications for interns in his Rhode
Island District office for the summer of 2014.
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Rep. Rick Larsen (D-WA)
http://larsen.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

"His casework is extensive. Links
at the top of every page answer
your question immediately. The
FAQ for each type of casework
goes into some important details.
It's arranged well and stocked
with helpful information.”

“Thumbnails, images, and photos
do not obstruct, are integrated
seamlessly, and are of great
resolution. Font and color
schemes are timeless and help
make the site look elegant and
fresh.”

"Awesome website!”

Rep. Sandy Levin (D-MI)
http://levin.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

“It's amazing that with as much
content as the website has (hint: A
LOT) it's actually up-to-date!”

“First Member I've seen with a
separate section for vote rationale
and a list of all his staff, including
their general duties. Also included
is a financial disclosures link in his
“about me" section.”

"Definitely an outstanding
website.”

out Rick  Contact Rick Media Center ~ Onthe Issues  Legislative Work  Our District

Helping You

“URICK
LARSEN

WASHINGTON'S

How Can I Help You?

= Contact Rick

&?S‘ Help With a Federal Agency

% Homeoumership Help
" servicemembers and Veterans
I 5 osinesses

'Studants [Internships b -
THE TIME IS NOW FOR COMPREHENSIVE IMMIGRATION REFORM

1 joined over 180 of my colleagues in cospansoring a comprehensive immigration package that addresses
ournation’s broken system.

7 W
L)' Visit Washington. D.C.
" RequestaFlag

°

Latest News

Ahead of Veterans Day, Larsen Votes to Cut Disability Claims Backlog
0ct 28,2013 | Press Release

Facebook

Twitter  YouTube

"™ Congressman Rick Larsen
ke | 2,283

"™ Congressman Rick e
Larsen i
Just voted for a bill that

will help cut the veterans
claims backlog by

Larsen Applauds $2.4 Million to Restore Fish Habitat in Snohomish and
Island Counties
0 2013 | Press Release

HOME  ABOUTSANDY  NEWS | LEGISLATIVE WORK | sem MMUNITY RESOURCES | CONTACTUS

Expiring Unemployment
Insurance: Interactive Map

2 illion Americans have lost Emergency
Unemployment Compensation through March 8th, 2014
This has cost the economy $3 billion during the months
of January and February alone.

Read More »

INCREASING HARN: Americans Losing Unemployment Insurance »

Highlighted News
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Rep. Alan Lowenthal (D-CA)
http://lowenthal.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

“Content is consistent and clearly
written for the web. There are

a lot of links and headers that
make it easy to pick out what
information is relevant.”

“The issue sections are quite
informative. Each starts with a
mission statement/overview in the
Congressman’s voice, which is a
nice touch.”

“His innovative use of video on
the homepage is a great portal to
an all-around strong website.”

Rep. Carolyn Maloney (D-NY)
http://maloney.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

"Her issue information is
exhaustive, with a lot that is NY
and/or district-specific. I can
imagine that this would be very
useful for her constituents!”

“The site utilizes advanced
navigational tools well. That
is helpful, as there is so much
information on the website.”

"I appreciated the transparency
evident throughout this website.”

*J Select Language | ¥

U.S. CONGRESSMAN

AFANTOWENT

rvmg Ga’l riTel th Dlstrl L
1L

HOW CAN ALAN HELP? LEGISLATION CONTACT

ﬁ EMAIL ALAN

The 47th FLYER December 4, 2012
T Congressman Lowenthal Delivers Floor
Speech on Climate Change and Rising Sea
Levels

WASHINGTON, D.C. - Congressman Lowenthal
gave the following speech on the floor of the
115 House of Representatives on ...

HELP WITH A
FEDERAL AGENCY

November 28, 2013
C3  ENewsletter Archive Congressman Lowenthal Offers Holiday
Thanks
I want to take a moment to give thanks ta
B lsites in Depth you. Thank you for participating in this
democracy. Thank you for being a conc....
O Constituent Services
Congressman Lowenthal Offers Personal
W e Message on JFK Anniversary
= SToom In late 1963, | was a graduate student at Ohio
State University. | lived close ta my campus St A Teol
office and was walking home ... 4
ﬂ A7th District ]
JoiniAlan on Facebook | | yoap or Prrase Lse]
November 20, 2013 —
For Press & Media Congressman Lowenthal Delivers Fiery
Speech Condemning GOP Fracking Bill
Lo e e My Voting Record How To Read My Voting Record
' Kids" Section Lowenthal today delivered a fiery speech on
the floor of the House of Representativ..
VOTE
M Visiting Washington, DC [JVERERV BT R TYF)
Congressman Alan Lowenthal Announces 12/4 622 HR 1105 NO

New Orange County Satellite Offices
WASHINGTON, D.C. - Congressman Alan

Congressman Lowenthal Introduces Bill to Take Politics Qut of
districting and End Gerrymandering

PREVIOUS 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 B NEXT

November 22, 2013

Search Legislation

Lowenthal believes constituents should not L) 621 HR 1105 AYE
have to travel a long distance to meet wi...
12/4 0 HR 1105 e
View Mare News
See Mare

st upoares X, [ B
19

CONTACT

Get covered under the
Affordable Care Act!

#GETCOVERED

If you're an uninsured New Yorker, you can visit the NYS
Health Care Exchange at https://nystateofhealth.ny. gov/

and sign up for an affordable plan that works for you. If
you own a small business, visit the the small business
exchange at https //nystateofhealth ny goviemployer

Read Mare »

o0 0 e

LATEST NEWS RECENT VIDEOS

December 3, 2013

Rep. Maloney Speaks on Bill to
Expand LES Tenement Museum Site

Maloney and Blackburn team up to bring National Women'’s History
Museum to the Nation’s Capital

201 | Pres Relese

WASHINGTON, D.C. - Our nation's capitol is lacking a museum that provides a comprehensive
history of wamen's contributions to the United States, but a bipartisan effort is underway to change
that. The legislation Congresswamen Carolyn Maloney (D-NY) and Marsha Blackbum (R-TN) drafted
{HR. 863) to establish  commission on the best way to build a museum dedicated to women's
history received a hearing today before a key House panel.

Rep Maloney Statement on Adoption of a Final Volcker Rule
. 2013 | Press Relesse

WASHINGTON, DC — Rep. Carolyn B. Maloney (D-NY), a senior member of the House Financial

Senices Committee, and Ranking Member of its Subcommittee on Capital Markets and Government

Sponsored Enterprises. issued the following statement on the adoption of a final Velcker Rule. In 2012

Maloney led 35 House members in calling for a strong Volcker Rule

Maloney Celebrates Passage of Bill to Expand the Lower East Side
Tenement Museum Historic Site

Dee3. 2015 | Press Release

November 19, 2013

e S s s
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Rep. Nancy Pelosi (D-CA)
http://pelosi.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

"Her issues page has very
extensive information and links to
even more detailed pages.”

“Her casework pages answer
many questions on several topics.”

"For her seniors and women
section, she links to documents
on how Health Care reform works
for those groups in particular.”

Rep. Paul Ryan (R-WI)
http://paulryan.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

“Casework information is
extensive. It does a very good
job at providing answers and
examples of common casework
issues, also provides links to
federal and local agencies.”

"Has separate section addressing
vote rationales! Also provides
vote rationales in issues sections
and press releases.”

“Tam very impressed. Very
impressed!”

Sign Up for the Pelosi Update

Get e-mail updates o\

Have health
insurance questions?

WML

] CY 'F'Elé

GET QUICK ANSWERS

Biography Contact Me How Can | Help You? Our District Youth & Kids Resources

Tweets ¥ Foliow,

Nancy Pelosi & 18h
@NancyPelosi [
Thanks to @AFLCIO andthe women's organizations that
are helping 1o keep the momentum gaing. VWhen
#womensuceesd, America succeeds. #1unomen

Congresswoman Pelosi
attends the UC Hastings
Women'’s Law Journal 25th \
Annual Symposium = = 1S Bipzd

7 9 ® b 1@ ooy Pelosi & 180

Gongresswoman Pelosi joins community leacers @NancyPelosi

at the UG Hastings Women's Law Journal 25th n
House Dems’ #womensucceed agenda will ensure
Annual Symposium and highiights the pillars of affordable child care, paid leave, equal paj—keys to
the women's economic agenda —equal pay, the unleashing the power of women. #1uwomen
Family Medical Leave Act, and child care - as key Expand
for breaking down the barriers that women

continue 1o face in the workplace. 1@ Mancy Pelosi @ 23

@NancyPelosi o

Tweet to @HancyPelosi

Latest News

Pelosi Statement on Implementation of Historic Mental
Health Parity Law

Pelosi Statement on October Jobs Report

your@email com “

e ot Pelosi Statement on Veterans Day
Pelosi Statement on Senate Passage of the Employment

T e Non-Discrimination Act

Oakland 5

@

B Pelosi Applauds Grants to California Community Health
Centers to Expand Access to Health Care

View more

6\
Helpwitha 7 Corgle

sevcr

TextOnly i Contact :: SiteMap i FontSwe A A A

LEGISLATION ABOUT PAUL CONTACT PAUL

October 30, 2013
Ryan Opening Statement: Budget-Conference
Committee

Before | recognize Chairman Murray, | want

= . to share a few thoughts. You’ll notice there
ol ars thras senators or every con...
O Constituent Services October 29, 2013
CNBC: Ryan on Obamacare’s rocky rollout Q
and the budget-conference committee @ LRI
[ Newsroom Earlier this week at the Jack Kemp s
= Foundation Dinner in Washington, D.C.. é
Wisconsin’s First District Congressman Paul September 26 - Paul Ryan: “Seize the Moment.” At a House Budget
A 15t District BE

Committee hearing, Chairman Ryan argues for bipartisan debt reduction.
October 28, 2013

PREVIOUS 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 NEXT

I Government Links Ryan discusses Obamacare’s rollout and the

budget conference.

Earlier today, First District Congressman Paul

P Students & Kids Page Ryan spoke with WLIP’s Bill Lawrence about
the upcoming budget-conference...

M Visiting Washington, DC SRR,

Obamacare

WASHINGTON—The Health and Human
Services Department has yet to respond to
repeated requests from the House Budget
Commi...

