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About the Author 
 
Joe Garecht is one of America’s leading experts on winning local elections.  Through his 

consulting practice, books, and website, Joe has helped thousands of candidates win their 

elections.   

 

Joe is the President of Local Victory, and holds a bachelor’s degree in political science 

from Rutgers University.  He is frequently sought out by the media as an expert in local 

politics, and has been quoted in The Baltimore Sun, The Los Angeles Times, Roll Call, the 

Philadelphia Bulletin and other notable outlets.  He is a popular speaker on political 

campaigning, and has delivered numerous seminars and keynote speeches, including as a 

featured panelist at the Campaigns and Elections National Campaign Training Seminar in 

Washington, DC. 

 

Joe has personally consulted with dozens of clients, including campaigns, political 

parties, and state, local, and national political organizations.  Some of his past clients 

include The National Republican Senatorial Committee, the 2000 and 2004 Republican 

National Conventions, the Pennsylvania Republican State Committee, the Alabama 

Federation of Republican Women, and Congressman Jim Gerlach (R-PA).   

 

While Joe has primarily consulted with Republican campaigns, his books and articles are 

sought out by members of both parties, as well as by candidates and office-holders 

worldwide. 

 
 
 
 

Legal Note 
 
This book is not intended as legal advice.  Political campaigns, and particularly political 

fundraising, are highly regulated by national, state, and local laws, courts and 

administrative rulings.  Before starting your campaign, check with your local political 

party and both your state and local boards of election to determine which laws and rules 

are applicable to your campaign.  Whenever possible, seek out the advice of a local 

attorney who works with political candidates, and who knows the pitfalls involved in 

running for office in your jurisdiction. 

 

Remember, you have the right to run for office, and the responsibility to follow the law.  

Never, ever break the law in attempt to gain an advantage in your election.  It’s not worth 

it, and not worthy of the high honor of holding elected office. 

 

This book is not legal advice, and though it contains state-of-the art information and 

knowledge on winning campaigns from a recognized expert in the field, neither this 

book, nor any book or program, can guarantee that you will win your political election.  
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Introduction: How to Use this Book 
 

This book provides you with a complete guide to winning your election.  In it, you will 

find information and guidance on fundraising, strategy, political messaging, targeting, 

communications, grassroots politics, and much more.   

 

My suggestion is that you read this book completely through one time before drilling 

down into the individual sections of the book.  That way, you will gain a complete 

understanding of the process before getting into planning a specific part of your 

campaign.   

 

Why is that important?  Because no part of a political campaign operates in a vacuum.  

You can’t plan your communications strategy without knowing your fundraising 

situation, understanding targeting, and having a handle on your research.  Likewise, you 

shouldn’t finalize your grassroots plan before you know what the communications 

department is doing and how your grassroots organization fits into the campaign’s overall 

strategy.  Get a good understanding of the complete campaign process by reading through 

this book one time, then go back and use the book to start planning the individual parts of 

your campaign. 

 

It would also be a great idea to share this book with the key members of your campaign 

team: your campaign manager, your senior advisors, your finance director, etc.  Get on 

the same page with your team: giving everyone the chance to read through this book will 

allow your entire team to operate with the essential knowledge they need to run a 

professional political campaign.  It will also allow you to discuss, with them, the key 

components of your campaign plan and your winning strategy. 

 

Finally, remember that every campaign is different.  What worked for one campaign, or 

for hundreds of campaigns, may not work for you.  As you read through the information 

and examples in this book, constantly compare the strategies and tactics we recommend 

with your own campaign, and with your own knowledge of past elections in your district.  

How will the strategies in this book need to be tweaked to meet the unique needs of your 

local campaign?  Discuss your campaign, and this book, with your key advisors, and with 

several “old hands” in your district, to decide what will, and what will not, work for you.   

 

That being said, remember: “That’s the way it’s always been done” is not a good reason 

to include a tactic in your campaign.  The only reason to do something in your campaign 

is because it will help you win.  That bears repeating:  The only reason to do something 

in your campaign… whether it is newspaper advertising, fundraising events at the local 

lodge, or seeking a difficult endorsement… is because it will help you win… not because 

everyone else always does it.  Think through every strategy before including it in your 

campaign plan. 
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Political Campaigns 101: The Basics of 
Running for Office 
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Why on Earth do You Want to Get Involved in Politics? 
 
When I first got involved in political campaigns as a professional consultant, a friend 

asked me a simple question: Why on earth do you want to get involved in politics? 

 

For many who are new to politics and campaigns, the answer to that question is an easy 

one.  The political lifestyle seems enjoyable: parties, great seats at events, everyone 

knowing your name… what’s not to love? 

 

For those of us who have been around politics for a little longer, however, the question 

makes perfect sense.  The political life is a difficult life. It is far more difficult that you 

might imagine.  Political candidates are sliced and diced every way possible by the 

media, and by constituents.  Their tax returns are made public, their old friends (and old 

enemies) are interviewed by the media, and their every word is parsed for mistakes and 

gaffes.   

 

The lifestyle is a busy one, too, and it takes its toll.  There are events and rallies to attend, 

voters to talk with, supporters to call, money to be raised, interviews to do, and letters to 

write.  And let’s not forget about “real life”, Even while campaigning or holding public 

office, most candidates and elected officials still have families to care for, many have 

other jobs that they need to pay the bills, not to mention friends, neighbors, church and 

other personal commitments.   

 

After watching politicians on the news, many people think that politics is an easy life but 

I can assure you that it is not.  It’s grueling, tiring, busy, and hard.  There’s always 

something to do, always someone who wants something from you, and you’re always 

tired, yet you always have to have a smile on your face and a nice comment on your lips.  

A politician’s life is anything but easy. 

 

That being said, the real question is, “Why do you want to run for political office?”  And 

yes, there are lots of good reasons for wanting to be involved.  Despite what you might 

have heard or what the newspaper might have you believe, most of the people who are in 

politics are in it for the right reason: because they care about the direction of their town, 

county, state, and/or country, and they want to make a difference.  We may disagree with 

each other on the right policies or the best ways to handle the problems our communities 

face, but the vast majority of the people in politics agree on where they’d like us to go: 

towards a stronger, safer, more prosperous community. 

 

So, why are you in politics?  If you’re like me, it’s because you know that the great 

questions of our day are decided in the political sphere, and you want to have an impact, 

be heard, and make a difference.  You’ve got ideas on how to make things better, and you 

know that politics, campaigns, and elected office are great ways to make sure your ideas 

are acted upon.  If that’s the case, then full speed ahead… don’t let the time and effort 

required to be a success in the political arena deter you, because at the end of the day, it’s 

worth it! 
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Should I Run for Office? 
 
That’s a query only you can answer.  Before you do, ask yourself the following 

questions: 

 

Is My Family Supportive? 

 
Sit down with your spouse and children to discuss your run for office.  Be sure that 

they’re “on board” with your decision, and/or that it is a decision that your family makes 

together.  You can run without your family’s support, but I wouldn’t advise it.  

Campaigns take a toll on the candidate, as well as on his or her spouse and children.  The 

hours are long and irregular, and the pace exhausting.  It will help to have a solid support 

behind you. 

 

Often, campaigns mean putting the rest of your life “on hold” for a few months (or 

longer), missing some family events, not being around as much… make sure your family 

understands and is o.k. with this scenario.  That being said, if you do run for office, be 

sure to continue making time for your family.  Show up at that sporting event, attend that 

recital, and bring your family along on campaign stops and to political events.   

 

I once had the chance to see former Tennessee Senator Bill Frist’s daily schedule while 

he was in Washington.  I knew that he was particularly interested in keeping his family 

together and involved in each other’s lives, and it showed on his schedule.  There, in 

between Senate hearings, fundraising events, and speeches, were penciled in time home 

for family dinner, trips to his kid’s games, and time out with his wife.  Often, he would be 

at a Senate hearing until 5:00, take a car over to see one of his children’s events across 

town, and then head over to a fundraising event at 7:00.  Take his lead, and keep your 

family first, both before and after you get elected. 

 

Am I Willing to Work Hard? 

 

Running for office is hard work.  Are you ready for it?  Depending on the position you 

are seeking, running for office may mean twelve hour days for months, with only one or 

two days off.  It may mean making calls to potential supporters for five straight hours, 

taking a short lunch, and then doing it all over again.  It will definitely mean getting 

verbally attacked by your opponent, and quite possible by the media or other 

stakeholders.  Can you handle it? 

 

Be sure, before you throw your hat in the ring, that you’re ready to work harder than you 

ever have in your life, and be emotionally spent by the end of everyday, without getting 

mad, and remembering the reasons why you got into politics in the first place. 

 
Can I Ask Someone for $1,000 and Keep a Straight Face? 

 
I know… no one likes to raise money.  But as a candidate, you will have to raise money.  

Let me repeat that: As a candidate, you will have to raise money… yourself.   
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Many candidates come into the political process thinking that, if they just have some 

good ideas and stick to working on the issues, others will go out and raise money for 

them.  One “dirty little secret” of politics is that if you’re not willing to go out and raise 

money for yourself, no one will be willing to go out and raise it for you.  The second 

secret is that no one in your campaign will be a better fundraiser than you, because 

people who make contributions like to make them to the candidate, not to a staff member 

or supporter. 

 

Now, that’s not to say that you will have to raise all (or even most) of the money on your 

own.  Very few, if any, candidates have enough personal contacts to raise $1 million, $10 

million, or $50 million on their own.  Most of us couldn’t even raise $50,000 on our own, 

if we had to rely just on our own personal contacts.  Not to worry.  People will help, and 

you can use tactics like direct mail, events, etc. to raise money without doing it face-to-

face.  The fundraising section of this book will explain how.  For the time being, just 

understand this: You will have to raise money for your campaign, and most of the early 

money will come from your own fundraising efforts.   

