
 
 

Drinks & Dialogue 
How to Plan a Successful Event   

Rationale 
The League of Women Voters has a reputation for offering informative voter awareness 
events and regular monthly informational programs. The quality is often terrific, but a 
common question for many Leagues is how do we get more of our community to attend? 
Drinks & Dialogue can be an alternative format to your regular League meetings for 
providing information to your community and increasing awareness and turnout. Several 
years ago, the League of Women Voters of Chaffee County recognized that by holding our 
regular monthly meetings in the middle of the day, we were excluding many community 
members from attending programs and participating in the League. Following a model from 
other Leagues, we introduced Drinks & Dialogue events that were held in the early evening. 
We provided appetizers and beverages along with interesting topics and greater 
opportunities for discussion. In our experience, these events have drawn more participants 
than our standard meetings and the audience has been much more diverse. Our League 
membership has increased by 50% and we believe that Drinks & Dialogue played a key role.  

Selecting Topics 
The biggest challenge in planning Drinks & Dialogue events is choosing the topic. It is 
essential to brainstorm issues on the national, state and local level that are both “catchy” 
and that have captured the interest of the community. We developed an idea bank of 
possible events by looking at:    

• Successful presentations from other Leagues. We looked at other League websites 
and discussed ideas with partner Leagues on the Front Range. 

• Relevant areas of focus and advocacy from the state and national Leagues. The 
national League supports a certain number of policy initiatives each year and we 
selected those that aligned with community interest. 
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• Topics of interest or controversy in the local community. Every community is 
different. Here in rural Colorado, issues of land use and land development, education 
and natural resources, and the national popular vote held great interest. Other 
communities will have different interests, so match your Drinks & Dialogue topics to 
your community. 

• Topics in the national and state news that are timely and of interest to the 
community. 

• Interview a variety of local people that do not attend League meetings to ascertain 
their interests. In our valley, younger people and working people had not been 
attending League meetings in large numbers. Finding out what matters to them was 
important. Every League has its stalwart members but to broaden participation it is 
essential to find out what topics would draw other members of the community. 

Budget Considerations 
• Cost of venue or meeting space 

Ø Are there spaces that non-profits may use free of charge or for a low cost? 
Ø Are there restaurants in your community with meeting spaces that would 

facilitate the provision of food and beverages? 
• Travel costs for speaker 

Ø Will your speaker be driving or flying from a distant location? 
Ø Will hotel accommodations be required, or might a League member host your 

speaker at their home? 
Ø Will you want to take your speaker out to dinner following the presentation? 

• Appetizers and drinks 
Ø Will your League be purchasing appetizers and/or drinks? 
Ø Will food and drinks be provided free of charge or for purchase? 
Ø Does your venue offer catering and/or beverage service? 

• Advertising 
Ø Ads should appear in local newspapers approximately one week before the 

Drinks & Dialogue event.  
Ø Posters of the ad can be posted in businesses and public spaces throughout 

the community. 
Ø Consider allocating funds to advertise your event on social media by boosting 

a Facebook post or promoting it on Instagram to gain more exposure. Posting 
a copy of the same ad or poster people will be seeing around town and in the 
newspaper will support community recognition of the event. 

• Supplies (plates, napkins, cups, etc.) 
• AV equipment as needed 
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Advertising Strategies 
In the movie, Field of Dreams, there was a famous line about a building a baseball diamond, 
“If you build it, they will come.” If only this were true for community events. In reality, just 
holding the event is never enough; publicity is essential. The more publicity the better and it 
is the most time-consuming part of offering Drinks & Dialogue events. 

To get the turnout you want, always think about the audience you want to attract and tailor 
your advertising accordingly. For example, in our community we did a Drinks & Dialogue 
entitled, “Education: Does Money Matter?” Because we thought that teachers and parents 
would be particularly interested, in addition to our regular publicity, we put up posters in the 
teachers’ lounges, put an ad in school newsletters, and encouraged the schools to send 
fliers home to families.  We had a much larger turnout of parents and teachers than we have 
ever had in the past.  

 For our Drinks & Dialogue there are certain advertising strategies we always use: 

• Newspaper ads. Our local newspapers are very supportive of the League and 
community events. We place ads in each of our Valley papers for every event.  (In 
many communities the local paper will provide a not-for-profit rate for an ad.) In 
addition, we often write a news article that the paper runs before the event. Finally, 
we always inform and invite local reporters to cover the event. Although their articles 
run after the event, we believe it has had a ripple effect and increased attendance for 
our next event. Readers of the local paper would learn about one of our events, 
become interested in Drinks & Dialogue, and make a mental note to attend the next 
Drinks & Dialogue evening. In essence, having reporters cover our events has 
increased our visibility within the community. 

• Social media posts. Never neglect the impact of informal social media. Most of us 
have Facebook, Snapchat, or Instagram accounts. League members always post 
upcoming Drinks & Dialogue events on their social media accounts. This often 
reaches parts of the community that we would otherwise miss.  

• Posters throughout the community.  In a small community, everyone goes to the 
same grocery store, library, coffee shop or post office. We always put up posters in 
places in town where most people will see them. In larger communities this may be 
more daunting, but if there are places that people pass by, posters not only provide 
information about the event but serve as good reminders to those who may have 
seen something in the newspaper but have not put it on their calendars. 

• Radio ads.  In our community, the local radio stations are very supportive. They will 
run community announcements for free. In addition, if you have a good speaker or a 
particularly interesting topic, they may be willing to do an interview with the 
speaker(s) prior to the event. 
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Tips for Success 
 

• Scheduling. Consider your target audience when scheduling your Drinks & Dialogue 
event. Are you hoping to include working people? Parents with young children? 
Retired folks? We have found that scheduling Drinks & Dialogue events from 5:30 – 
7:00 offers a workable alternative to our daytime programs, but this will be different 
for every community.  