Ryan: Americans Deserve Answers on
PRIVACY ACT RELEASE

Pog . 3 B
. 52 N |

October 16, 2013

Ryan on Washington's Missed Opportunity Wi gz HR2m2 VEA
House Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan
of Wisconsin issued the following statement
on tonight's vote: “Today'’s legisl...

niz 57

HR 2671 YEA

BILL NUMBER

WORD OR FHRASE

View More News 10430 570 HJRES 99 YEA
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Rep. John Tierney (D-MA)
http://tierney.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

"His issues page has subsections

on most pages. Every page details
at least a few programs or pieces of
legislation he supports.”

"His casework pages were logically
arranged, with information easy-
to-find for various groups of
individuals (e.g., seniors, teachers
or veterans).”

“Any visitor to the site would get
the very real sense that this is an
office that cares about constituent
services.”

Rep. Fred Upton (R-MI)
http://upton.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

“It's a very nice-looking and
modern website, with updated
content that is clearly adapted for
the Web.”

"This website impressively
integrates social media
throughout.”

“The personal and informal tone in
the issues’ sections draws the user
in and provides an easy portal for
constituents to understand the
Congressman’s positions.”

CONGRESSMAN ]OHN F. TIERN EY

REPRESENTING THE 6TH DISTRICT OF MASSACHUSETT

ABOUT JOHN CONTACT WORKING FOR YOU 1SSUES LEGISLATION NEWSROOM OUR DISTRICT STUDENT RESOURCES

Meeting with Higher Ed
Leaders

preparing to
Higher Edu
con

{f Action AGENCY HELP
< Center
NEWSLETTER SIGNUP

LATEST NEWS VIDEOS
Email

Congressman Tiemey Comments on the Passing of Nelson Mandela

CONTACT ME FLAG REQUESTS STUDENT RESOURCES VISITING D.C.

Dec 6. 2013 | Press Rel

Washington, D.C.- Congressman John F. Tierney today released the following statement on the passing of former South African
President Nelson Mandela
ressman John Tiemey

Tierney Joins Push to Bring Down Cost of College Textbooks

Nov 22, 2013 | Press Release E Congressman John Tierney ‘i
LT e : e i Ism sttt e v I

/ﬁ\ Serving You Contact Fred Our District Tssues & Legislation Newsroom About Fred

Request Assistance Order a Flag Visit Washington, DC Academy Nominations Take Fred's Survey

Holiday Mail for Heroes

Boliday Mail
FOR HEROES

2013

Tomorraw @ 11:30am, @RepShimkus &1 are hosting a Google Hangoutts hear from folks in Ml & (L impacied by #0bamacare hitp /t colW5dSo'
HOURS AGO FOLLOW FRED ON TWITTER

Connect With Fred

Latest News @

Senate Passes Upton’s Bipartisan Meningitis, Drug Safety Bill
NOVEMBER 18, 2013

1 issues
i ou
Enter email address
biy slation
H
You
v | IS

Read More I
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Committee Office
Websites

CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE COMMITTEE
WEBSITES

An overlap exists between the characteristics of award-winning Member websites and
those of award-winning committee websites, primarily in the areas of timeliness and
usability. Otherwise, there is little commonality. Because committees have distinct
jurisdictions and different audiences, not all of CMF's criteria apply to all committees.
CMF tried to construct formulas that take this into account without creating vastly
different criteria and formulas for each committee, as discussed in the Methodology on
page 77.

Effective websites must be very strategic. In addition to considering the general
advice below, each committee must conduct a strategic examination of its jurisdiction,
activities, goals, priorities, audiences, and stakeholders to define
which specific audiences and stakeholders to target, how to
tailor content to meet their audiences’ needs, and how to make
available online all of the resources and information provided by
the committee offline.

The CMF evaluation of committee websites includes a minimum
of 41 and a maximum of 61 criteria, depending on whether

a committee considers legislation, conducts hearings, and
incorporates minority information into a bipartisan website. The
criteria are grouped into the following six characteristics:

1.

Demonstrates Accountability through Legislative and
Hearing Information

Communicates What the Committee Does and How it Works
Provides Content Targeted to the Committee's Audiences
Follows Best Practices for Usability

Facilitates Basic Interaction

Maintains Diverse Communications Channels

113™ CONGRESS GOLD MOUSE AWARDS e CongressFoundation.org

“Each committee must
conduct a strategic
examination of its
jurisdiction, activities,
goals, priorities,
audiences, and
Stakeholders.”
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CHARACTERISTIC #1: Demonstrates Accountability through
Legislative and Hearing Information

Though committees are not as directly accountable to

constituents as individual Senators and Representatives are, their “Though committees
websites can and should demonstrate a degree of accountability, are not as o//'recz‘/y
even those whose business is primarily for internal congressional
audiences. For most committees, accountability boils down to )
providing easy, transparent, and timely access to its activities, constituents as

especially legislation and hearings. individual Senators and

Representatives are, their

accountable to

This category of criteria varied the most among committees

because it includes criteria related to legislation, hearings, websites can and should
oversight, and information from the minority. Not all committees demonstrate a degree of
consider legislation, conduct hearings, oversee federal agencies, accountability.”

or include minority views on the main committee website. For this
reason, CMF only applied accountability criteria that were relevant
to a given committee.

Questions to ask:
e Can website visitors follow open hearings and access related documents during

and after the hearing?

e Can visitors easily access the full list and status of bills assigned to the
committee?

e Are votes in open session quickly and easily available?
e Does the website provide access or links to public committee documents?

® Does the website provide online access to documents and activities at the same
time they are available in-person?

e What information and services do citizens need in order to follow the work of
the committee in a timely fashion online?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:
e Legislative information, including a complete list of the bills assigned to the
committee and votes (for committees that consider legislation);

e Hearing information, including schedule, live and archived video, witness
testimony, and transcripts (for committees that conduct hearings);

e The rules that govern the committee;
e Reports, publications, and correspondence, as applicable;
e Links to relevant agencies and Congress.gov, as applicable; and

e Content about and from the minority, as applicable.

Award-Winning Example: House Committee on Rules
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CHARACTERISTIC #2: Communicates What the Committee
Does and How it Works

Given that no two congressional committees have identical jurisdictions or activities, a
very basic component of a committee website should be information about what the
committee does and how it works. The criteria in this category seek plain-language
information about who is on the committee; what the committee and subcommittees,

if any, do; how the committee conducts its business; the history of the committee; and
what the committee has done recently. This information can be developed by carefully
considering what likely audiences need to understand about the purpose and general
operations of the committee, and providing that information in clear, easy-to-understand
language.

Questions to ask:
e What are the Chairman’s goals for the committee and how can they be reflected
on the website?

¢ What do our audiences—including the general public—need to know to truly
understand the committee?

e What is the current framework for how the committee operates?
e What are some of the most frequently-asked questions about the committee?

e What might visitors want to know about the committee’s members and
subcommittees?

e What are the historical underpinnings for the committee, as it exists today?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:
e Information—more detailed than just a link to their personal office websites—
about both the Chairman and Ranking Member (or Vice Chairman).
e The membership of the committee.
e The committee’s jurisdiction.
e Membership and jurisdictions of subcommittees, if there are any.
e A plain-language overview of how the committee works.
e Historical information about the committee.
e Statements by the committee Chairman.

e Press releases organized by topic.

Award-Winning Example: House Committee on Small Business

CHARACTERISTIC #3: Provides Content Targeted to the
Committee’s Audiences

The different audiences and stakeholders for committees can be roughly broken down
into four general groups: congressional staffers, subject matter experts off Capitol
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Hill, the media, and the general public. As much as possible, committees should

provide information and resources for all of these groups, but different committees

will need to emphasize some over others, based on their roles and jurisdictions. CMF
applied different weights to the criteria in this category to reflect the differences in
committee audiences. For any committee, however, defining their primary audiences and
stakeholders and determining how best to meet their needs is the first step in building a
strategic, and award-winning, website.

Questions to ask:

* Who are the most frequent visitors to the website and what are they seeking?

e Who does the committee most often interact with offline and what content can
be provided for them online?

e What are the Chairman’s goals for the committee and who must be engaged
online—and how—in order to accomplish them?

e What do reporters need and what does the committee want to provide them?

e What do subject matter experts, both on and off Capitol Hill, need from the
committee?

e What does the public need to know to understand the work of the committee?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e The extent to which the website provides content aimed at meeting the needs
of congressional staffers, subject matter experts off the Hill, reporters, and the
general public.

Award-Winning Example: House Committee on Education and the Workforce

CHARACTERISTIC #4: Follows Best Practices for Usability

Poor usability can greatly frustrate visitors to the website and prevent them from
finding the information they seek. With this in mind, the elements of usability that CMF
evaluated include navigation, look and feel, readability, organization, and timeliness.

Questions to ask:

e Can users navigate the website and find what interests Poor usab///z‘y C&{’? '
them even if they have never used the website before? greatly frustrate visitors

e (Can they quickly move through the website using the to the website and
navigation tools, menu options, and links provided? Is the prevent them from

experience hassle-free? finding the information
e How well is the website organized? Is the information z‘hey seek.”

arranged logically? Is content located where users would

expect it?

e Are sections of the website labeled in ways that are
intuitive for users so that it is clear what content they will find?
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How easy is it to read the content of the website? Is it written for the Web?
How would you describe the look and feel/design of the website?

Does the website make effective use of colors and graphics?

Is the content up-to-date? Are any links broken or outdated?

How current is the information on the website? Does the amount of information
detract from its usability?

How generic is the text/narrative? Can a user easily determine if the information
is current?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

How easy/difficult it is to move about the website and whether users can tell
where they are within the website and where they can go.

Whether the website is effectively and logically organized, and to what extent
the content is cross-referenced.

How easy/difficult it is to read the website's content overall, including:
= Use of consistent fonts, headers, and text;
o Degree of contrast between the font color and the background color;
= Consistent layout of pages, especially within each section of the website;
= Easy identification of links through colors and formatting;

= Use of bullets, headers, and short paragraphs, rather than lengthy
paragraphs that are hard to scan and require lots of scrolling; and

= Proper use of PDFs.

Tools that can contribute to a very usable website include, but are not limited to:
= A functional search engine;
= Asite map;
= A privacy statement;
o Clear menus and sub-menus;
= Scannable and hyperlinked content; and
= “Breadcrumbs” that indicate what specific section of the website the user is

in and how they got there.