 

Believing in the Process 
 
The biggest questions of our day, the really important ones, like healthcare, abortion, 

civil rights, war and peace, they are all decided in the political sphere.  From local town 

governments to the White House, politicians and their staffs decide on matters great and 

small that affect the lives of everyone on Earth.  Whether you believe in big government 

or small, natural law or positivism, free markets or regulation, get involved in 

government for the right reason: because you want to have an impact on those important 

decisions, for the good of your fellow man. 

 

Don’t let anyone tell you, when you’re running for office, that you’re getting into a 

“dirty” profession.  Sure, there have been many political scoundrels over the course of 

human history.  Sure, many people believe in small government, because they believe 

that government doesn’t often make the right decisions, except in a few, small areas. But 

the practice of politics has a long and storied history, and has made a great amount of 

good possible throughout time.  If someone tells you that all of politics is a dirty affair, 

remind them that George Washington, William Willberforce, Ghandi, Teddy Roosevelt, 

Edmund Burke and countless other statesmen and women have been involved and 

engaged in the political process.  

 

What Office Should I Run For? 
 
In the United States, and in many countries around the world, there are countless offices 

to choose from when you decide to enter politics.  From the municipal and county levels 

through the state and federal level (and in some places, such as the European Union, even 

the supra-national or international level) there are no shortage of elected offices to run for 

and hold.  Which office you should run for depends on your personal abilities, desires, 

and the political situation in your area. 
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What are Your Talents and Abilities? 

 

Too often, this is a question that potential candidates fail to ask.  The job you seek 

should, at a minimum, be one that matches some of your talents or for which you can 

develop talents and skills. 

 

Are you a teacher?  Have kids in school? Are you interested in education policy?  

Perhaps the local school board is for you. 

 

Are you good with organization? Like to get into the nitty-gritty of operations and 

logistics?  Willing to go to pot luck dinners and ribbon-cuttings?  Perhaps county 

government is for you. 

 

Do you have a handle on world affairs?  Do you think about big picture issues, moral 

questions, and are willing to travel a lot?  Perhaps the federal or national government is 

for you. 

 

Are you an Executive or a Legislator? 

 

Some people are born executives.  They are good at making decisions, are comfortable 

taking input from lots of sources and coming to a conclusion based on those facts, and are 

willing to be the person who can say, “The buck stops here!”   

 

Other people are born legislators.  They enjoy extended debate.  They want to contribute 

to a team effort, like working with a group towards a common goal, and enjoy being able 

to specialize in a particular area, letting others handle other areas that aren’t in their own 

purview.   

 

Which are you? Often, born executives (like Jon Cozine of New Jersey) dislike spending 

time in a legislature.  Likewise, born legislators (like founding father John Adams) aren’t 

well-equipped to deal with an executive role.  Think about which model fits you better, 

and whether or not the position you are running for matches your natural inclinations. 

 

What is Your Past Experience? 

 

Your past experience in politics, business, and the community will dictate, to some 

degree, what offices you can and should run for.  If you have no political experience, and 

no major executive level experience in a large business setting, it is unlikely you will be 

successful running for the United States Senate or large state governor’s seat until you 

run for a lower office to gain some experience.   

 

Likewise, think about your ability to raise the amount of money that it will take to win 

the campaign.  Do you have enough contacts to raise enough money to get the ball 

rolling?  If not, you may want to think about running for a more local office that can be 

won with old-fashioned “shoe- leather”, like door-to-door campaigning and block parties. 
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None of this, of course, is to suggest that you can’t win a particular race.  By all means, if 

you’re willing and able to “shoot for the moon,” do so.   This exercise should, however, 

help you think about the best possibilities for your next political step, and determine how 

likely it is that you can run an effective and successful campaign for a particular office. 

 

What is the Political Climate Telling You? 

 

Finally, the political climate in your area should inform your decision on which office to 

run for.  Certain areas have very defined demographics, where one party wins most of the 

local seats while another party has at least a shot of winning federal office.  In other 

areas, local elections are non-partisan, presenting candidates of a less popular party with 

a chance of winning where there would be very little chance at winning an election with 

defined partisan constituencies. 

 

Think also about who the current incumbent is, and whether he or she is beatable.  You 

may want to run for a seat that isn’t as winnable as another so that you have a better shot 

later down the road, but for the most part, you want to run for seats that are winnable: 

seats where the incumbent is beatable, or even better, an open seat.  There’s a rule of 

thumb in politics that says if a seat is open (meaning no incumbent because he or she has 

retired, died, or is otherwise not seeking the office) and you’re interested, you might as 

well take a shot, because the climate will likely never be better.  Incumbency is a huge 

advantage in politics.  

 

Laws and Ethics: Keeping Your Head Held High 
 
For someone who wants to get involved in politics, and who is in it for the right reasons, 

it should go without saying that your campaign must be above reproach.  Not only must 

your campaign follow the letter and spirit of the law, but you must do your best to make 

sure your supporters and volunteers do as well.  Likewise, you should take great pains to 

make sure that there isn’t even a whiff or appearance of illegality, or skirting of the rules, 

in your campaign. 

 

Today, politics is a highly-regulated industry… as highly regulated as banks, insurance 

companies, or auto emissions.  There are rules on everything, from how you get on the 

ballot to how you report a campaign debt after you lose, and the rules are at every level, 

from municipal races to the race for the White House. 

 

Before beginning your campaign, you must research the rules and regulations for your 

election.  Contact the governing authority for your campaign (the county elections board, 

if you’re running for county office, the Federal Elections Commission if you’re running 

for U.S. Congress, etc.) and literally ask them for the rule book.  Generally, you should 

find out: 

 

1. How do I get on the ballot?  Most candidates will need to get signatures on a 

nominating petition to get listed on the ballot. The number of signatures varies by 

office, and the standards for filling in and processing the petitions are often very 
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strict. 

 

2. What forms does the candidate have to file? In many campaigns, the candidate 

must file personal forms, including some financial disclosures. 

 

3. How do I start a campaign committee? You will likely need to file forms to 

start your campaign committee, which is the structure of your official campaign 

activities.  You may also need to appoint a chairperson, treasurer, or other 

officials for the group. 

 

4. How do I report fundraising activities?  Almost every campaign will need to 

file fundraising reports listing receipts and expenditures. 

 

5. What are the fundraising rules? How much can someone legally give?  Who is 

not allowed to give?  Can corporations give money?  Can we accept cash 

contributions?  What are the fundraising rules? 

 

6. What are the advertising rules?  There may be certain disclosures that you have 

to put on your materials (e.g. “Paid for and authorized by George Washington for 

Congress”) or other advertising restrictions. 

 

By no means is this an exhaustive list, but it is a great place to start.  The best way to get 

the answers to these questions is to call your local elections board and get the rules and 

regulations, then to speak with some people who have run for office in your area before, 

just to hear their suggestions and what pitfalls to look out for. Of course, nothing will 

beat the advice of an election attorney familiar with your local rules. 

 

Whatever you do, get the information and follow it!  Not only could you be tossed off the 

ballot or face fines for failing to do so, but even if you don’t, it sends a bad signal to 

voters when someone who wants to write the laws can’t even follow them! 

 

That being said, don’t let the rules and regulations scare you away from running! You 

have the right to run for office, so find out what the rules are, follow them, and win your 

election. 

 
How Most Campaigns Start 
 
Lots of people think that they’d like to run for office some day, but are waiting for just 

the right moment… that moment when someone from the local party notices all of your 

hard work volunteering on campaigns, and gives you your shot, or when you’ve got the 

free time, and extra money, to run for office.   

 

One of the most important things you should learn from this book is this: Don’t wait.  

Only you can secure your political future.  Only you can make your own opportunities.  

You’ve already taken the first step by reading this book! 
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Former Wyoming Senator Alan Simpson had a saying… he used to say that most 

campaigns for public office start with a couple of friends sitting around, drinking a 

couple of beers, and saying, “You know what?  I’m going to do it!”  I think that’s true.  

Campaigns for President may or may not start that way, but I think most campaigns for 

the hundreds of thousands of local offices in the United States, and for the millions of 

local democratically elected offices around the world, start with a group of friends sitting 

around, talking, and one of them saying, “I’m going to run for office.  Who will help 

me?” 

 
In it to Win!  
 
We’ve talked about the strains of the campaign, discussed what office you should run for, 

figured out if your ready to run for office, and mentioned the legal issues that your 

campaign will face.  The only question left is, are you ready to get started? 

 

Whether you’re jumping into politics for the first time, or trying to move up to a higher 

office, make sure that you’re in it to win.  There’s no point running if you’re not running 

to win.  It’s hard work, and some days you’re not going to feel like getting up and 

shaking hands, or making phone calls.  Other days, when the polls show you behind, 

you’ll wonder whether you really should have run in the first place? 

 

Don’t second guess your decision.  Once you’re in the race, unless some truly unique 

circumstance presents itself that prevents you from continuing, keep chugging along.  

Work hard.  Make the calls.  Shake the hands.  And use the knowledge and information 

you’ll learn in this book to do your very best to win your election. 
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Part II 
 

Getting Your Campaign Started –  
The Right Way 
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Your Start-Up Business 
 
The best way to start your campaign is to think of it like a start-up business.  No, not 

those high-flying dot-coms we all remember… you know, the ones that raised, and spent, 

tens of millions of dollars before they turned a profit, then quickly folded.  No, I mean 

like a real, honest-to-goodness, bootstrapped start-up, the kind that are started by people 

all over the world every day. 

 

Run Your Campaign like a Business 

 

This is a must!  Too many campaigns try to operate like a club, instead of a business.  