• Room Arrangement. The point of Drinks & Dialogue is to not only to learn something 
from a speaker but also to give participants the opportunity to hear from each other 
and grapple with the ideas presented. In order to facilitate discussion, we generally 
choose or arrange a space so that attendees will be able to sit at tables for the event. 
This, of course, is not always possible but even with auditorium seating, the League 
facilitator can always have a question or two that people can discuss with the person 
sitting next to them. 

• Organization of Event. The goal for our Drinks & Dialogue is to provide good 
information but also to allow participants time for discussion. This means we need to 
allot time for the participants to introduce themselves at their tables, provide 
sufficient time for the speaker(s) to present and field questions, and ensure that 
participants at every table have a chance to debrief with each other on the topic 
presented. 

• Remind participants about the League’s dual mission. During your welcome and 
introduction, remind participants that the LWV is non-partisan and does not endorse 
or oppose candidates although after thorough study, it does take positions on 
national, state, and local issues. 

• Movies with discussion are a good alternative to speakers.  We have used movies 
successfully and find they lead to good follow-up discussions. We have provided 
initial discussion questions and people had a lot to say about what they watched! 
Filmmakers of smaller budget films are sometimes eager to engage with their 
audience. We successfully used Skype to have a filmmaker from LA join us for part of 
our discussion and answer questions about his movie.    

• Have discussion questions or conversation starters. These can be helpful in several 
ways: 

Ø As people arrive, get food/drinks and settle in at their tables, you may want to 
have questions on each table to encourage discussion and interaction. These 
might include introductions and opportunities for participants to reflect on 
their prior knowledge of the topic for the evening. 
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Ø Following the speaker’s presentation, discussion questions can start the 
conversation at each table. 

• Engage League members to meet and greet. Ask League members to be available to 
greet people as they arrive and direct folks to food and drinks. When the evening’s 
topic is controversial, some casual conversation up front can help maintain a calm 
and receptive tone. 

• Set a few ground rules for the event. This is particularly important for events that 
might be more controversial, but it is good practice no matter what the topic. It is 
helpful for the audience to have some sense of schedule for the evening. How long 
for introductions at each table, how much time for the speaker (s) and questions, and 
how much time for final table discussion. Basic ground rules might include: 

Ø Take turns 

Ø Be respectful 

Ø Remember to listen, not just speak 

• Be sure League brochures and membership forms are available. During our first two 
years offering Drinks & Dialogue events, the Chaffee County League increased our 
membership by almost 50%. These evening programs serve as a way to inform new 
community members about the League and to encourage new members. 

• Take Attendance. Knowing who attended your event allows you to begin 
communication with potential new League members. For several Drinks & Dialogue 
events, we identified articles that provided additional information about the topic 
and emailed copies to interested participants who included their email address on 
the attendance form.  Several people requested additional information about League 
meetings that we were also happy to provide.   

• Do an annual review.  At the end of each year, it is important to meet with other 
League members and do an annual review. What programs were well attended? 
Were there publicity strategies that seemed to work well? How well did the venues 
work? What topics might be of interest for next year? Were there problems with 
timing? Were the discussion portions of the program sufficient? Are there any other 
lessons learned from this year’s offerings? 
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Summaries of Successful Presentations 
 

• Topic: Voter Suppression 
Ø Showing of the movie “I Voted?” followed by a Skype discussion with the 

director of the film and our local Chaffee County Clerk 

• Topic: Money in Politics 
Ø Speaker from Colorado Common Cause 

• Topic: What Happened to the Facts?  
Ø Journalism and the impact of fake news in the current political climate 
Ø Speakers: Tom Linthicum, former City Editor of the Baltimore Sun; Elizabeth 

Skewes (on Skype), Journalism Department Chair at University of Colorado; 
Andrew Calabrese, Professor of Media Studies at University of Colorado 

• Topic: Redistricting: Making Everyone’s Vote Count 
Ø Gerrymandering in Colorado and the nation 
Ø Representative from the state LWV and our Chaffee County Clerk 

• Topic: Women’s Rights Today 
Ø Showing of the movie “Equal means Equal” on the current status of women’s 

rights  

• Topic: Education: Does Money Matter?  
Ø The current state of public education in the nation, the state, and our county 
Ø Speakers:  Dr. Robert Slavin, Center for Research and Reform in Education at 

Johns Hopkins University; Tracie Rainey, Executive Director of the Colorado 
School Finance Project; and the Superintendents of the Buena Vista and Salida 
school districts. 

• Topic: National Popular Vote 
Ø Speaker: Sylvia Bernstein, Co-Director of Colorado National Popular Vote 
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Drinks & Dialogue: Timeline and Logistics Checklist 
 

� Select topic:            

� Date:         Time:        

� Venue:        Contact:       

Email:         Phone:       

� Secure speaker 

Name and preferred title:            

Email:         Phone:       

� Make any necessary travel arrangements for speaker 

� Design poster for advertising the event – distribute and post throughout the community 

� Design newspaper ad and arrange for publication in community newspapers 

� Plan to promote event on social media and/or local radio 

� Secure liquor license if necessary 

� Arrange for catering or purchase food and drink 

� Arrange for AV equipment, if necessary 

� Invite press and community officials, as appropriate 

� Arrange for someone to take photos during the event 

� Gather supplies for event

          Sign-in sheet 

          Name tags    

          Pens for tables 

          Table tents w/discussion questions 

           Membership brochures 

           Index cards for questions 

          Cups, plates, napkins, etc. 

 

� Make arrangements to take speaker to dinner following the event 

� Follow-up with any attendees who indicated interest in joining the League 

� Thank-you notes to speaker and any other invited guests

 