The impression the look and feel of the website leaves with users, such as
whether it is off-putting or uninviting, or whether it is inviting, professional, and
in line with what users expect from current commercial websites.

The extent to which the overall website content is current.

How recently the website has posted information outside of press releases, such
as videos, op-eds, district/state events, etc.

Award-Winning Example: House Committee on Small Business
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CHARACTERISTIC #5: Facilitates Basic Interaction

Congressional committees do not need to be available to, or interactive with, the public
in the same way individual Senators and Representatives must, yet their websites still
must support the basic online and offline interactions visitors want and need. This
includes providing such simple information as mailing addresses, hearing room locations,
and phone numbers. It also might include web forms for submitting information to the
committee. If the committee conducts hearings, it also means providing guidance on

submitting testimony and attending hearings.
Questions to ask:
e In what ways do people interact with the committee and
how can their interactions be better facilitated online?

e What do novices need to know about communicating
with the committee, attending hearings, submitting
testimony, etc.?

e Are there ways to better facilitate interactions with
congressional staffers and subject matter experts?

e How do reporters interact with the committee and how
can their interactions be better facilitated online?

e Are there specific audiences or stakeholders the
committee is trying to target, and are there ways to use
the website to attract and interact with them?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e Contact information for the general public and reporters;
e Guidance on submitting testimony, as appropriate;

e Guidance on attending hearings, as appropriate;

e Facebook and Twitter interactive posts; and

e Guidance on applying for an internship.

Award-Winning Example: House Committee on Natural Resources

“Congressional
committees do not
need to be available

to, or interactive with,
the public in the same
way individual Senators
and Representatives
must, yet their websites
Still must support the
basic online and offline

interactions visitors want

and need.”

CHARACTERISTIC #6: Maintains Diverse Communications

Channels

Increasingly, websites are hubs for a diversity of communications channels, including
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Flickr, Instagram, blogs, and more. Because Internet users

are increasingly relying on these applications, committees that use them must consider
them as part of their online strategy. CMF does not advocate congressional committees
using social media merely for the sake of doing so, but there are tools and applications
that committees can use strategically to further their goals, better inform their audiences
and stakeholders, and even interact with those who follow the work of the committee
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most closely. Just as committees must think strategically about the design and content of
their websites, they must also determine how and why they use social media and other
applications to engage and interact with their audiences.

Questions to ask:
e How can the committee’s website increase the diversity of communication
channels and information access available to visitors?

e Are the committee's work and/or the Chairman'’s style conducive to high-
frequency content necessary to sustain a blog or social media?

e  What do the frequent users of committee information on and off the Hill need
from the committee and can that information be provided more effectively via
social media?

e Can the committee’s work and the Chairman’s goals be furthered through social
media?

The specifics CMF looks for in evaluations:

e Press releases by topic;

e E-newsletters;

e Blogs;

e Audio webcasts;

e RSS feeds;

e Podcasts;

e Unique video created by the committee;
e Facebook and Twitter accounts; and

e Social media bookmarking tools.

Award-Winning Example: House Committee on Energy and Commerce
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GOLD MOUSE AWARD WINNERS: COMMITTEE
WEBSITES

Three committee websites won Gold Mouse Awards for the 113% Congress. These
websites embodied most, if not all, of the six characteristics of an effective committee
website. CMF encourages committee staff seeking to improve their websites to browse
the Gold Mouse-winning websites, as well as the Silver and Bronze Winners, for examples
of these characteristics and best practices. The section below highlights some of the
comments from our researchers captured during the evaluations of these websites. (For
more information on our evaluation process and how the winners were selected, please
see the Methodology on page 76.)

House Education & the Workforce, John Kline (R-MN), Chairman
http://edworkforce.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

CONGRESSMAN JOHN KLINE
CHAIRMAN

“The website provides the

committee report for each EDUCATION & e WORKFORCE
markup, as well as amendments,
statements, photos, and archived

video. Reports include the vote Larest News |
tally by person. I really liked that on B e i Tell Yo'ur Stor'y

February 7, 2014
On Tuesday, February 11at 10:00 a.m. the

the markups page, you could scan

Kline, Roe Respond to NLRB's Ambush

COMMITTEE

Inside the Committee Newsroom Multimedia Issues Hearings & Legislation Our Team Contact

the list of markups and the vote Femans 20
. " Kline: Focus on Strengthening Existin;
tally was in the summary text. e i
Is the health care law creating new challenges for students, educators, schools, and

" L H colleges in ynurmmmumt}ﬂ"{s\l your story
This is a very well-organized 3 & 3

. . . . . # N
and informative website. This LTE )

Featured Member

Rep. Kenny Marchant

As a small business owner and father of four, Texan
Kenny Marchant brings a valuable perspective to
issues facing students, parents, workers, and
employers..

' E-NEWS SIGN-UP % ' CALENDAR * ' QUICK LINKS * 'SU'RVEY * -

Issue Spotlight
AWin for Students and Taxpayers

committee is doing a great job of
informing its range of audiences
about its activities.”

The president signed into law a bipartisan plan
championed by Reps. Kline and Foxcto get politics
outof student loan interest rates. Read more

"I like that it sorts information by
issue. Makes the website really easy
to use.”
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House Natural Resources, Doc Hastings (R-WA), Chairman
http://naturalresources.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers: CEEY
ONTASTT

ﬁ* ATASTINGS R ontes Oy &M
uoffe rs content by yea I, SuU bcomm'ttee, : ws Subcommittees Hearings < Legislation  Issues  Contact Q

topic, or keyword search. The “latest
news” on the home page also breaks

[¥] February 2014 [>]

1

¢ | 2 e 7 s

out the content by type—press s Ny i 4 : A S S
releases, tweets, Facebook posts, \ A v’ 24 sy
videos—makes a lot of content easily DI s B Lo 0 Sm——

HEARINGS

and immediately accessible.”

“Has a handy FAQ about committee
meetings and hearings that directs
people to most commonly needed
information.”

mmittee Approves Motion Authorizing Chairman to Issue Subpoenas

“In addition to the ‘Committee Votes'
section, they summarize committee
votes on the page for each markup.
The markup pages are extensive, with
lots of embedded links and access to
amendments and webcasts.”

p———
m——
m PRESS RELEASE | 01/16/2014 4
Commit e
.

House Rules, Pete Sessions (R-TX), Chairman
http://rules.house.gov

Comments from Reviewers:

Hosse of Representatives

Committee on

"I REALLY like the way they present their ULES LTI ... Cos  smetre
bills (easy to read and understand, easy Pet Sesion, Chaman
to access both the bill and the rule).”

SEARCH LEGISLATION

a
U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

DOCUMENT REPOSITORY
Leunch DOCS HOUSE GOV»

“They present their information ERC

in a surprisingly transparent and
user-friendly way. I also like all the
information on the parliamentary

BILLS TO BE CONSDERED COMMITTEE REPOSTORY
O THE HOUSE FLOOR

ACTIVE BILLS

HR.2954-To
was

process, including “parliamentary i

. Watch Today's HR. 3964-5a View 5
bootcamp” documents. They make it R »
easy to learn about how Congress and
the Rules committee works.” RECENT RGeS
"Readability is enhanced by the layout, — e

which includes boxes to differentiate
different documents on a page.”

4 PRESS RELEASE Sessions Responds tothe State of the Union Address.
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113™ CONGRESS MOUSE AWARD WINNERS:
A CLOSER LOOK

Members Who Won Awards in Their First Year in Current Office

Sen. Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) (social media)
Sen. Martin Heinrich (D-NM) (website)
Rep. Alan Lowenthal (D-CA) (website)

Rep. Patrick Murphy (D-FL) (social media)

Rep. Mark Takano (D-CA) (social media)

Member Who Won Awards For Both Personal and Committee Websites
Rep. Fred Upton (R-MI), House Energy and Commerce

Members Who Won Awards For Their Websites and For Social Media

Sen. Bob Casey (D-PA)
Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-VT)
Rep. Stephen Fincher (R-TN)
Rep. Mike Honda (D-CA)
Rep. Barbara Lee (D-CA)

Members Whose Webhsites Have Won Three or More Times
in the History of the Mouse Awards

*7 Times:
Rep. Mike Honda (D-CA)

6 Times:
Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-VT)

5 Times:
Sen. John Cornyn (R-TX) Sen. Carl Levin (D-MI)
Sen. Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D-OR)
4 Times:

Sen. John Boozman (R-AR) Rep. John Dingell (D-MI)
Sen. Ben Cardin (D-MD) Rep. Jim Langevin (D-RI)
Sen. Mike Crapo (R-ID) Rep. Carolyn Maloney (D-NY)
Sen. Mark Udall (D-CO) Rep. Paul Ryan (R-WI)

3 Times:
Sen. Tom Carper (D-DE) Rep. John Carter (R-TX)

Sen. Mary Landrieu (D-LA) Rep. Jim Matheson (D-UT)

Sen. Patty Murray (D-WA) Rep. Mike Thompson (D-CA)

Sen. Harry Reid (D-NV)

*Note: CMF has recognized the best congressional websites with awards seven times,
making Rep. Mike Honda the only Member to have won an award every evaluation year.
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http://upton.house.gov
http://energycommerce.house.gov
http://www.casey.senate.gov
http://www.leahy.senate.gov
http://fincher.house.gov
http://honda.house.gov
http://lee.house.gov
Rep. Mike Honda (D-CA)
http://www.leahy.senate.gov
http://www.cornyn.senate.gov
http://www.levin.senate.gov
http://www.feinstein.senate.gov
http://blumenauer.house.gov
http://www.boozman.senate.gov
http://dingell.house.gov
http://www.cardin.senate.gov
http://langevin.house.gov
http://www.crapo.senate.gov
http://maloney.house.gov
http://www.markudall.senate.gov
http://paulryan.house.gov
http://www.carper.senate.gov
http://carter.house.gov
http://www.landrieu.senate.gov
http://matheson.house.gov
http://www.murray.senate.gov
http://mikethompson.house.gov
http://www.reid.senate.gov

Social Media

CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE SOCIAL
MEDIA

Social media provide incredible new opportunities for Senators and Representatives to
interact personally and intimately with constituents. Many users of social media access
their networks at least once per day, and often via mobile devices?* and two-thirds of
them engage in political activity on their social networks.> Members can speak to these
people wherever they are and in nearly real time. The possibilities for offering genuine,
targeted information and assistance when and where people need it are staggering.