They spend money rather recklessly, direct their operations toward insiders, and fly by 

the seat of their pants.  Sometimes, campaigns that are run that way win and sometimes 

they lose.  But they always make things more difficult than they need to be, and they 

definitely hurt their chances of success. 

 

Instead, run your campaign like a business.  Start with a detailed plan.  Use research, 

surveys, and defined goals and objectives.  Guard your campaign cash like a hawk.  

Direct your campaign towards your consumers (the voters), instead of the insiders.  Offer 

good customer service (answer the phone nicely, call people back promptly, get 

volunteers really involved in your race). 

 

Be a Professional 

 
Nobody, in any industry, likes to work with an amateur.  When someone acts in an 

unprofessional manner, it shows.  Always, in all you do in politics, be a professional.  

How can you be a pro, if you’ve never worked in politics before?  Simple… to be a pro, 

act like a pro.  That means that when you don’t know something, you seek out someone 

who does.  You treat everyone with respect, from your party leadership down to that 

volunteer who won’t stop pestering you with really bad ideas for the campaign.  You 

dress nicely, act in a business-like manner, and direct your staff to look and act like pros 

themselves. 

 

One sad fact of political life is that you’re going to come across lots and lots of amateurs.  

They’re everywhere in politics.   Sometimes, amateurs get into the highest levels of 

government.  If you’re in politics very long, you’re going to find yourself, at one time or 

another, very frustrated from dealing with un-professional people.  Don’t give in!  Don’t 

sink to their level.  No matter how un-professional someone acts, stick to your guns, and 

maintain your “professional cool.”  Others will notice. 

 

I once worked in a campaign with a real hot-head.  It was a multi-million dollar 

campaign, and we each headed up different departments.  When things didn’t go his way, 

he would yell, scream, berate his staff, slam doors… typical bully stuff.  It seemed like 

everyone, except the candidate, noticed.  
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After the campaign, he went on to head up a department in a campaign for a sitting U.S. 

Senator.… Many of his former colleagues were mad. How could this amateur get another 

plum assignment, after the way he acted?  Weeks went by, until we all heard that the hot-

head had thrown a computer across the room of the senate campaign.  The Senator heard 

about it, and before confronting the guy, had called the previous candidate to chat about 

it.  The Senator was hoping to hear what a great guy the computer-thrower was, and to be 

able to just reprimand him, and keep the hot-head on because he was doing a decent job. 

 

Guess what?  The former candidate, the hot-head’s former employer, gave no such 

recommendation, instead, regaling the Senator with tales of how the hot-head had 

terrorized his staff.  The Senator, dismayed, confronted the computer-thrower and fired 

him.  The candidate that no one thought noticed had noticed, and it came back to bite the 

amateurish operative in the end. 

 

Keep your cool, and act like a pro at all times. 

 

Pinch Pennies 

 

Raising money is hard work.  Spending it is easy.  The temptation in campaigns is to 

overspend: to rent high-end office space, buy fancy desks, and eat at the fanciest 

restaurants.  Avoid those temptations!  The best way to operate your campaign is to 

closely monitor the budget.  Keep your employees mindful of not overspending, and set a 

good example yourself by walking those four blocks to a meeting instead of taking a cab. 

 

I’m not saying that you should cut-out activities and expenses at all costs, no matter the 

consequences.  On the contrary: for each item in your budget, and for each of your major 

expenses, ask yourself, and your staff, if the expense will actually help you come closer 

to winning the election.  If not, then why are you spending the money?  If so, then ask a 

second question: is there another way to spend this money that will get us even closer to 

winning?  If so, pursue that opportunity.  If not, and the campaign has the money, then by 

all means, spend away. 

 

Keep a close eye on your expenses.  Remember, each dollar you spend has to be raised.  

When you look at your campaign budget, don’t just think, “Hey, that $8,000 in rent is 

sure going to let us have a great view!”  Instead, think, “If we spend $8,000 in rent, I’m 

going to have to raise $8,000. Do we really need to spend that much?” 

 
When Should You Start? 
 
This is a tricky question.  Generally, the answer is: you should start your campaign 

early… as early as possible.   

 

Anymore, modern political campaigns are starting earlier and earlier.  The larger the 

office you are running for, the earlier you should start.  The best way to figure out the 

date by which you absolutely have to start your campaign, or else, is to ask some people 

in your area who are involved in the political process. Also, to take a look at when the 
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campaign of the current incumbent of the office you are seeking started last time out… 

then start two months earlier.  Of course, if old political hands are telling you that you 

need to start even earlier than that, by all means do so. 

 

It really is never too early to start your efforts.  While you may need to wait until two, 

four, or ten months before your election to announce that you’re running for office, there 

are several things that you should be doing now to prepare to run for office, even if your 

election campaign is years away: 

 

1. Go to Meetings – Be sure to go to all the meetings that you can within your 

district.  The goal of attending these meetings is to get up to speed on the issues 

facing your community, and to meet those people who are most involved in 

political and civic issues in your area.  Consider meetings such as local and 

county government meetings, service organizations, issues groups, and civic 

association meetings. 

 

2. Sit Down with Decision Makers – Motivational speaker Harvey Mackay says 

the best time to dig a well is before you’re thirsty.  In other words, lay the 

foundation you’ll need to run before you need it.  Sit down with local decision 

makers, elected and political party officials, and people who write checks to local 

political campaigns in your area to discuss the issues, let them know that you’re 

thinking of running, and begin a dialogue that can continue through Election Day. 

 

3. Research – For each of the issues that are important in your area, create a binder 

with news clippings, magazine articles, notes from books you’ve read and 

meetings you’ve attended.  Start to get a handle on the statistics and key players 

for each issue. 

 

4. Practice Your People Skills – Running for office take a lot of smiling, speech-

making, phone calls, and listening.  Start practicing now.  Make a few speeches to 

groups in your area.  Call some local opinion leaders just to listen.  Smile.   

 
Gathering Your Team 
 
No matter what office you are running for – no matter how local, no matter how small the 

district, even if you’re only running for party committeeman, no election campaign 

should be a solitary affair. 

 

Sure, there are some campaigns you could run on your own. In Pennsylvania, each 

polling place has three elected officials – a Judge of Elections and two Inspectors of 

Elections – that work the polling place all day.  Each job takes only a couple hundred 

votes (or less) to win.  Could you run for an office like that without help?  You could, if 

you really wanted to… but why? 

 

Campaigns are “people intensive.”   There’s lots of work to be done, and while some of 

it, like direct mail, can be automated, most cannot.  The best way to persuade a voter is 
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face-to-face, one-on-one.  Events, door-to-door campaigning, lit drops, phone banks, 

working the polls on Election Day… they all take lots and lots of people.  

 

As you begin your campaign, start thinking about who can help you win.  Who do you 

know that might be able to spend a couple hours a week helping you?  Who do you know 

that has special skills that might be helpful, such as writing, public speaking, knowledge 

on the issues?  Make a list of everyone who you think might be able to help. 

 

Don’t be Shy! 

 

When you’re making your list, don’t be shy.  You may find yourself wondering, “Should 

I really ask Aunt Margaret to help?  She’s 80 years old!” or, “I don’t know about Ed, I 

haven’t seen him in three months!”  Put those thoughts behind you.  When it comes to 

asking for things in your campaign – be it help, donations, or votes, if you’re shy, you 

will lose.  This is it… you’re running for office.  Now is the time to pull out all the stops.  

If you don’t do it now, when you’re running for office, when will you do it? 

 

After you’ve got your list, it’s time to make your calls.  Call your friends and contacts, 

and tell them you’re thinking of running for office.  You haven’t announced yet, but 

you’re going to run and you need their help.  Would they be willing to help?  Great. 

You’re having a meeting at your house next month to discuss the campaign, and you’d 

like them to come.  Is there anyone else they know who might want to help? 

 

Always ask for help directly (“Will you help me with my campaign?” or “You’re a great 

writer, will you help me write materials for my campaign?” etc.), and always ask if the 

person knows anyone else who might want to help. 

 

Delegate and Verify 

 

Once you’ve got your team together, make sure to assign them roles.  We’ll talk about 

volunteers more in depth later in the book, but for now, know that one of the biggest 

mistakes political campaigns make in dealing with volunteers is that they don’t assign 

them specific tasks early on.  Instead, they often say something like, “We need lots of 

help!  We’ll get you involved with lots of stuff, look for our e-mails.”  Volunteers hate to 

be underutilized, or to not be utilized at all.  Get your volunteers involved early, even if it 

is just working on ideas, and keep them involved for the remainder of the campaign.  

 

As soon as practical, delegate tasks to volunteers, and get those volunteers who are going 

to be helping the most to take responsibility for their own portions of the campaign.  

What kind of tasks might a volunteer work on very early in a campaign? 

 

1. Fundraising – always a need. 

2. Issues – research, writing briefs, pulling together news clips. 

3. Volunteer Recruitment – finding more manpower. 

4. Events – scheduling and planning campaign meet and greets. 

5. Staffing the Office – if and when you have one. 
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The “Kitchen Cabinet” 

 

In addition to the more generalized volunteers that help with your campaign, you will 

likely form an informal “kitchen cabinet,” that is a group of advisors, volunteers, and 

politicos who form your closest circle of political strategists and campaign direction-

setters.  These key counselors will provide advice from their respective areas of 

influence. 

 

Two thoughts on your kitchen cabinet:  First, seek them out.  Early in your campaign, 

decide who might provide valuable advice and connections for you and your team, and 

actively develop relationships with them.  Second, try to minimize friction between your 

kitchen cabinet and your staff and consultants.  All too often, the staff and consultants 

resent the kitchen cabinet, and vice versa.  The best way to avoid conflict is to remember 

what each person’s strength is:  your staff and consultants are likely political 

professionals, who know the game.  Your kitchen cabinet, unless they are politicians 

themselves, likely have contacts, business savvy, issues knowledge, and a network for 

fundraising.  Keep people working within their own purviews. 

