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Advocacy Versus Lobbying - What’s the Difference?
Although most people use the words “advocacy” and 
“lobbying” interchangeably, there is a distinction that is 
important to understand. Advocacy is a broad term covering 
a range of activities that seek to bring about systematic social 
change. Lobbying refers to specific advocacy efforts that 
attempt to influence legislation. Therefore, lobbying is one form 
of advocacy. Lobbying always involves advocacy, but advocacy 
doesn’t always involve lobbying. 

So What Does This Mean for Community Action Agencies?

As a non-profit 501(c)3 organization, there are laws regarding 
lobbying for CAAs. The IRS states that, “In general, no 
organization may qualify for section 501(c)(3) status if a 
substantial part of its activities is attempting to influence 
legislation (commonly known as lobbying). A 501(c)(3) 
organization may engage in some lobbying, but too much 
lobbying activity risks loss of tax-exempt status.”

While the law does state that it allows non-profit organizations 
to lobby so long as it is not a “substantial part” of its activities, 
the problem is that “substantial part” is not defined, creating a 
very grey and risky area. Non-profits can file for 501(h) status, 
which gives specific limits for lobbying. OACAA as a 
501(c)(4) organization is allowed to lobby, giving us the 
opportunity to provide lobbying efforts for Ohio’s Community 
Action Agencies. 

To be clear, lobbying is an attempt to influence specific 
legislation by asking legislators or their staff to take a particular 
position on that legislation, or urging others to ask their 
legislators to take a certain position.

Advocacy is not legally limited and is in fact encouraged 
for non-profit organizations. Advocacy can include issue 
organizing, nonpartisan voter engagement and public 

demonstrations. Basically, advocacy is making the public, 
including legislators, aware of issues important to you or 
your organization. CAPLAW provides a good example when 
explaining the difference between lobbying and educating:

“Just because you call it ‘educating,’ doesn’t mean it isn’t 
lobbying as well. If the ‘education’ is done for the purpose of 
trying to get state or federal legislation passed, introduced, 
modified, defeated, signed, or vetoed, or to influence the 
outcome of a referendum or ballot initiative, then it’s still 
lobbying… On the other hand, if you invite your state 
senator to visit and tour your job training program and 
explain the program and needs of your clients, and perhaps 
even ask the legislator to hold a hearing on the job training 
needs of your community, but do not discuss any pending or 
proposed legislation, then that is education, or advocacy, but 
not lobbying.” 

The differences can be confusing, but advocacy can be a 
tremendous help in supporting community action’s cause to 
alleviate poverty, just be sure your advocacy isn’t regarding 
specific legislation.