However, it can be daunting for Senators and Representatives to wade into social
networking. There are dozens of social media platforms, and more are emerging all the
time. Some—such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube—have developed strong footholds,
but the field will continue to shift for some time to come. As a result, many Members—
and their staffs—are confused about which platforms and approaches they should use.
Developing a presence begins with strategic thinking about the platforms, tone, style,
and frequency that will work best given the Member’'s or committee’s goals, comfort
level and personality; the staff's ability to support social media; and the needs and
interests of the audience.

Once an office or committee has defined its approach to social media, defined how it
supports overall goals, and developed some mastery in using it, the trick is to engage
people and keep them engaged. This requires a significant outreach effort, both

online and offline, among the audiences the Member or committee wants to attract.
The Member or committee needs to generate interest by providing value. Value may
consist of targeted content, effective communications, and integration of online and
offline interactions with citizens. However, these activities need to be meaningful and
sustainable. Legislators and committees who generate followers, but who cannot sustain
the content and interactivity will simply create disillusionment—building expectations

4 Maeve Duggan and Aaron Smith, Pew Research Center, January 2014, “Social Media Update 2013."
Available at: http://pewinternet.org/Reports/2013/Social-Media-Update.aspx

> Aaron Smith, Pew Research Center, April 2013, “Civic Engagement in the Digital Age.” Available at:
http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/04/25/civic-engagement-in-the-digital-age/
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among their followers and not delivering. It is better to build something that starts small
and grows slowly than to try to build something that is too ambitious and ultimately
unsustainable.

The social media practices of the congressional offices that won Gold Mouse Awards

are excellent examples of strategic thinking about how best to use social media to

accomplish Members’ goals. They provided constituents with rich,

relevant information and opportunities for interaction. However,

it is important to note that in the world of social media, Members “In the world of social
must be themselves. Their online persona should be an extension media, Members must
of their congressional voice and be authentic. While one can copy .

our award winners' tactics and practices, each legislator should be themselves. While
develop their own style. Our reviews and research took us on a one can copy our award
tour of the gamut of congressional social media practices, during winners’ tactics and

which we formulated a number of recommendations for effectively ,oracz‘/'ces, each /eg/s/ator
communicating with constituents via social media. In addition to should deve/op their own
employing the evolving best practices for social media, we found "

that the most consistently good uses of social media exhibited the Sty/e'
following characteristics.

CHARACTERISTIC #1: Follows platform conventions.

At the foundation of all social media platforms are information-sharing and interactivity,
and the people who use them have specific expectations of how this is done on their
platforms of choice. Each has its own conventions. Some of them—such as the use of
hashtags on Twitter—have become integrated into most Members' social media efforts.
Others—like Instagram'’s first-person perspective or Pinterest’s collecting and sharing
others’ content—are often not followed by Members. These are not broadcast media or
simple billboards—they are networks of individuals accessing and sharing information
of interest to them. Offices failing to follow these platform conventions are missing
opportunities for more robust relationships with their constituents.

CHARACTERISTIC #2: Conveys authenticity and the Member’s
personality.

Constituents appreciate gaining a better sense of those who represent them in Congress,
and social media are great platforms for expressing personality and humanizing Senators
and Representatives. However, Members need to walk a line between being too officious
and too open. There is tremendous opportunity in the course of a Member’s day to share
opinions, photos, videos, and humor from a perspective few in the world will ever see. A
Member's personality can shine on social media without the risk of boring participants or
over-sharing personal information.

One of the wonderful aspects of social media is its authenticity, and Members should
strive to be truly authentic in their social media efforts. This creates a conundrum in
congressional offices because, rather than being the product of a single person, most
communications are collaborative efforts by the Member and the staff. Congressional
offices that are most successful in the social media world have found a way to effectively
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communicate the Member’s personality while preserving the authentic feeling of the
communication. This authenticity requires close collaboration between the legislator and
staff, a style guide or standards, and some transparency with followers. It does not require
that the Member be personally responsible for every post. It does require clear practices
regarding: the type of content appropriate for social media; the tone of first-person
communications: who in the office is responsible for content; and how to stylistically convey
the difference between posts by the Member and those by staff.

CHARACTERISTIC #3: Maintains a congressional persona.

Though it is difficult to separate their official, personal, and campaign personas on social
media, Senators and Representatives should strive to do so. For a Member of Congress,
each persona speaks to different audiences and requires different approaches, tone, and
language. Campaign rhetoric is—or should be—very different from the official rhetoric of a
Member of Congress. The official persona needs to speak to, and serve, all of the Member's
constituents—not just those who agree with them, who voted for them, or who volunteered
with their campaign.

Of course, every Member has a political affiliation and strong views on the issues, and
these views will and should come through in their social media efforts. However, using
strongly partisan or campaign-style rhetoric in their official communications risks alienating
some of the people the Member represents. Such posts may be more likely to be shared

by supporters, but Senators and Representatives who make partisanship central to their
social media strategies are likely to be mistrusted by constituents who have differing views
(even slightly). Moreover, legislators will be missing opportunities to provide assistance and
demonstrate accountability to all of the people in their district/state.

CHARACTERISTIC #4: Integrates communications platforms.

With their use of social media, Members now maintain a variety of online communications
platforms. Most have created, at the very least, their websites,
Facebook, Twitter, Flickr, and YouTube accounts. Some have
created many more. These need to be integrated with one
another, and with offline communications, so people who access

“With their use of social
media, Members now

the Member via one platform are aware of the key information maintain a variety of
provided on the others. This does not mean posting identical online communications
information on all platforms. There should, however, be enough p/az‘forms These need

cross-references that important information is shared across all

communications platforms without being redundant. to be /m‘egraz‘eo’ with one

another, and with offline
This cross-referencing can take many forms, including: communications.”

e References to the website and social media accounts by
Members and staffers during public appearances;

e Recent social media posts highlighted on the Member’s
website; and

e References to YouTube videos and Flickr photos in Tweets and Facebook posts.
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Members are generating valuable content for each of the different communications
platforms Senators and Representatives employ, and its value increases through

integration with as many other platforms as possible.

CHARACTERISTIC #5: Encourages interactivity.

Given that the average population of a House district is more than 700,000, and the
population of California—the most populous state in the union—is more than 37
million, encouraging interactivity is a daunting proposition for any congressional office.
Additionally, given that on social media, it is difficult to know whether or not someone
is a constituent (a Member's reach potentially extends worldwide), many offices are

reluctant to engage with people on social media.

However, social media are inherently interactive. If Members of
Congress wish to have a presence on one or many platforms, they
need to be prepared to encourage and respond to interaction,
no matter where it comes from. Scheduled question and answer
sessions on different platforms—such as Facebook or Twitter—
can offer great opportunities for interacting in manageable ways.
Even with such opportunities, people will post comments, and
even have lengthy discussions, in response to Members' posts. A
response to every comment or on every thread is unnecessary,
but it is important to monitor the reach and play of posts to
strategically determine when to participate. It is also important
to engage in the social aspects of social media and respond,
repost, and reach out in thoughtful and strategic ways that
advance key discussions, whether or not they originated with the
committee or Member. Otherwise, social media users will be left
with the impression that the office is only interested in using the
platforms as one-way, broadcast media to tout the committee’s
or Member's activities and accomplishments.
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“It is also important to
engage in the social

aspects of social media.

Otherwise, users will be
left with the impression
that the office is only
interested in using the
platforms as one-way,
broadcast media to
tout the committee’s or
Member’s activities and
accomplishments.”
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GOLD MOUSE AWARD WINNERS: SOCIAL
MEDIA

For the first time, CMF is giving Gold Mouse Awards for Social Media. The award winners
below represent the best of the practices nominated.® The social media awards focus
heavily on transparency, accountability, and constituent service, similar to our website
awards. They do not necessarily go to the Senators and Representatives who are using
the most social media platforms; have the most followers; are getting the most media
attention; or are demonstrating the best practices for social media, across the board. The
Gold Mouse Awards for Social Media go to the nominees whom CMF evaluators and our
expert panel determined are using specific social media practices in ways that:

e Demonstrate an effort to be transparent and accountable;
e Focus on constituents and constituent service; and

e Attempt to keep constituents informed of, and engaged in, the work of the
Members and of Congress.

These specific practices serve as examples for Senators and Representatives who wish

to achieve similar goals with their online communications. Most of the award-winning
practices are platform-agnostic, meaning they could be performed on social media
platforms other than the ones these Senators and Representatives use. Regardless of the
platforms used, these practices are models for other offices to follow as they consider
how best to incorporate social media into their communications and constituent service
strategies. The winners are discussed on the following pages, in alphabetical order by
chamber.

6 For more information about CMF's methodology for selecting the winners of the Gold Mouse Awards
for Social Media, see page 78.
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SENATE

Sen. Tammy Baldwin (D-WI)

Compilations of social media discussions into “stories.”

Social media discussions are generally point-in-
time and ephemeral. They can also be disjointed.
If someone misses a discussion in real time, or the
discussion gets lost in a sea of posts in followers'’
feeds, it will never be seen. In this way, important
discussions can be missed. To help highlight,
preserve, and continue their most important social
media discussions, Senator Baldwin’s office uses
Storify to compile posts by the Senator and others
on a specific topic or event into “stories.” Examples
include social media stories related to Senator
Baldwin’s announcment of her #NextGen Research
Act, a #TweetTammy conversation with students,
and her announcement of her #GREENAct. By
compiling stories in this way, important discussions
are captured and shared via their website and social

media in ways that help perpetuate and sustain them.

Platform: Twitter and Storify

Sen. Richard Blumenthal (D-CT)
Issue-based listicle.

Listicles have become very popular on social media.
These are crosses between lists and articles, usually
with animated graphics for each item in the list.
After the July 2013 interest rate increase on student
loan debt, Senator Blumenthal's office created a
listicle entitled “11 Reasons Why Congress Needs
to Fix Student Loan Rates Now" and posted it on
BuzzFeed, a social news and entertainment network
and resource. Given that BuzzFeed's audience
skews toward college-educated Millennials, Senator
Blumenthal's listicle—which effectively adhered to
listicle conventions by being informative, humorous,
and mildly irreverent—was well-targeted to the
people most affected by student loans. In the first 24
hours of its posting, the listicle received more than
40,000 views.