 
Funding Your Start-Up 
 
Money is the lifeblood of your political campaign.  Your campaign won’t be able to do 

much unless you raise enough money to fund your initial effort.  My advice to candidates 

is that fundraising should be the first activity you start, the day you decide to run.  Start 

raising money.  It’s hard work, and it takes lots of time. 

 

Personal Solicitation 

 

I’ll say it over and over again during the course of this book: the best, quickest, and 

easiest way to raise money for any political campaign is for the candidate to make the 

asks herself.  And the asks are easiest when the targeted individuals are the candidate’s 

own contacts.  The best way to raise money to start your campaign is for the candidate to 

get on the phone and ask for it. 

 

The first thing you should do is to sit down and write out your target list.  Include 

everyone you know.  Everyone.  Some ideas of people to include: 

 

➢ Your holiday card list 

➢ Your family 

➢ Your personal friends 

➢ Your work colleagues 

➢ Your spouse’s family, friends, and colleagues 

➢ Local politicos who you know support your campaign 

➢ Friends from high school, college, graduate school, etc. 

➢ Neighbors 

 



21 | P a g e  

 

In short, you should include on that list anyone you have talked to more than once in the 

past two years, and remember when in doubt include the person on your list. 

 

Then, go back and write down the amount of money you know that the person could 

afford to give.  Notice that I didn’t say the amount of money the person will likely give… 

instead, write down what you think the person could afford to give you, if they really 

wanted.   

 

Now, add 10% and write that number down.  This is the number we’re going to ask for 

when we make our calls.  You want to ask each person for more than you think they will 

give.  Remember – people may say you’re asking for too much, and offer to give a lower 

amount, but they rarely, if ever, will tell you you’re asking for too little, and offer to give 

more.  Don’t lose out on those dollars!  Ask each person to give more than you think they 

will.  If they work you down, that’s okay, at least you asked. 

 

Now go ahead and make those calls.  Take some time to sit down and work through the 

list, asking each person to make a contribution to your campaign.  Your script might be 

something like this: 

 

“Hi, Jim, how are you?  How are Denise and the kids?  Great.  The reason I am 

calling is because I’ve decided to run for town council.  Crazy, right?  I’m 

running because I’m worried about the out of control taxes and the poor roads in 

our town.  We’ll be announcing our campaign in a few months, and right now 

we’re trying to raise enough money to get our campaign started.  Would you be 

willing to make a $250 donation to my campaign?” 

 

A script like this works because it hits all the major points you want to address:  It’s 

personal, it tells what office you’re running for and a short sentence or two on why, it 

tells why you’re raising money, and most importantly, it makes a direct ask for a specific 

amount of money.  Remember, we wrote down those amounts on our list for a reason… 

we’re going to ask each person for a specific amount (10% more than we think they can 

give) and see what they say.   

 

Saying things like “I hope you can make a donation”, “I’ll send you some information,” 

doesn’t work.  If you don’t make the ask, and ask for a specific amount, you’re not going 

to be successful.  Don’t be tempted to let people off the hook.  Make the ask.  The office 

you’re running for is important, the issues are important, and you need the money to run 

and win this important election. 

 

After hanging up, be sure to note any follow up that is necessary.  If someone made a 

commitment or pledge to donate to the campaign, send them a short note thanking them, 

noting the amount of their pledge, and include a return envelope.  If someone asked for 

information on a specific issue, send it to them. 

 

Raising money from your personal contacts may be uncomfortable at first – I can assure 

you that no new candidate likes to do it.  The good news is that after the first few calls, 
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you will get used to it, and you’ll get into the swing with answering objections, catering 

your pitch to the individual you are speaking with, and “making the sale.” 

 

Key Fundraisers 

 

During the early stages of your campaign, be on the lookout for people who support you 

and who have great contacts. People who know people, and people who are good 

salespeople.  These types of contacts may make great fundraisers for your campaign. 

 

Again, we’ll go into fundraising in great depth later in this book, but for now, know that 

we’re going to be trying to build a fundraising network.  So, while the early money will 

come mostly from your personal contacts, you will eventually run out of contacts, and 

you will do so long before you reach your fundraising goals.  Thus, you’re going to need 

to find people to help you raise money.  What you’re really looking for are people who 

are willing to raise money from their friends, family, and colleagues on your behalf – 

people who are willing to fundraising within their own networks for you.   

 

As you talk to people, raise money, hold events, and spread the word about your 

campaign, be on the lookout for people who will raise money on your behalf.  One of the 

best ways to find new donors for your campaign is to get people out there working to 

raise money for you from among their own networks. 

 

Early Events 

 

One great way to raise early money for your campaign is by holding one or more 

fundraising events, even before you announce your campaign.  Events can be a great way 

to let people support your campaign, while at the same time enjoy an evening (or 

morning, or afternoon) out.  Since the majority of the people you will be raising money 

from early on will be people you already know (your friends, colleagues, neighbors, etc.), 

get them together for an event or events to raise money and get them fired up about your 

campaign.  Events are also a great and easy way to get other people raising money on 

your behalf by asking them to host a fundraising event for your campaign. 

 

We will delve into fundraising events more extensively later in the book, but for now, try 

to get together a group of your friends and/or colleagues, people who you know support 

you.  These should be people you have already asked to give money, and they said yes.  

Now, go back and ask them if they’ll serve on the “host committee” for a fundraising 

event you are having.  Assign them a specific amount of money to raise for the event.  

For example, if you want to raise $10,000 at the event, try to get 10 people who will raise 

$1,000, or 20 people who will raise $500.  Or get 10 people who will raise $500 and then 

you commit to raise the other $500 yourself.  You get the idea.   

 

Events can take any shape or form, from a cocktail party at a local restaurant to a 

barbeque at your friend’s house.  Use them early on as easy ways to get other people 

involved in the fundraising process. 
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The Powers That Be 
 
Either before or just after beginning your campaign (but preferably before) start talking to 

the movers and shakers in your district.  Ideally, you will have spent several months (or 

several years) cultivating those people who move opinions in your area.  If you haven’t 

that’s ok… but get started today.   

 

Who should you reach out to?  Anyone who “moves opinion” in your district.  Opinion 

movers are people who other people respect, from whom others seek advice and counsel, 

and “sneezers,” people who “sneeze” ideas to other people because they are vocal about 

their views and respected by their peers.   

 

When you reach out to opinion movers, try to get together with them one-on-one (or at 

least talk by phone… but in person is far better) to introduce yourself, present why you 

are running, and then to listen.  The primary goal for these meetings is to establish a 

relationship by listening to the person you are meeting with, as well as to make notes 

about what issues are important to him or her and provide answers for your contact’s 

questions. 

 

After the meeting, be sure to send a thank you note, along with your campaign brochure 

or other information about your campaign.  Also, include information about specific 

issues that your contact wanted to know more about, and answer any questions that you 

were not able to answer during the meeting.  Finally, include a personal, hand written 

note on the typewritten letter (e.g. “Great meeting with you!  Thanks for your insights!) 

as well as your contact information. 

 

So, who should you reach out to?  There are several categories: 

 

1. Political Leaders – Start here.  Get in touch with your party leadership, local 

elected officials, committee-people, and major political donors in your area 

 

2. Civic Leaders – Neighborhood association leaders, civic group activists, the 

leadership or organizations like the Rotary Club and volunteer fire associations, 

etc. 

 

3. Church Leaders – Don’t neglect to reach out to pastors of local churches… while 

they usually can’t endorse you, they are very influential, and getting to know 

them couldn’t hurt. 

 

4. Business Leaders – Be sure to check in with the senior management and major 

businesses and employers in your area.  Not only are they influential, but they 

may also prove to be a great source of funds for your campaign. 
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To Use or Not to Use…. Consultants! 
 
Despite what you may have heard, political consultants are a valuable resource for the 

political process.  They bring a wealth of professional political knowledge to campaigns 

at all levels.  The question for your campaign is, should you use consultants?  If so, who?  

Before we look at your campaign’s need for consultants, or lack thereof, it is important to 

define what a political consultant is and what types of political consultants you have to 

choose from.  

 

Consultants vs. Hobbyists 

 

Let’s face it, almost anyone can set out a shingle and call themselves a political 

consultant.  In fact, many do.  As you begin your campaign, it’s important to delineate 

between professional political consultants and political hobbyists.   

 

Professional political consultants are just that…. professionals.  They practice their craft 

full-time, or nearly full-time, and operate in a professional manner.  They keep business 

records, and report their consulting income on their tax returns.  They have years of 

experience in campaign work, and continually work to improve their craft.  They belong 

to professional organizations, like the American Association of Political Consultants 

(AAPC), read trade publications like Campaigns & Elections magazine, and attend/teach 

at seminars on new trends in campaign tactics. 

 

Political hobbyists are often, but not always, people who have some amount of political 

pull in your district.  They may be the brother of a state representative who now 

moonlights running campaigns, or a former city councilman who now owns a retail 

business but likes to advise local candidates on the side.  Political hobbyists can also be 

ward leaders who take payments “on the side,” or any other type of advisor-for-hire.   

 

Note that we’re making a distinction here between those who offer advice free of charge 

(volunteer advisors) and those who moonlight as consultants, and charge for their advice 

(political hobbyists).  Volunteer advisors can be a valuable addition to your team when 

they have knowledge, contacts, and/or advice that help your effort. 

 

Is there anything wrong with using political hobbyists as your paid campaign 

consultants?  Not really, but you should know what you are getting into.  Professional 

political consultants who are members of the AAPC pledge to follow a code of ethics, 

and often are business-people without a personal vested interest in your campaign, other 

than their professional interest in helping you win.  Political hobbyists, on the other hand, 

often have their own agendas, apart from just seeing you win.  Think about it: if you hire 

your local state representative’s favorite ward leader as your finance director, on the 

suggestion of the state rep, who will your new hire have allegiance to: you or her political 

benefactor who got her the job? 