Platform: BuzzFeed
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€y Storify B

€9 Storify by Senator Baldwin's Office 2 months ago | Baldw
Senator Ball

Official Storify accoun!
Tammy Baldwin's offic
State of Wisconsin.

Announcing the #GREENAct

This week, Tammy announced her new legislation — the Grants for Renewable

Washington. D.C. £
Energy Education for the Nation {(GREEN) Act. The GREEN Act allocates competitive nttp://baldwin.sen:
grant funding for clean energy career and technical training programs to help
prepare students for clean energy fields.
12
m Sen. Tammy Baldwin
Excited to visit MATC, Lakeshore Tech & NE Wi Tech today to Total views

announce my new legislation, #GreenAct. -TB #MadeInWi balduin senate gov

other

More from Baldwi

Made in Wisc
March 31t
BY BALDWINOF

TechCollegeAdvocates

Welcome @SenatorBaldwin to MATC today. Thanks for supporting
green education.

93 vews

Made in Wisc
March 24th

BY BALDWINOH
86 views

March 17th
BY BALDWINO!
54 views

Made in Wisc
March 10th

BY BALDWINOF
151 views

&
&
&

11 Reasons Why Congress

-
Needs To Fix Student Loan
Rates Now

Shamefully, Congress failed to act before the July 1st deadline to prevent your
student loan interest rates from doubling. This Is an Issue on which we should all
agree. | call on Congress to pass legislation that will retroactively prevent this de
facto tax Increase on young people already struggling under mountains of debt. Ata
time when Americans owe more than $1.2 trillien In student loans debt, the last
thing we should do Is make college more expensive for students and thelr families.
Here are 1l reasons why Congress needs to act on student loan Interest rates

Senator Blumenthal
BuzzFeed Contributor
m

1. Because on July 1st, your student loan rates
doubled from 3.4% to 6.8%.
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Sen. Bob Casey (D-PA)
Location-based legislative information.

When pushing for legislation to cut taxes for small
breweries, Senator Casey went straight to his base:
the many Pennsylvania craft breweries. Using
Foursquare, a location-based social media platform,
the Senator left “tips” at each of the breweries in his
state about the legislation and with a link back to
his website for more information. This was a creative
way to get the word out to people directly affected
by the legislation. He has used Foursquare for other
issues, as well, including tips at rail stations about
U.S. Department of Transportation grants to the
Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority
(SEPTA) and at a Pennsylvania gas station about his
plans to lower gas prices.

Platform: Foursquare

Sen. Mark Kirk (R-IL)

foursquare I'm looking for I

E Senator Bob Casey
67 items

ALL CATEGORIES

BREWERY (3 GOVERMMENT BUILDING (8 TRAIN STATION (4]

D 17 MORE

1. Harrisburg Area Community College communITY COLLEGE
1 HACC Dr, Harrisburg, PA

"Recently | visited HACC to push for a quick vate on my legislation, the ABLE Act, that would allow
those with disabilities to set up tax advantaged savings accounts to pay for their long term care.” Read
mare.

Senator Bob Casey - 1 week ago

Been here Save Like

2. Children's Hospital of Philadelphia nospmaL
3401 Civic Center Blvd, Philadelphia, PA

"Senator Casey joined by patients, families and doctors pushed to boost
funding for a program that could add dollars to CHOP. A recently passed
Casey bill paves the way for more funding to the program.” Read more.
Senator Bob Casey - 1 week ago

Been here Save Like

3. Yuengling Brewery BREWERY
501 Mahantongo St, Pottsville, PA
"I'm pushing for legislation that would cut taxes for small breweries. The Small BREW Act would help

small breweries like Yuengling by cutting the excise tax that small breweries pay.” Read more.
Senator Bob Casey - July 30, 2013

Been here Save Like - 2 likes

Sharing personal journey that led to legislative action.

In a way that would not have been possible a

few years ago, Senator Kirk shared his journey of
recovery from stroke with the encouragement of his
nine-year-old pen pal, Jackson Cunningham, also a
stroke survivor. By sharing the journey, his return to
Capitol Hill, his correspondence with Jackson, and

his related legislative activities in the Senate via a
multitude of social media platforms, Senator Kirk has
drawn attention to issues of stroke prevention and
rehabilitation. He used YouTube videos, a Scribd letter
library, the hashtag #NeverGiveUp, a Flickr photo
stream, and his website to highlight his recovery and
his relationship with the boy who helped inspire him,
for a rare personal and behind-the-scenes look at how
one Senator, through a traumatic experience, became
a strong advocate in the Senate for an issue that may
not have drawn his attention previously.

Platform: Several, including YouTube, Scribd, and Flickr
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Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-VT)
Real-time updates during markup of a key bill.

As Chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, Senator
Leahy played a critical role in the consideration of
comprehensive immigration reform in that committee.

The markup of the proposed legislation occurred over

five, non-consecutive days. To help keep citizens informed
and engaged, the Senator used the hashtag #CIRmarkup
and tweeted about: the schedule; availability of webcasts,
key documents and amendments; and other information
to help citizens follow the debate. The hashtag was also
used by other Senators, Representatives, organizations,
businesses, and individuals, leading to an active Twitter
discussion related to the issue, legislation and markup.
Once the legislation passed in committee, the Senator
began using the hashtag #CIRfloor as he managed debate
on the Senate floor and then #Immigration once the bill
passed in the Senate, which helped keep the dialog and the
momentum going while also demonstrating the movement
through the legislative process. By restricting the content
of his posts to official documents and information, the
Senator also demonstrated accountability and a willingness
to invite anyone into the debate, not just those who agreed
with his stance on the issue.

Platform: Twitter

Sen. Jerry Moran (R-KS)
Outreach on an issue before Congress.

The day before a scheduled hearing on Bitcoin in the
Senate Banking Committee, Senator Moran took to Reddit
to find out what users thought he should know about the
online currency. He queried the participants in the Bitcoin
"subreddit” (topic area) and received a range of responses,
many substantive, to which he referred during the hearing
(http://youtu.be/ZsoF1XkPKCo). Social media provide great
opportunities for Senators and Representatives to seek
input on issues before Congress, especially when there

is an already-established community of people affected
by the issue. By engaging the Bitcoin subreddit, Senator
Moran heard directly from an active community who
would be affected by any legislation Congress considers.

Platform: Reddit
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Have an ac

Sen. Patrick Leahy @SenatorLeahy - May 20

at Judiciary Committee website: judiciary.senate.gov/hearings/heari..
Expand « Repl
Sen. Patrick Leahy @SenatorLeahy - May 16
#CIRmarkup RECESSES until Day 4, on Monday, 10am. Today's was another
productive immigration bill markup session.

Expand 4 Reply t3 Retweet J Favorite e« Mo
Sen. Patrick Leahy @SenatorLeahy - May 16

[PHOTOQ] Full room again for Day 3 of #CIRmarkup on immigration reform bill
pic.twitter.com/09D8aPKnSG

“ Reply

13 Retweet & Favorite **+ Mo

comments _related _ other discussions (1)

y 3 Retweet % Favorite == More

#CIRmarkup on #immigration bill resumes today at 10am. Watch live WEBCAST

e

T'm one of the Senators attending today's U.S. Senate Banking Committee hearing related

to bitcon. What would you ke me to know? .issiicin)

=ubmitted 4 months ago by JamyMoran

881 comments share
500
1514 points 4 monts 330

Thanks everycne. T appreciate your comments. This trread will be a valuable resource as I cortinue to ecuczte
myself about bitcain and digital currency.
permatink

1 dumbest_canadian 211 points 4 months 230
Nic tc see decision makers at least trying to ke irformed. Please keep in mind, bitcoin is just a technology. It is
open source and controlled ky no company/group/party.

Like a 3D printer, it is awssome Zechnology that 9% of pzople want to use for totally egitimate purposes,

points 4 months ago
2 Senator pays attention to Lsernames, and what does yours say about Canadians?

months ag

As @ Kansas ctizen, you have finally mzde me proud of my state. This has greatly increased my likelihood to vote for

Thank you, Mr. Senator for takirg the tme to address the concems of an ever growing community of individuals and
local businesses who have fzith in a decentralized currency.
permalink parent
~1KirkND 30 paints 4 months ago
give a shout out to reddi: tonight
permalink parent
[-192g079 53 soins 4 morths ago
He jus: did!

permalink. parent
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Sen. Bernie Sanders (I-VT)
Integration across platforms without redundancy.

Senator Sanders is a very active and effective
participant in social media, and many of his practices
are worthy of emulation, from his authoritative tone
and use of quotes and graphics to his transparency
in stating that “Tweets ending in —B are from Bernie,
and all others are from a staffer.” The practice we
wish to highlight, however, is the way he cross-

posts information across social media platforms
without making them seem redundant. Though he
does almost always post the same information to all |
platforms, the posts are seldom identical. He might e roumes ||| I ottt Gt
highlight different quotes, use different graphics, e

focus on a slightly different aspect of an issue, or any

number of other ways to make each post seem fresh.

As a result, people who follow him on more than one

platform are given different ways of approaching the
same information rather than seeing identical posts.

Platform: Several, including Facebook, Twitter, and
Google+
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HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

Rep. Stephen Fincher (R-TN)
Making Congress approachable.

Like many of the winners, Rep. Fincher is active

on several social media platforms. One of his best
practices is to use social media to make Congress—
and himself—approachable. His posts are brief and
authentic, grounded in his district, and helpful in
demystifying Congress. They also effectively walk the
line between being personable and being too personal.
Like many Members, he highlights constituent visits

in both D.C. and the district and posts and solicits
photos of the district. Unlike many Members, he also
posts many photos and videos from the Member perspective. By showing a video of a
staffer fulfilling a flag request or of the U.S. Capitol flag flying at half-mast, he humanizes
Congress. By posting photos of himself at work at his desk or of the view of a committee
from his seat on the dais, he makes himself more approachable. His connection to the
people he represents is apparent, both in his images and in his language.

jaitempleton, dcgopgirl, mastermindsonthegram

Platform: Several, including Tumblr, Vine, and Instagram

Rep. Tim Griffin (R-AR)
Responsiveness and engagement via social media.

Interaction and engagement are the foundations of
social media, and Rep. Griffin does both in ways few
Members do. Many use social media to broadcast
what they are doing, who they are meeting with, and
where in the district they are going, but few genuinely
view social media as a two-way street. Rep. Griffin
participates in a number of social media platforms in
ways that invite—and even encourage—constituents
to be involved. Through his approachable tone, open-
ended questions, advance notice of radio and TV 5 Time o stop apartand supporan cosposor th FalTas Ac, .25
interviews, and participation in comment discussions, T e .
Rep. Griffin truly engages. He is visible and open. He
lets his constituents know where he is and what he is
doing through photos, vote rationales, and highlights
from his work in committee. He also responds directly
to questions about policy and votes through private
messages in Facebook and his Crowdhall account,
tools few Members are using. Rep. Griffin's social
media are models for interacting with constituents in
an approachable and authentic way.

CrowdHau@ +*ianchatal  EerowseHals (P

Weigh in on this ¢

About This Hall

A QA sbout & Politic
$101v0tes © 465

fiBarswas  Wes

Platform: Several, including Facebook, Crowdhall, and Pinterest
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Rep. Mike Honda (D-CA)

Constituent-focused social media efforts.

Rep. Honda is the only Member who has won an award change.org & suapeion = sowe

from CMF in every evaluation since the Gold Mouse Awards
were founded in 2002. His social media efforts are a model
for accountability, transparency, and constituent service in
Congress. He even offers an explanation to his approach

5 Petiion to Mike Honda
i Pass TEACH Act: Equal Access to Educational Materials for
| 5SSO Students with Disabilities

Mike Honda responds:

Jamie, thank you for bringing attention to this issue. My heart goes ot to
you, andto every college student who's been held back because of a
lack of support for their disabilty. In the 21st century, when higher
education has become increasingly important and technology exists that

to constituents (http://honda.house.gov/social-media),
which also serves as a valuable guide to other legislators.
The practice recognized here is his sustained constituent

can overcome many obstacles, we must address this problem.
Your struggle moved me. Because of this peition, | am now a proud
cosponsor of the TEACH Act.

The TEAGH Act (HR  3505) willensure that technologies and
instructional materials used at the college level meet the needs of
students with cisabiltes. It wil achieve this by having the Architectural

and Transportation Barriers Complance Board to develop new
quidelines for the use of technologies that are in compliance with
provisions in the Americans with Disabilities Act and the Rehabilitation
Act. Compliance will be easy for schools, because they will know that
materials that conform to the guidelines are accessible.

focus on social media. Rather than trying to create content
that he hopes will go viral nationally, Rep. Honda focuses
on social media practices to inform and engage as many
of his constituents as possible. He conducts outreach via
paper and email inviting constituents to connect with him
online. He crowdsourced the design of his website. He uses
telephone townhalls integrated with Facebook to respond to constituent questions. He
uses Eventbrite—a social-media-connected event management system—to organize
in-person events in his district. He released a constituent-focused 2013 annual report on
Scribd and as an iTunes iBook. And he uses his position as a Change.org Decision Maker
to respond to petitions that gain significant traction among his constituents.

These guidelines will ensure that each and every student has the
opportunity to succeed. |am committed to providing disabled Americans
the support they need to pursue their dreams and get the education they
deserve

Posted on March 10, 2014

Platform: Several, including Change.org, Eventbrite, and Scribd

Rep. Darrell Issa (R-CA)

Connecting past and present using social media.

2 Login

Sign this petition
with 169.430 supporers
—_—
oS0 NEEDED

First Name

Last Name

Emai

Street Address

city

State | Ousieus?

2ip Code

Wny is this important to you?
(Optional)

In the 112t Congress, Rep. Issa pioneered legislative
crowdsourcing through his Madison project, which gave
citizens the ability to weigh in on—and even edit—drafts of
legislation related to the Internet. He continues to provide
a general model for effective and accountable use of social
media. He has found an authoritative tone that leaves room
for humor, and his posts weave past and present together in
ways that help remind followers of the history that shaped
the country we are today. One of the ways he does this is
through his Throwback Thursday photos and hashtag. Each
Thursday, Rep. Issa joins in on a Twitterverse meme using

Darrell lssa
#7 ) Like Tnis Page - March 27
=

With my dad and Buick Siyhawk backin my Army
days. #TBT #throwbackthursday

Like

wment - Share

) 6,034 people ke this.

B 11 shares

© View previous comments 301281

! nobody can find
anything because there isnt anytning

Api Like
m as that your car?
esterday ot 353am - Like
Nice black beret there Hr. Darrel
‘om personal experience what t fook

ssa fknow fr
to eam that
18 hours ago - Like

the hashtag #tbt by posting old photos of himself. Many
of the photos relate to his past public service in Congress and the Army, which help
demonstrate his long history working for the people. He also brings past and present
together with posts about certain days in history and by commemorating events and
people in the past. Of course, he also comments regularly on issues, events, and political
activities in the present, and, in this way, he provides context and a sense of connection
that helps to put things into perspective.

Platform: Facebook and Twitter
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Rep. Barbara Lee (D-CA)

Using social media to “caucus” with other Members.

Rep. Barbara Lee (1Rep
In a meeting this moming
for the #SNAPChallenge. pic tw

Increasing numbers of Senators and Representatives are using
social media to connect with constituents, the public, and thought
leaders. Few have tried using them to connect and coordinate
with other Senators and Representatives, something Rep. Lee

did with great success around the hashtag #SNAPchallenge.

In June 2013, Rep. Lee engaged more than 30 Members of
Congress to take up the challenge to eat for a week on $4.50

per day—the average amount recipients of the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program received. Through graphics, posts,
and outreach online and offline, she encouraged Members and
citizens alike to post photos of and comments about their meals
and experiences. Through the involvement of so many Members,
they demonstrated coordinated leadership and shared resources
in ways that broadened the outreach and impact on the issue far
beyond what would have been possible via mainstream media
alone. They made the issue more understandable and used social
media as they are meant to be used.

Expand

John Conyers P
My first meal of the day tal

&

Expand

Platform: Facebook and Twitter

Rep. Doris Matsui ) DorisMat
Day 1 of #SNAPChallenge. S

Rep. Thomas Massie (R-KY)

Accountability and transparency through social media.

rrounded by candy- definitely not on my menu
vitter com/MeN6rVZqiy

+ Reply 3 Retweet % Favorite +s» More

king the #SNAPChallenge: scrambled eggs. milk, & a
piece of white bread. pic_twitter com/IGXOCNvIUX

4 Reply &3 Retweet ¥ Favorite sss More

hopped for my groceries- very challenging.
Couldn't afford fresh fruits or veggies pic.twitter.com/CXjzDmrSDT

It is clear from his Facebook and Twitter posts that Rep.

arch for

d things

8

Massie takes his representational duties seriously. Their B | conrsmanromas .. putes =
tone and content throughout his tenure have demonstrated
his sense of accountability to constituents. In addition to
expressing his views on both national issues and issues
important to him, personally—as many Members do on social
media—he also provides occasional rationales for key votes
to help explain his actions to his constituents. When working
in the district, he posts the towns he'll be visiting, along with
photos and summaries of his meetings to help constituents
understand the work he does when the House is in recess.
Rep. Massie also engages constituents in his work by inviting
them to send questions during his media appearances and
even when he is participating in committee hearings. Many
posts also ask questions to invite opinions and feedback, and
these generate significant comments and discussion in which
he often participates. In these and other ways, Rep. Massie
uses social media to demonstrate accountability and transparency.

Updated about 2 w

Today | metwith consfituents atthe Boyd County Senior
Cilizen Center in Catletisburg. twas a great opportunity to
Ieam more aboutthe issues importantto seniors.

1etthem knowthat | infroduced HR 3894, The Senior
Citizens Tax Elimination Actto eliminate income taxes on
Social Security benefts. The bill would boostthe reirement
income of millions of older Americans.

Original co-spansars include Congressman Bridenstine
(R-OK) and Congressman DeSantis (R-FL)

Seniors have already paid tax o their Social Security
contributions, so xing Social Securiyis double-taxing by
the Federal Govemment. Taxing Social Security recuces

Platform: Facebook and Twitter
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i Like

Boyd County Senior Citizen Open House

ek ago

benefits to seniors,

The purpose of Social Securiyis to pravide people with
financial support during refirement, notto be another
source of taxrevenue for the Federal Govemment. Under
this legis!ation, Social Security benefits would neither be
taxable nor reportable on indvidual tax returns, thus
restoring the integrity of the program

Tasing these benefts is an accounting sleight of hand that
redistributes porions ofthe Social Security st fundfo
other areas of government

Thanks to everyone who made tis visit possible
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Rep. Jim McGovern (D-MA)
Sustained, issue-based, cross-platform integration.

Rep. McGovern engages constituents on social media
through coordinated efforts and open, sustained
dialogues on complicated issues that might otherwise
be seen as too daunting to tackle. Take, for example,
his use of the #EndHungerNow hashtag. Rep.
McGovern has always been active on issues related to
combating hunger, and he has integrated social media
into his communications strategy in ways that broaden
his message. His office has been conducting a long-
term, integrated messaging campaign around the
hashtag they created in an effort to bring attention to
cuts in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
(SNAP). The campaign, which has extended beyond
the SNAP debate, is integrated across online and
offline platforms, including Facebook, Twitter, Reddit,
their website, and floor speeches, and has drawn

the attention and engagement of constituents, media, Senators and Representatives,
celebrities, and citizens nationwide.

Platform: Several, including Facebook, Twitter, and Reddit

Rep. Patrick Murphy (D-FL)

Photo contest with a legislative purpose.

Members of Congress frequently use photo contests [ e
to engage citizens and bolster their followers, but
seldom do the contests have legislative purpose.
Rather than requesting photos of district sights or e
sunsets, Rep. Murphy called for photos of pollution.
He turned to Facebook to “show Congress the crisis
in our waterways” to draw attention to the need to
clean up polluted south Florida waterways. The photo
contest was part of a coordinated online and offline
effort to urge Congress to fund the completion of

an Army Corps of Engineers Everglades restoration
project and pass the House Water Resources Reform
and Development Act. Through the photo contest
and through his continued efforts on Facebook,

Rep. Murphy was able to keep people informed of
and engaged in his activities on the issue. His efforts also helped to encourage dozens
of constituents come to Washington, D.C. by bus during the government shutdown to
attend a bipartisan congressional briefing he hosted on the topic.

u... Photos ¥ |

Show Congress
Updt

Platform: Facebook
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Rep. Erik Paulsen (R-MN)
Weekly videos with updates and answers to constituent questions.