 

That being said, there may be times when political hobbyists are the right decision for 

your campaign.  Just go into the relationship with caution. 
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 Types of Political Consultants 

 

There are several different types of professional political consultants, each with their own 

specialties: 

 

1. General Consultants – These political consultants help guide the entire strategy 

for your campaign, and can write your campaign plan, develop your message and 

targeting, and provide advice through Election Day.  Often, general consultants 

are a “one stop shop,” and they, or someone in their firm, can provide help with 

media and communications, fundraising, grassroots operations, and more. 

 

2. Media Consultants – These consultants develop your advertising, shoot 

commercials, produce radio spots, buy airtime on TV and radio, and provide 

advice on your campaign’s message and collateral materials. 

 

3. Fundraising Consultants – As the name implies, these consultants specialize in 

political fundraising, including major donor, online, direct mail, and event-based 

giving. 

 

4. Direct Mail Consultants – These consultants specialize in both fundraising and 

non-fundraising direct mail.  They can help you design your mail pieces, choose 

suitable mailing lists, and process and mail your pieces. 

 

5. Web Consultants – These consultants design and manage political websites as 

well as e-mail servers. 

 

6. Grassroots Consultants – These consultants, who are found in a small but growing 

number of campaigns, design grassroots political programs, get out the vote 

operations, absentee ballot programs, local political rallies and volunteer 

organizations. 

 

Be aware that the vast majority of political consultants are paid a monthly fee, or a 

combination of retainer and monthly fee, occasionally with a success bonus if you win or 

if certain benchmarks are hit (e.g. signing up 10,000 volunteers or winning key 

endorsements).  Media consultants are usually paid a percentage of the media buy (e.g. 

15% of the total TV buy) but this normally comes from the TV stations / networks as a 

discount off of their face value ad rates.  Direct mail consultants are often paid a fee per 

piece mailed. 

 

Many, many campaigns who want to hire fundraising consultants do so in the hope that 

the consultant will accept a percentage of the money he or she raises as payment (often 

called commission or contingency fundraising).  Note that while you may find a local 

political hobbyist who will work under an arrangement like that, for a variety of ethical 

and business-related reasons, most professional political consultants will not work on a 

contingency basis, and charge a flat fee or monthly fee for their fundraising work. 
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Consultants – Not Magicians 

 

Consultants are often a great addition to your campaign team, but they are not magicians.  

If your campaign is running against the tide in your district, a consultant may help, but 

they can’t change your political environment.  If your candidate refuses to raise money 

by making calls and one-on-one asks, hiring a fundraising consultant won’t solve your 

problem, unless that consultant’s job is to train your candidate to raise money, and then  

go to  work on other fundraising projects.  Consultants can be a big help, but only rarely 

will they be able to solve systemic problems in your campaign. 

 

Also, it is worth noting that if you do hire consultants, you should listen to them.  That’s 

not to say that your consultants will always be right or that you should always do what 

they tell you to do – but at least hear them out.  Spend lots of time picking the right 

consultants.  Pay them enough to allow them to do their jobs.  Then listen to what they 

have to say.  I have seen far too many campaigns that hire top-notch consultants and pay 

them handsomely, only to have a candidate and/or campaign manager who won’t even 

listen when the consultant tells them it’s time to turn the ship in a different direction. 

 

What Campaigns Need Which Consultants? 

 

Most campaigns could benefit from professional political help.  Only the smallest 

campaigns, which are completely volunteer driven with no professional staff, which raise 

very little money, and which are for very, very local offices, can make do with out any 

political help. 

 

Small campaigns will benefit from hiring a general political consultant – someone who 

can help them write their campaign plan and provide general advice on the campaign.  

Mid-range and larger campaigns will also benefit from a fundraising consultant to plan 

and execute a fundraising strategy.  Generally, only the largest campaigns will need a 

grassroots consultant.   

 

Campaigns that plan to use direct mail as part of their strategy will need a direct mail 

consultant.  Campaigns that plan to be on TV or radio need a media consultant.  

Likewise, campaigns that are designing anything more than the most basic website will 

need a web consultant.  

 

When choosing what types of consultants your campaign will need, also keep your paid 

staffing plans in mind.  If you’ve got a top notch, full-time, paid finance director, you 

may not need a fundraising consultant.  Of course, no matter what type of staff you have, 

if you’re going on TV, you will most likely need a media consultant. 

 

Know your talents, and the talents of your staff.  Why spend weeks trying to design a 

website and end up with a mediocre product, when you could hire a good web team that 

will have a great looking site up in a week or two?  Likewise, if your team could benefit 

from a more professional fundraising approach, should your group spend time 

researching fundraising best practices and trying to implement them with unsure results, 
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or should you hire a professional who knows the game, has done it before, and can hit the 

ground running with your campaign?  I’d say that if you have the money, you should opt 

for the professional help. 

 

Finding the Right Consultant 

 

Finding a great consultant can be a bit tricky.  Every consultant will tell you that they are 

the best – remember, professional consultants are businesspeople, so selling themselves is 

part of their job.  The best way to pick the best consultant is to ask lots of questions, talk 

to a number of consultants before making your decision, and seek advice from other 

political pros.  Here are some questions you should be asking when you interview 

potential consultants: 

 

1. Are you a full-time, professional political consultant? 

2. How long have you been in business? 

3. Are you a member of the American Association of Political Consultants (AAPC)? 

4. What size campaign do you normally consult on? 

5. What are your specialties? 

6. Have you ever consulted on a race in my state? My district? 

7. Who are some of your past clients? 

8. How many races did you win / lose last cycle? 

9. Can I call some references? 

 

This last question is crucial: if you’re interested in working with the consultant, get the 

names of some references, and call them to get their impressions of this particular 

consultant.  Also, while it is important to ask questions like, “How many races did you 

win / lose last year?”, it is important to keep the answer in context.  If you’re talking to a 

Democratic political consultant and last cycle was a good Republican year, the fact that 

he won two  races and lost six  may not be as bad as it sounds… actually, it could be 

really very good, depending on which races they were.  For fundraising consultants, the 

question might be, “How many of your campaigns last cycle met their fundraising goal?” 

etc. 

 

In looking for consultants to interview, check with politicians in your party who have run 

for the office you are seeking, or who have run in your area before, and ask them if they 

have any recommendations.  Also, check out the website of the American Association of 

Political Consultants (theaapc.org) and the “Political Pages” section of Campaigns & 

Elections Magazine (politicsmagazine.com), both of which provide lists of consultants in 

various areas and with varying specialties. 

 
Getting on the Ballot 
 
Most candidates are surprised to learn just how difficult it is to get onto the ballot.  Many 

first-time candidates ask, “Where do I sign up to run?”  Rules vary from state to state and 

town to town, but in most places, a candidate must get nominating petitions (a simple 

Xeroxed form) from their local elections office, and must get a certain number of 
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signatures on those ballots in order to qualify to appear on the ballot.  Any candidate who 

cannot or does not get the required number of signatures will not appear on the ballot, 

and must run as a write-in candidate. 

 

Learning the Rules 

 

The first thing your campaign needs to do is to learn the rules of the game. Find out what 

body governs your election.  For most state legislative offices and statewide offices, it 

will be your state’s Secretary of State.  It could also be your state’s Board of Elections or 

Board of Canvassers.  For most local and county-wide elections, it will be your county 

Board of Elections or Board of Commissioners.  Some cities have their own elections 

boards.  Find out what body makes the rules, then talk to them to find out what you have 

to do to get on the ballot. 

 

Bear in mind that if you’re running as a member of one of the major political parties, you 

will generally be getting petitions signed so that you can appear on the ballot in the party 

primary election.  Only those who win the primary will appear on the general election 

ballot in the fall.  Your state will have set a minimum number of signatures that you need 

to get on your petitions in order to get on the ballot.  It might be 5 or 50,000, depending 

on your state and the office you are running for. The bigger the state, the more signatures 

you will need.  The bigger the office, the more signatures you will need. 

 

If you are running as an independent or as a candidate for a smaller (“third”) party, you 

generally will not be running in the primary election (though you should double check 

this with your individual state, particularly in “open primary” states).  In that case, you 

will be getting signatures on your nominating petitions in order to appear on the ballot in 

the fall general election, along with those who won the party nominating primary 

elections. 

 

As a general rule, it is much more difficult for third party candidates and independents to 

get on the fall ballot than it is for party candidates to get on the primary ballot.  

Independent and third party candidates need to get many more signatures than do party 

candidates.  This is partly due to a bias in the system in favor of party candidates, and 

partly due to the fact that independent candidates do not have to go through the primary 

system.  In any case, if you’re an independent candidate you will generally be required to 

get a very large number of signatures based on a certain percentage of total votes cast in a 

similarly sized election in the previous year.  Check with your elections board for the 

exact number you will need. 

 

Valid Signatures / Valid Petitions 

 

The goal for collecting signatures is not just to gather enough signatures to meet your 

state’s proscribed number.  Your goal is to gather enough valid signatures to meet your 

state’s required number.  State and local boards of election have very, very strict rules 

about filling out your nominating petitions.  These rules may include who can circulate 
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your petitions, who can sign your petitions, how they need to be filled out, what 

information is required, and when you can circulate them. 

 

States are very strict about these rules, and after the petition circulating period is over, 

expect your opponents to closely examine the petitions you filed (they are generally 

available to the public) to try and find violations of the rules.  Your opponents can – and 

will – challenge your petitions by going either to the board of elections or  to a local court 

to say that a number of your signatures are not valid, and thus should not be counted in 

your total.  Their goal is to invalidate enough of your signatures / petitions to knock you 

off the ballot.   