CMF examined many examples of videos of Members
answering constituent questions, but Rep. Paulsen’s
stood out. Since 2011, Rep. Paulsen has been producing
a YouTube video series entitled “Erik’s Correspondence
Corner” on a near-weekly basis. In these videos he
provides brief updates on his activities and responds

to constituents’ letters and emails. Apart from the
frequency and longevity, what sets them apart are their _
tone and the settings. The correspondence addressed 5| o o
does not feel specifically chosen to allow Rep. Paulsen to — =
advance his agenda or emphasize party talking points.
In some cases, he even replies to correspondence from
people who disagree with him, and all responses are
presented thoughtfully and respectfully, which makes him seem more accountable than
self-promotional. The settings are always interesting, as well, with backdrops throughout
his office, his office building, the Capitol, and his district, which give the videos added
interest and a behind-the-scenes look at where and how a Member of Congress works.

Rep. Paulsen Debates IPAB and
Healthcare Reform on FOX News

Rep. Paulsen Introduces "Erik's Corespondence Corner" Video. ..

Platform: YouTube

Rep. Mark Takano (D-CA)
Using popular culture as tie-ins to congressional activity.

Rep. Takano is known for his slightly irreverent, but on-

point use of social media to explain and draw attention THERE WILL BE CHARTS
to congressional activity. Some of his earliest social b0 s suBwT Ak
media activities in Congress were six-second Vine N onmwen

Today is #EqualPayDay, which marks

videos of him walking to his first debate on the House
floor and to cast his first vote. These were behind-the-
scenes looks at places few people ever see, such as the
underground tunnels and Members-only subway between
the House buildings and the Capitol. Some of his best
posts, however, are those in which he references popular
TV shows, trending news stories, and Internet memes

to connect congressional activity with popular culture.
Rep. Takano engages, informs, and incites discussions
through his use of comic-style graphics in YouTube videos
explaining immigration reform and the debt ceiling; his frequent references to TV shows
such as Star Trek and Breaking Bad; and his use of congressional information, such as stills
from floor speeches and a letter from another Member, as the basis for pointed humor
and new memes. These tactics may appear superficial and merely “audience-pleasing,”
but when a public official uses a popular culture reference the audience instantly
understands the connection between public policy and real life (even though fiction is
used to make the connection).

— @RepMarkTakano, about 23 hours
ago

FOLLOW

t]elfals

ABOUT

GSPAN  HD

The official Tumblr of Congressman Mark
Takano CA41

Platform: Several, including Tumblr, YouTube, and Vine
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Methodology

WEBSITE AWARDS

Developing the Criteria

Since 2001, CMF has conducted extensive research into what constitutes an effective
congressional website, including: focus groups with constituents; interviews with
Members of Congress and with managerial, legislative, administrative, support, and
technical staff from the House and Senate; reviews of industry research; interviews
with technology experts and representatives of social media companies; surveys of
political reporters and advocacy groups; and in-depth evaluations of past and present
congressional websites.

Using this research, CMF has developed extensive criteria for our website evaluations,
and prior to each award year, the criteria are updated and refined to reflect current and
evolving technology and practice standards. For the 113" Congress Awards, CMF used 74
criteria in 10 categories for Member websites, and up to 61 criteria in six categories for
committee websites. These criteria are discussed in detail in “Characteristics of Effective
Member Websites” (page 30) and “Characteristics of Effective Committee Websites”

(page 50).

Conducting the Evaluations

After identifying the criteria for the evaluations, CMF organized the criteria into rounds
that prioritized the most critical criteria. Member websites were evaluated in three
rounds, whereas committee websites were evaluated in two rounds. For both Members
and committees, the first round of evaluation placed greater emphasis on transparency
and accountability. Websites that met the criteria for the first round advanced to the next
round, until the evaluations were complete and ready for scoring.

To ensure fairness and accuracy, CMF researchers were trained extensively for each
round to ensure that they assessed the website and judged each criterion reliably—
especially the qualitative ones. The training included everything from ensuring that all
evaluators used the same browser to ensuring that all evaluators consistently judged
the difference between a “4” rating and a “5" rating. For every round, each researcher
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received a randomly generated list of websites and evaluated them in that order.
Evaluators used customized forms for each round that included detailed descriptions

of the criteria in that round and guidance on how to evaluate the criteria consistently.
Quialitative criteria—those that rated how well the website did something—were coded
on a "1" (low) to "5” (high) scale. Quantitative criteria—those that noted whether or not a
website had a particular feature or specific content (such as a list of co-sponsorships)—
were coded as either present (“1") or absent (“0"). For quality assurance, their work was
reviewed by senior CMF staff.

Member Websites

Round 1. For their first round, Member websites were required to meet a minimum
threshold for accountability and transparency, as well as for constituent service. For
transparency and accountability, a website was judged on the extent to which it
provided information on major national issues and whether it included information

on the Member's voting record or explanations of the Member's votes on key pieces
of legislation. In other words: to what extent could a constituent visiting the website
determine the Member’s position, activity, and record on major national issues? For
constituent service, Member websites were judged on the extent to which the websites
helped constituents get answers to their questions and help with problems regarding
federal agencies (also known as casework). Of the 537 Member websites’, 58% (312) were
eliminated from contention in the first round, and 42% (225) advanced to the second
round.

Round 2. The second round of Member website evaluations focused on usability.
Websites were scored from “1” (low) to “5” (high) on their navigation, organization,

look and feel, readability, and timeliness. To ensure that websites with older, but more
comprehensive information were given a fair evaluation, usability averages were
calculated with and without the timeliness score. Any website scoring above average
(higher than a “3.00") on either score proceeded to the third and final round for
evaluation. Of the 225 websites evaluated in the second round, 26% (58) were eliminated
from contention, and 74% (167) advanced to the third round. These 167 websites
represent 31% of all Member websites.

Round 3. The websites that made it to the third and final round were subjected to all
the remaining criteria. Of the 167 websites evaluated in the third round, 62% (103) were
eliminated from contention following the final scoring (detailed in the next section), and
38% (64) were recognized with Gold, Silver, or Bronze Mouse Awards. These 64 websites
represent 12% of all Member websites.

Timeframe. Member websites were evaluated between September 30 and December 20,
2013.

7100 Senate Member websites and 437 House Member websites. There were four vacancies in the
House of Representatives at the time of our evaluations.
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FIGURE 13. ELIMINATION OF MEMBER WEBSITES
THROUGH EVALUATION ROUNDS AND SCORING

Determine Criteria Weighted, Grouped, and Scored;

Award Categories Used in Formula to Produce Initial Scores; 64
Winners: Websites Graded on Curve for Final Scores (12%)
Evaluated on Remaining Criteria, including 167
Round 3: Communications Channels & Content, Legislative o
Process, Constituent Services, and More (31%)

Committee Websites

For the 113™ Congress, CMF did not evaluate minority committee websites. Previously,
minority committee websites were evaluated using the same criteria as majority
websites, but weighting them differently in the final scoring formula. This year

CMF modified the evaluation process for all websites to place greater emphasis on
accountability and transparency. In doing so, it became clear that because the minority is
not responsible by law, rules, or statutes to produce any specific official documents, it is
more difficult to apply this modified emphasis to minority websites independently of the
majority websites.

Round 1. All standing committees were evaluated in Round 1, using the links provided
via House.gov and Senate.gov. For committees that maintain separate majority and
minority websites, only the majority website was evaluated. In Round 1, committee
websites were judged on key aspects of committee accountability and transparency,
focusing primarily on hearings and legislation. Could a visitor to the website access

the legislation that had been assigned to the committee, as well as information about
upcoming and past hearings? All committees that provided either a complete list of the
bills assigned to the committee or hearing transcripts within one month of the hearing,
as well as all committees that do not consider legislation and/or conduct hearings, were
advanced to Round 2. Of the 43 committee websites evaluated, 15 went on to Round 2.

Round 2. The websites that made it to the second round were subjected to all remaining
criteria. Of the 15 evaluated in the second round, nine were eliminated from contention
following the final scoring (detailed in the next section) and six were awarded Gold,
Silver, or Bronze Mouse Awards.

Timeframe. Committee websites were evaluated between January 22 and February 10,
2014.
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Scoring the Websites

Member Websites

Once the Member website evaluations were complete, the data for the 167 websites
in the final round were scored. All 74 criteria were given weights from “1" (low) to “10
(high) that corresponded to their importance and level of difficulty. Criteria were then
grouped into 10 broad categories and, using the assigned weights for each criterion,
scores were calculated for each category. These category scores were then used to
calculate a preliminary overall score, using a formula that placed greater emphasis on
categories related to transparency and accountability. The 10 criteria categories and a
condensed version of the scoring formula are shown in Figure 14. Final overall scores
were then calculated by sorting the websites by chamber and scoring on a curve. Awards
were given to websites scoring 80 or higher as shown in Figure 16.

"

FIGURE 14. CRITERIA CATEGORIES AND SCORING FORMULA
FOR MEMBER WEBSITES

Information on Issues
35% = Demonstrations of Accountability
Information on the Legislative Process
Assistance with Federal Agencies/Casework
25% = Constituent Services
District/State Information

Usability
25% = —

Timeliness

Diversity of Communications Channels
15% =

Diversity of Communications Content

Committee Websites

Committee websites were subjected to a similar, but slightly different scoring process
than the Member websites. Committee websites were divided into classes based on their
primary audiences and scores were weighted based on the information their audiences
would expect. Additionally, committee formulas were customized so that committee
websites were scored only for criteria that applied to them. For example, for committees
without subcommittees, criteria relating to subcommittee information were removed
from their calculations.

To calculate the scores of the committee websites, first each criterion was weighted
according to its importance and level of difficulty, from “1” (low) to “10” (high). Next,
criteria were grouped into six categories, and scores were calculated for each category
using the assigned weights for each criterion. These category scores were then used to
calculate a preliminary overall score, using a formula that placed greater emphasis on
categories relating to furthering transparency and accountability in government. The six
criteria categories and their importance in the scoring formula is shown in Figure 15. As
with the Member websites, preliminary scores were adjusted on a curve, and websites
scoring 80 or higher received awards as shown in Figure 16.
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FIGURE 15. CRITERIA CATEGORIES AND SCORING FORMULA
FOR COMMITTEE WEBSITES

30% = Information about What the Committee Does and How it Works
20% = Timeliness and Usability

15% = Demonstrations of Accountability

15% = Information Targeted to the Committee’s Audiences

10% = Interactivity

10% = Diversity of Communications Channels

FIGURE 16. WEBSITE AWARD LEVELS BY FINAL SCORE

Final Score Award Level
93-100 Gold Mouse
87-92 Silver Mouse
80-86 Bronze Mouse

SOCIAL MEDIA AWARDS

Like the website awards, the Gold Mouse Awards for Social Media focus heavily on
transparency, accountability, and constituent service. Rather than centering on the
platforms Member are using—such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube—CMF’s awards
for social media emphasize specific practices, regardless of the platform used, that:

e Demonstrate an effort to be transparent and accountable;
e Focus on constituents and constituent service; and

e Attempt to keep constituents informed of, and engaged, in the work of the
Members and of Congress.

The awards for social media do not necessarily go to the Senators and Representatives
who are using the most social media platforms; have the most followers; are getting the
most media attention; or are most prolific on social media.

With dozens of social media platforms available, and the volume of content Members are
creating, it is nearly impossible to assess practices in a comprehensive manner. Therefore,
CMF invited Member offices to nominate themselves to be considered for the 113t
Congress Gold Mouse Social Media Awards. The nominating form asked Member offices
about their innovative use of social media, its impact, and how their use of social media
set them apart from their colleagues. Nominations were limited to Members' personal
offices for social media use in the 113" Congress.

Nominations for social media awards were accepted between October 16 and December
2, 2013. CMF staff reviewed the 85 submissions received from House and Senate offices,
and sent the 35 most innovative and congressionally-focused practices on to an expert
panel review. The expert panel was comprised of former Democratic and Republican
congressional staff and academics with expertise in social media and technology.
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CMF used the ratings and input from the expert panelists to determine which finalists
should receive awards for their efforts, focusing on Members whose practices follow the
guidelines above. Biographies of the expert panelists are in alphabetical order below.

Jack Holt

Jack Holt is a recognized leader in successfully formulating, implementing, and managing
communication programs for very large organizations including both the Department

of Defense and the U.S. Federal Government. He created, developed, and produced the
DoD Bloggers Roundtable and DoDLive web communication concept, co-authored the
OSD policy memorandum DTM 09-026 for the Responsible and Effective Use of Internet-
based Capabilities, and is co-founder of the DoD All Services Social Media Council.

Jack has more than 20 years communication policy development and application
experience, teaches at the graduate level, consults, and collaborates on how to
effectively use the new and emerging media in meeting business needs including
improving customer relationships, implementing change management and developing
innovative organizational environments. He has more than fifteen years direct
experience as a leader, coach, teacher and mentor in policy analysis and development,
communication and business strategy development, organizational design, knowledge
management, and workforce training and development.

Currently, Jack is the Director for Policy Analysis for Blue Ridge Information Systems

and adjunct lecturer at Georgetown University in the Master of Professional Studies

in Technology Management Program. He has taught sessions on Communication,
Journalism, and New Media strategies and tactics at the Defense Information School, the
Navl Postgraduate School, and the NATO School.

Rob Pierson

Rob Pierson has been an integral force in driving innovation in Congress. As New
Media Director for the House Democratic Caucus, he trained Members of Congress
and their staff in social media best practices and helped develop an intranet to improve
the coordination of Democratic messaging and outreach. In addition to the strategic
role he's played, he also pushed the technology envelope in Congress, leading the
development of the first public Drupal website within the House of Representatives,

a project so successful that it led to Drupal being instituted as the default content
management system for newly elected Members of Congress.

In addition to working in House Leadership, Rob has also worked for Congressman Mike
Honda, who represents Silicon Valley. As Congressman Honda’s Online Communication
Director, Rob established several innovative practices that earned his office more Gold
Mouse Awards than any other office in Congress. In addition, he also collaborated with
the Sunlight Foundation to create a bipartisan, bicameral working group of staffers
dedicated to improving political transparency and offering legislative data and APIs to
provide the public.

Rob currently provides online marketing and data analysis services, and can be reached
at @robpierson.
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Nick Schaper

For over a decade, Nick Schaper has been driving innovation at the intersection of
technology and public affairs. As the first-ever director of digital media for the Speaker
of the U.S. House of Representatives, Nick led a team that the Tampa Bay Times and
Politifact.com said “"dominated Twitter, YouTube, and other social media in Congress.”
During his tenure, Nick’s team earned a 111" Congress Gold Mouse Award for having
one of the best leadership websites in Congress. In 2011, after four years with Speaker
Boehner, Nick joined the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and was named to Washingtonian
Magazine's Tech Titans list of the most influential technology professionals in the nation'’s
capital.

A graduate of the University of Central Florida, Nick joined Engage in 2013 and serves as
Senior Vice President. At Engage, Nick draws on his extensive experience in government
and corporate public affairs to deliver innovative solutions to challenges facing top
advocacy organizations, Fortune 500 companies, and elected officials. He can be reached
@nickschaper.

Scott Talan

Scott Talan is a full-time professor of Public Communication at American University,
where he teaches social media. He started using social sites in class as early as 2006,
with Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, and continues to incorporate the latest tools as
makes sense for his teaching. Scott has worked in media, PR, and communications in
four distinct fields: TV News, Politics, Nonprofits, and Higher Education. He worked at the
United Nations, Harvard University, and the New Mexico Legislature, and recently served
as the Director of Communications for the National Association of Schools of Public
Affairs.

Scott has worked as a writer at ABC News Good Morning America. He's also reported
on-air for local TV news stations in several states (Florida, New Mexico, California)
covering politics including the 2000 presidential recount story. Before news, Scott was as
an elected city council member and Mayor of Lafayette, California. His first career was in
nonprofit communications working for the March of Dimes.

Scott received his Master in Public Administration from Harvard’'s Kennedy School of
Government, and studied broadcast journalism at Stanford after getting his BA from the
University of California at Davis. Prior to joining American University, he was an adjunct
faculty member at George Washington and Johns Hopkins. He can be reached @talan.
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About the
Gold Mouse Awards

Since 2001, the Congressional Management Foundation (CMF) has assessed the quality
of congressional websites and recognized the best with Gold Mouse Awards. Through
partnerships with foundations and academic institutions across the country, the project
has resulted in extensive research, focus groups, training programs, briefings, individual
consultations, and reports to accomplish the goals of the project, which are to:

e Determine how Members of Congress can use the Internet to enhance
communication with citizens and promote citizen engagement; and

e Identify best and innovative practices for online communications and technology
use that can be more widely adopted by congressional offices and help Congress
function more effectively.

The project began as a two-year program funded by The Pew Charitable Trusts and
conducted jointly by CMF and The George Washington University's Graduate School of
Political Management as the “Congress Online Project.” It resulted in two sets of awards
and reports, published in 2002 and 2003.

The Gold Mouse Awards continued as part of the broader research project “Connecting
to Congress,” which was funded by a grant from the National Science Foundation’s (NSF)

FIGURE 17. GOLD MOUSE AWARDS AND REPORTS
January 2002 “Congress Online: Assessing and Improving Capitol Hill Websites”

March 2003 “Congress Online 2003: Turning the Corner on the Information Age”

February 2007 "2006 Gold Mouse Report: Recognizing the Best Websites on Capitol
Hill”

January 2008  "2007 Gold Mouse Report: Lessons from the Best Websites on Capitol
Hill”

April 2010 “111* Congress Gold Mouse Project”

October 2011  "112* Congress Gold Mouse Awards: Best Practices in Online
Communications on Capitol Hill"

April 2014 113" Congress Gold Mouse Awards: Best Practices in Online
Communications on Capitol Hill"
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Digital Government program, and conducted in partnership with the Harvard Kennedy
School, University of California-Riverside, and The Ohio State University. It also resulted
in two sets of awards and reports, published in 2007 and 2008.

Currently, CMF continues our partnership with our academic researchers, but with the
project funded through private donations and with the best websites being recognized
every Congress. This approach has resulted in three sets of awards and reports for the
111%, 112*, and 113* Congresses. Additionally, the 113 Congress report marks the first
time that CMF has included awards for social media practices. These awards recognize
the specific strategies of Members who use social media to further transparency,
accountability, and constituent service.
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About the
Congressional
Management Foundation

Who We Are

Citizen trust in an effective and responsive Congress is essential to democracy. The
Congressional Management Foundation (CMF) advances this goal by working directly
with Members of Congress and staff to enhance their operations and interactions with
constituents. CMF works directly with citizen groups to educate them on how Congress
works, giving constituents a stronger voice in policy outcomes. The results are: a
Congress more accountable, transparent, and effective; and an informed citizenry with
greater trust in their democratic institutions.

What We Accomplish

CMF enhances the effectiveness of congressional offices, enabling them to provide
better services for their constituents and create better policy outcomes for all Americans.

CMF promotes transparency and accountability in Congress, affording citizens data and
tools to become more informed about decisions that affect them, their families, and
communities.

CMF educates and motivates individuals to become active and informed citizen-
advocates, providing them with an understanding of Congress, the skills to influence
public policy, and the value of citizen engagement.

CMF enhances the public’'s understanding of how the Congress really works, providing a
window into our democratic institutions through its unique relationship with lawmakers
and staff.

How We Do It

CMF conducts professional development training for all levels of congressional staff on
office operations and management. These interactive sessions provide bipartisan “safe

havens” on Capitol Hill where congressional staff come together to engage in problem-
solving.

CMF provides research, training, and publications to citizens and groups that interact
with Congress. CMF's citizen-advocate trainings are conducted for citizens who
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participate in visits with Members of Congress organized by trade associations,
nonprofits, and corporations.

CMF acts as the critic, defender, and explainer of Congress—demystifying congressional
operations. Its work has been cited in many media outlets including the Washington Post,
the New York Times, USA Today, and major television networks.

CMF conducts primary research on Congress and provides best practices guidance on
office operations. CMF's most prominent research program—the Gold Mouse Awards
for the best congressional websites—is responsible for significant improvements to the
transparency and accountability in congressional offices.

CMF consults with individual House and Senate offices to strengthen their operations.
This work entails spending weeks with a Member of Congress and staff, culminating in an
intensive strategic planning session to help each office develop goals and plans to meet
the needs of its constituents.

http://CongressFoundation.org
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