 

In some states, an invalid signature on a petition can invalidate the whole petition!  (Each 

petition is usually only one page long, thus if you need 200 signatures you may be 

turning in 20 petitions).  If your petition circulator didn’t fill out his or her portion of the 

petition, that petition might be tossed.  Alternately, individual signatures may be struck as 

invalid, while the rest of the petition is left standing.  In any case, make sure you follow 

the rules!  Make sure everyone on your team understands the rules, and make sure you 

double check those petitions before you hand them in to be counted.  Courts are very 

strict about nominating petition rules! 

 

Finally, you should have a team from your campaign go down to the office where the 

nominating petitions are filed as soon as they are turned in and request a copy of your all 

of your opponents’ petitions.  Have some detail oriented staff or volunteers comb through 

your opponents’ petitions and see if you can get your opposition tossed off of the ballot.  

The easiest way to beat another candidate is to get them tossed off the ballot before the 

election even happens.   

 

Setting a Goal 

 

Now that you know how strict the rules are about nominating petitions, and how ready 

and willing courts and boards of election are to toss candidates off the ballot for faulty 

petitions, take that into account as you set your goal for what number of signatures you 

want to collect.  You definitely want to collect more signatures than your state requires 

for the office you are seeking – that way, if some of your signatures are invalidated, you 

will still have enough to be able to run. 

 

The general rule of thumb that I always tell candidates is to try to get 2 ½ times more 

signatures than required.  Thus, if you are required to get 100, get 250.  If you are 

required to get 2000, get 5000.  You will still need to follow the rules, but this way, you 

know you are probably safe.  If you file far more signatures than required, it will also be a 

great way to show broad based support in the media, and might scare your opponents off 

from even trying a ballot challenge.  For larger races, if you can’t get 2 ½ times as many 

signatures as required, just do your best to get as many as possible above that threshold.   
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Gathering a Ballot Team 

 

Once you know the rules and have your goal, it’s time to get together your ballot team – 

these folks will be your “petition circulators.”  The same rules apply here as for your 

volunteer efforts in general – find good people who support you and are willing to 

dedicate a portion of their time toward helping you win.  Remember that most states set 

very specific timeframes when petitions may be circulated, so be sure to gather your team 

before then, but not to actually circulate petitions until the proscribed circulation period. 

 

Once you ask enough folks to help, hold a low-key training to teach them the rules and let 

your team ask any questions they might have.  Provide them with all the materials they 

will need, including petitions, a clipboard to make signing easier, pens, etc. 

 

Give your team a specific goal… a specific number of valid signatures you want each 

person to get.  Tell them to approach their personal friends and neighbors first, so long as 

those people meet the requirements set forth by the petition rules. Also divvy up your 

district geographically, and assign each volunteer a different area to cover – that way, no 

voter will get three petition circulators knocking on their door in the same day.  Be sure 

to give your circulators lists of people in their assigned area who meet the requirements 

to be a petition signer (e.g. if your state says the person has to be a registered voter and 

member of your party to sign, give them a list so they know who those people are and 

where they should knock). 

 

Getting Petitions Signed 

 

Apart from getting people they know to sign the petitions, the best way to get petitions 

signed is for your circulators to go door-to-door.  They should go to each door, knock, 

and let the person know that they are collecting petitions to get you on the ballot.  They 

can make clear that signing the petition is not an endorsement of a candidate, or a 

promise to vote for that candidate, but just saying that you’d like that person to be 

allowed onto the ballot.  Double-check with the person to make sure that they meet the 

requirements for signing the petition.  After they sign, thank them, and if you have 

campaign literature, hand them a brochure or palm card.  Then, move on to the next 

house. 

 

After the Deed is Done 

 

After you have completed your signature-gathering campaign, but before you turn in your 

petitions, be sure to make copies.  Take the copies and enter the information on each 

person who signed into a database.  You’ll want to reach out to those voters as prime 

potential supporters for your campaign.  Even though signing a petition doesn’t mean that 

person has to support you, often they do.  Even if they don’t support you right now, at 

least you know that they are engaged in the process and you have already had a positive 

experience with them – don’t waste that contact! 
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As soon as possible after entering everyone who signed the petitions into your database, 

send them each a thank you note with some additional information on your candidate.  

Then, stay in regular touch with them over the course of the campaign, trying to get them 

involved.  Often, people who sign your petitions will not only vote for you, but also 

volunteer to help your campaign.  It doesn’t hurt to ask! 

 
The Campaign Database 
 
One of the most overlooked pieces of campaign technology, especially at the beginning 

of a campaign, is the campaign database.  Many candidates and staffers think, “let’s just 

get started, we’ll get to storing information later.”  Big mistake.  Think about how your 

campaign plans to store information before you begin. 

 

What kind of information are we talking about?  Primarily contact information, for 

donors and volunteers, and also finance reporting data, like contributions received, donor 

information, etc.  (Finance reporting data needs to be tracked not only for the campaign, 

but also for your campaign finance reports). 

 

The Importance of Information 

 

Your database is important because the heart of your campaign strategy will be targeting 

certain voters, making sure that you contact each voter a certain number of times, 

tracking which of those voters support you, and moving a certain number of voters that 

do support you to the polls on Election Day.  In order to do all of that, you need a 

database that tracks every voter you come into contact with, how you came into contact, 

what issues are important to them, your follow up, how to get in touch with them, etc. 

 

Later in this book, we’ll talk about your grassroots strategy, and how you are going to use 

your campaign database to track your supporters and get them to the polls.  We’ll also 

talk about your fundraising strategy and using your donor database.  For now, be sure to 

select a database, learn how to use it, and start using it.  Start tracking the contact 

information of every person who supports you and of every donation you receive. 

 

How to Choose a Campaign Database 

 

Before selecting a database for your campaign, be sure to shop around. Look into as 

many different software packages as you can, and be make sure you look at price, how 

easy the package is to use, how many people at your office can use the software at once, 

and what type of training and support the company offers. 

 

Your best bet will most likely be to purchase a package specifically designed for political 

campaigns. You can also use standard database packages, but you will spend so much 

time re-configuring them to hold voter walk lists and donor information that I wouldn’t 

recommend it.  There are a number of great packages on the market at any one time.  

Check the Political Pages Directory at www.theaapc.org to research what packages are 

currently available. 
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Part III 
 

Campaign Planning,  
Targeting and Research 
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Why You Need a Plan 
 
Growing up, a friend if mine had an uncle who liked to say, “Plan the Work, Work the 

Plan.”  It got old, but it was good advice.  His saying assumed that without a plan, there 

couldn’t be any work, and without work, a plan was worthless.  That’s good advice for 

any big endeavor and doubly good advice when it comes to politics. 

 

I don’t care how long you’ve been in politics I don’t care if you’ve worked every 

campaign for the last 45 years.  It doesn’t matter if you are an incumbent state legislator, 

an incumbent member of parliament, or a former Secretary of Agriculture: your 

campaign needs a plan… a comprehensive, well thought out, written plan. 

 

In this case, what’s true for large campaigns is also true for small campaigns.  No 

campaign, no matter how small, should start without a campaign plan in place.   

 

Your campaign plan provides a roadmap for your campaign.  You should develop it in 

consultation with your advisors, staff, and “old hands” who can help you write and 

review the plan.  In larger campaigns, a campaign manager or consultant may take 

responsibility for writing the plan, in concert with other stakeholders.  No matter who 

actually writes the plan, the candidate must be comfortable with the plan, and must 

support it.  Campaigns are tough and time-consuming.  If you get into the heat of battle 

and the candidate spends all of his or her time re-thinking the plan, your campaign is in 

trouble. 

 

That’s not to say that your plan won’t change:  it might.  But you should only change the 

key strategies that you outline in your plan if something major happens.  Otherwise, you 

will be tweaking the tactics (sometimes on a daily basis) but sticking to the major themes 

of your plan.  Campaigns are so hectic that it pays to take the time before they begin to 

research your strategy and develop a plan that you think can win. 

 
Developing a Comprehensive Campaign Plan 
 
As mentioned above, you’ll want to complete some research and arm yourself with some 

knowledge before completing your plan.  Then you’ll want to work in concert with your 

team to develop the best plan possible. 

 

Read this Book Carefully! 

 

Before writing your campaign plan, read this book, and the other materials provided with 

it, carefully.  Read this book through completely, cover to cover, to gain a complete 

understanding of what it will take to win your campaign.  In reality, this book is geared 

towards helping to write that plan.  You’ll learn about fundraising, communications, 

grassroots, targeting, and all of the strategy and tactics that you’ll need to win.  Once you 

have a complete understanding of campaign strategy, you can go back and write a 

comprehensive campaign plan using what you have learned. 
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Who Should Develop Your Plan 

 

I generally recommend that in very small campaigns, either the candidate or a consultant 

should write the campaign plan.  In mid- and large-sized campaigns, the campaign 

manager or a consultant should write the plan. 

 

In addition to those mentioned above, a number of people (“stakeholders”) should have 

input on the plan: 

 

• The candidate – obviously, if he or she is not the one writing the plan, then the 

candidate should have a significant amount of input into the plan 

 

• The staff – campaign staff with various specialties, from fundraising to media 

operations to campaign management, should be consulted when writing the plan 

 

• “Old hands” – Local supporters who have been around the political block, key 

advisors, and current elected officials who support your election should be 

consulted as well 

 

• Consultants – If you’re using consultants and they’re not the ones writing your 

plan, gain their input and buy in 

 

While you should consult with all of the above people while writing a campaign plan, the 

only person you should give veto power to is the candidate.  No other stakeholder should 

be able to hold up the plan.  Gain everyone’s input, make a decision as to the strategy for 

the race, explain your decision to the stakeholders, allow comment, and then proceed.  

Don’t let one chef spoil the soup that the entire team worked on together. 

 

The Elements of a Comprehensive Campaign Plan 

 

An important key to the success of your campaign plan is that it must be comprehensive.  

That is, it must address all of the various activities your campaign will engage in—and in 

politics, there are lots of activities that are vital to your ultimate win.  A good campaign 

plan will include the following components: 

 

1. Political Environment, Assumptions, and Analysis: Who are your opponents?  

What does the political environment look like this year?  What are your strengths 

and weaknesses?  What are your opponents’ strengths and weaknesses?  What 

assumptions can you make about this campaign? 

 

2. Targeting and Demographics: Who lives in your district?  How do they break 

down across neighborhoods, ethnicities, gender, occupation, age, religion, 

ideology, etc?  How many people will vote in this election?  How many votes do 

you need to win?  Which voters / areas are you targeting? 
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3. Campaign Message, Issues Development, and Overall Strategy: What is your 

campaign’s overall message / unified theme?  What are your issues?  What is the 

“question” of this election?  What is your general strategy for success? 

4. Communications Plan:  What paid media will you use (TV/ Radio/ Newspaper, 

etc)?  What type of direct mail?  What collateral materials (Yard signs?  Palm 

cards?).  What are your campaign colors?  Tag line?  What is your plan for 

generating earned media (press coverage)? 

 

5. Grassroots Plan:  How will you recruit and use volunteers?  How will you run an 

effective get out the vote operation?  What will your strategy be for absentee 

ballots? Election Day operations?  Door to door campaigning?  Literature drops? 

 

6. Campaign Budget:  What do you need to spend to win this election? 

 

7. Fundraising Plan:  How will you raise the amount you need to spend to win this 

election?  What events will you hold?  Who will be on your finance committee?  

What major donors can you solicit?  Will you use fundraising mail?  How will 

you raise money on the Internet? 

 

8. Campaign Timeline:  What are the detailed steps you need to take to implement 

your plan?  By what date will you accomplish each? 

 

9. Campaign Staffing Structure:  Who will be responsible for implementing this 

plan? 

 

Each of these critical areas will be discussed, in detail, during the course of this book… 

that’s why I suggest you read through the book completely before writing a draft of your 

plan. 

 
Getting the Lay of the Land: Demographics and Environment 
 
In order to develop a strong campaign plan, it’s imperative that you take stock of the 

environment you’re facing in your race.  Ideally, you should start this process several 

years before running, while you are deciding whether or not to throw your hat into the 

ring.  At the very least, make this one of the first activities you perform after you decide 

that you’re in the race. 

 

Analyzing your political environment will require research, and lots of it.  You may find 

it beneficial to enlist the help of some volunteers, local college students, and/or friends to 

assist you with completing your research.  Also, before compiling all of the research on 

your own, check with your local political party and with candidates who in the past have 

run for the office you are seeking, as they may have already completed the research and 

be willing to share it with you.   

 

Do the work: it’s worth it.  Far too many campaigns start off with lots of guess work and 

“gut feelings” and not enough hard facts.  While you will certainly need to analyze your 
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data, and make some assumptions and guesses, they will be educated guesses based on 

your research, and that will put you leagues ahead of many candidates running for similar 

offices, perhaps even way ahead of your own opponents. 

 

Analyzing Your District: Demographics 

 

The first thing you want to do when taking a look at your political situation and the race 

that lies in front of you is take stock of the demographics of your district: What is your 

district?  Who lives there?  What do they do?  To determine the answers to these 

questions, research the following information: 

 

1. District Maps – You’ll need a large map (or maps) that shows the boundaries for 

your election district, as well as the boundaries for each precinct (the boundaries 

of each voting place).  The map should show each street in the district. When you 

start your ground game, you’ll need to break this map down into smaller maps of 

individual precincts and towns. 

 

2. District History – Read up on the history of your district / town / county / state.  

How was it founded?  Who are historical leaders and celebrities?  What are 

prominent geographical features? 

 

3. Demographic Data – Look up the census numbers and information for your 

district.  Figure out the demographics for your area, meaning how people are 

broken down by: 

a. Race / Ethnicity 

b. Gender 

c. Age 

d. Income 

e. Homeowners vs. Renters 

f. Religion 

g. Number of Children 

h. Education & Schooling 

 

4. Employment & Employers – What are the unemployment numbers in your area?  

Who are the major employers?  What are the dominant industries?  Which 

industries and companies are growing, and which are laying people off? 

 

5. Groups and Organizations – What are the major voter groups in your district?  

Which have the most political pull?  Some examples might be unions, veterans, 

issues groups like gun rights or environmentalists, minority groups, industry 

groups, etc.  Also make a list of organizations (political, civic, and other) that 

claim large numbers of members.  These organizations might include local 

political parties and political groups, the Rotary Club or Kiwanis Club, large 

church organization, professional groups, civic associations, etc. 
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6. Education – What schools, colleges, and educational organizations are in your 

district? 

 

 

Analyzing Your District: Political Environment 

 

Once you’ve gathered information on the demographic profile of your district, it’s time to 

research the political environment you are facing.  Do this by gathering the following 

information: 

 

1. Registration Numbers and Advantage – Start by figuring out how many voters 

are registered in your district, how many are registered in each political party, and 

how many are registered independents 

 

2. Political Organizations – Determine which political organizations are active in 

your district.  These organizations could be political parties, or groups such as the 

Young Republicans, College Democrats, etc.  Other groups that could be 

important include issues groups, such as pro-life groups, labor unions, or 

environmental clubs, or organizations formed by a single politician, such as a 

local city councilman who has a strong field organization that he runs as a stand-

alone group 

 

3. Influentials – Finally, determine who are the really influential people in your 

district… who do people listening to?  These could be political, business, or 

sports leaders, church pastors, retired politicians, local teachers or civic leaders, or 

just well-known, well-liked people in the district.  Compile a list of each 

“influential,” along with their pet issues, likes, dislikes, who they are close to, etc. 

 

Determining Vote History 

 

In addition to the general voter registration numbers mentioned above, you need to 

research previous election returns in your area.  We call these numbers the “vote history” 

of your district.  This information is available from your local, county, or state board of 

election, often online, though sometimes only in hard copy.   

 

Specifically, you’ll want to find election returns for both the primary and general election 

for the past three to five elections in your district for the same office you are running for.  

This last part is key: you want to find returns for elections that closely mirror your 

election.  Find election returns for races in the same district, and preferably, for the same 

office.  The more years you can find, the better.  For example, if you’re running for 

county controller, and it is a county-wide election, find election numbers (registration, 

vote for each candidate, etc.) for as many county-wide elections as you can over the past 

3-5, or even 10 years.  Also, be sure to find the election returns for the past few elections 

for your office, county controller. 
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Annotate these returns with notes on what could possible have effected the election 

numbers that year.  Was it a presidential election year?  Was turn out higher or lower than 

normal for some reason?  Was it an off-year election?  Was the race un-contested?  Take 

a close look at these numbers to inform your current election.  You’ll also use these 

numbers in your targeting, which we will discuss later in the book. 

 

Analyzing the Data 

 

Later in this book, we’re going to take a close look at how you can use the past vote 

history that you gathered (in the Political Targeting 101 section, below).  For now, take a 

look at the numbers to get an overall sense of the voting reality for your district.  How 

many voters normally come out?  How many votes does it normally take to win this 

election?  What factors drive up / down turnout?  Which years are good ones for 

Republicans?  For Democrats?  For Independents? 

 

Looking at Yourself and the Opposition 

 
As you compile the research, numbers, vote history, and other data that will inform your 

campaign plan, it is imperative that you take a good, hard look at your own candidate, 

and your opponents and potential opponents.  Remember, if you’re planning your 

campaign well in advance of Election Day (and you should be!) you may not yet know 

who you will be facing in the primary and general elections.  Or you may know some of 

your opponents, but not all of the opponents you will or might face.  For that reason, as 

you compile data on your campaign, research information not only on the opponents you 

know you will face, but on the opponents who might jump into the campaign at a later 

date as well.  Be as prepared as you can be now, while you have the time to do the 

research. 

 

For each of the candidates in the campaign, including your opponents, potential 

opponents, and your own candidate, you will want to know the following: 

 

1. A complete biography, including personal, business, political, and civic 

involvement 

2. Group and association memberships 

3. Stands on key issues 

4. Skeletons in the closet (or rumored skeletons in the closet) 

5. Results of any past political campaigns 

6. Probable support bases, donors, key advisors, etc 

7. Media clips mentioning the candidate 

 

For each opponent or potential opponent, you’ll also want to fill out a “Leesburg Grid,” a 

handy messaging tool that helps you determine lines of attack on your opponent and 

potential lines of attack on your candidate.  The grid looks like this: 
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THE LEESBURG GRID 

 

 

You on You               You on Your Opponent 

 

 

 

        Your Opponent on You                            Your Opponent on Him/Herself 

 

 

 

 

Fill one of these grids out for each of your opponents.  I’ve found that the best way to fill 

it out is to use several bullet points, rather than one long paragraph.  In the first square, 

right down what your campaign thinks its strengths are – what you have to say about you.  

In the second square, right down what your campaign thinks are the best lines of attack 

on your opponent – what you have to say about your opponent.  Next, write down what 

your opponent is likely saying about you – what he or she thinks are the best lines of 

attack on your candidate.  Be honest!  Finally, what does you opponent say about him or 

herself – what does your opponent think his own strengths are? 

 

Use this grid as you plan out your messaging and strategy – you’ll need to play up your 

own strengths, while blunting potential attacks from your opponents, all the while 

attacking your opponent on her weaknesses while negating her perceived strengths.  The 

trick, as we’ll see later in the book, is to come up with a cohesive campaign message (just 

one!) that hits all of these points at the same time, for all potential opponents. 

 
Campaign Research 
 
Any good campaign simply must have a good research operation.  The size of the 

campaign will dictate the size of the research effort.  At the most local level, the research 

department might be the candidate, who does the issues work and everything else that 

needs to be done.  For statewide campaigns, there may be a research director who leads a 

team of researchers and writers in their pursuit of information.  No matter how large or 

small your research effort may be, in order to be a “good” research operation, it must live 

by the following principles: 

 

1. Do the Work: Research can be hard work. It might mean spending hours looking 

through mind-numbing data, or a whole day in line at the county courthouse.  Do 

the work.  It will pay off. 

 

2. Be Organized:  Make lists.  Lots of them.  Lists of what you need to know, who 

you need to ask, where you can find answers, and what you can’t figure out.  

Operate off of those lists. 

 



40 | P a g e  

 

3. Be Thorough:  Use all means available to your campaign.  Search hard copies as 

well as online records, and ask people who might know.  Leave no stone un-

turned. 

 

What Do I Need to Research? 

 

What kind of information does your campaign need to research in order to be an effective 

operation?  Much of that information has been listed above: information on your 

candidate, your opponents, recent vote history, and past elections.  You’ll need media 

clips on the biggest issues of your day, information on who is donating to your opponent 

(and why!), and background information on your district and its population centers. 

 

Organizing the Data 

 

No matter how much information your campaign collects, it won’t do you much good 

unless you can access it when you need it.  Start by creating files on your opponents and 

on your own candidate.  Then, organize your vote history into a file.  Also, create files for 

the 10 – 20 biggest issues of the campaign, and sort your data into those files.  When the 

campaign is ready to target an issue (let’s say education, for example) the campaign 

manager should be able to go to the research file on education and pull out a binder chock 

full of facts, figures, and clips.  In bigger organizations, the research team will also be 

responsible for analyzing the data and creating white papers (issues papers) to back up 

the campaign’s claims and promises. 

 
Aim Before You Shoot: Political Targeting 101 
 
If there’s one foundational strategy that separates the big boys from the little guys in 

political campaigns, it’s targeting.  Unfortunately many, if not most, of the smaller and 

local campaigns fail to use targeting, and as a result, they waste money, time, and 

resources on fruitless endeavors, all the while missing out  on ripe opportunities to gain 

additional support.  Don’t let this happen to you!  No matter how small (or large) your 

campaign is, and no matter how much money you do (or do not) have in the campaign 

coffers, you must understand and use political targeting! 

 

Targeting draws from a simple concept: 

 

No matter what campaign you are working on, campaign resources will always be 

limited and scarce.  Some voters will not vote for you, no matter how much money and 

time you spend on them.  Therefore, use your limited campaign resources  

where they can do the most good. 

 

The goal of political targeting is to figure out where to spend your campaign’s time and 

money: on which areas, which voters, which demographic.  Your campaign should use 

targeting to figure out which voters are likely to vote your way, and which voters can 

likely be persuaded to vote your way.  You will then direct your campaign resources at 

those two groups, in varying measures. 
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Remember the ultimate goal of your campaign is 50% + 1 – In order to win, you will 

need to get 50% of the people who come out to the polls to vote for you, plus one voter.  

That’s it – no more, no less.  (Unless, of course, you are running in multi-person field, 

such as a large primary field or a “vote for 2 of 4” type election. In that case, you will 

need to use past election results to set a goal for how many votes you think you will need 

to win. That number becomes your campaign’s “magic number”). 

 

Targeting ensures that your campaign doesn’t waste time, or money, going after voters 

who are not going to vote for you, and allows your campaign to set a real strategy for 

where you’ll use paid media, where you’ll go door to door, where you can grow 

coalitions – in short, where you should be focused.  Wisely using your targeting data will 

allow your campaign to know, “hey, this precinct is winnable, this other precinct is 

persuadable, and this last precinct… well, we’re not going to win that one no matter how 

much time and money we spend there!” 

 

There are two types of political targeting: Demographic Targeting and Precinct Targeting 

 

Demographic Targeting 

 

Demographic targeting is the less precise cousin of precinct targeting; the art to precinct 

targeting’s science.  Demographic targeting simply means using your campaign’s 

political knowledge and skill to develop demographic profiles of the voters in your 

district.  What types of voters live there?  (Demographic targeting is, by its nature, 

imprecise, and it definitely over-generalizes for the sake of simplicity). 

 

For example, a campaign for mayor in a mid-sized town might develop profiles of several 

key constituencies in the district, such as: 

 

• Students at the local college 

• Blue collar, white ethnic union members 

• Young affluents who live in the city center 

• Middle class African-Americans  

• Women 24-36 

• …etc. 

 

For each key group, the campaign would compile a thumbnail sketch of the group: what 

do they like / dislike?  What candidates do they generally support?  What is their income 

and education level?  Why would they vote for us?  Why would they vote for our 

opponent?  The campaign would decide which groups are most likely to support the 

campaign, and which groups might be persuaded to support the campaign, and develop a 

strategy for doing so.   

 

Once the campaign has its targeted demographic groups, the campaign should acquire 

demographic information on the district, broken down by area (or census tract if a mid-

sized or large district) and map out where the various groups that you are targeting live – 
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this will give the campaign a good sense of where some resources might be expended in 

order to reach those target groups.  

 

Keep in mind that demographic targeting is an art, not a science, and the information you 

gain from the exercise will only take you so far.  That being said, it can provide some key 

insights into where your voters live, where your opponent’s voters live, and where swing 

groups live.  Combined with the precinct targeting that we mention next, it can be a very 

valuable tool. 

 

Building a Demographic Majority: One Block at a Time 

 

When you’re doing demographic targeting, your goal is to figure out how to take the 

demographic groups you’ve identified and build a majority out of them.  Think of the 

various demographic groups like building blocks – you need to put the right stack 

together – a stack that gets you to 50% + 1 of the vote.   

 

For example, let’s say you’re a Republican running in a rural district.  Your demographic 

building blocks might look like this: 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Groups Where I Expect 40% of 

the Vote or More: 

 

Parents of Children in the Local  

School District 

Groups Where I Expect 50% of the Vote or More: 

 

Small Business Owners 

Hispanics 

Employees at the Local Packing Plant 

Groups Where I Expect 60% of the Vote or More: 

 

Farmers 

Gun Owners 

Evangelicals 
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Obviously, the demographic building blocks will vary for each candidate, and for each 

campaign. 

 

Precinct Targeting 

 

Precinct targeting is the big mahoff of the targeting world: the science that separates the 

men from the boys.  Simply put, precinct targeting uses the prior voting history (the past 

election results that you found as part of your campaign research) to predict future voting 

behavior. While we all know (and as investment bankers will surely remind you) that past 

results are not necessarily sure indicators of future performance, common sense, and past 

elections show us that the best way to know what the voters in a certain area are likely to 

do in the next election is to look at what they did in the most recent past elections. 

 

Our ultimate goal with precinct targeting is two-fold: first, to set estimated turnout 

numbers for each precinct, then to rank each precinct according to its likelihood to vote 

for our candidate, and set vote goals for how many votes we will need from each precinct 

in order to win.  We can also use precinct targeting to determine which precincts are 

“swing precincts” that have lots of ticket-splitting voters or voters who are not tied to 

voting for any one party, but instead vote “the man” or “the woman.” 

 

At this point, it would be helpful to point out what we mean when we say “precinct.”  A 

precinct is the smallest political subdivision. It is smaller than municipalities, areas, or 

wards.  A precinct is the area that encompasses all of the people who vote at one polling 

place.  Thus, when you go down to your local fire station to vote, all of the people who 

vote there (usually) live in the same precinct.   

 

The one exception is that sometimes, two precincts vote at the same polling location, but 

they are always separated and always vote on different voting machines.  Thus, if you go 

into your polling place and there are two sets of voting machines and they ask you where 

you live to determine which machines you vote on, then there are two precincts voting at 

your polling place. 

 

Your local board of elections or county elections office should have maps available that 

show each precinct in your area. 

 

We use precinct targeting (instead of county targeting or municipal targeting) because it 

is the smallest division for which we have data. We know how each of the precincts 

voted, because the election results are reported to the county or state by precinct.  Thus, 

while I don’t know how many people on your block voted for John Smith for delegate, I 

do know how many people in your precinct voted for him.  

 

Obviously, for larger elections (statewide, major city elections, big countywide elections) 

there may be thousands or tens of thousands of precincts.  For these races, targeting is a 

slow and tedious process, but should still be done on the precinct level, and depending on 
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how you get your past vote history from the board of elections, can actually be done in 

one day (assuming they give it to you in a useable electronic format that you can copy 

into a spreadsheet).  That being said, larger campaigns may also find it useful to do a 

second round of targeting on a larger scale (such as county-wide targeting or municipal-

level targeting) to further help them marshal and deploy their limited resources. 

 

Working the Numbers Part I 

 

Okay.  You know what targeting is and why we do it… now, how is it done?  First, 

gather your information: you’ll need the voter registration figures (how many people are 

registered to vote, how many in each party, how many independent or non-partisan) for 

this coming election (current figures) and for past elections.  You’ll also need that vote 

history – past election returns from primary and general elections broken down by 

precinct.  All of this information should be available from your local, county, or state 

board of elections or secretary of state’s office.  Try to get it in electronic format, if you 

can. 

 

Now, the tricky part – you’ll need to determine which races we’re going to include in our 

analysis.  Hopefully, you’ve got registration and voting information for at least 4-6 of the 

last election cycles (maybe more, if you can).  We only want to use a few of these races 

in doing our targeting.  What we want to find are races that are most like our current race.   

 

If this is a primary election, throw out the general election results.  If this is a general 

election, throw out the primary election results.  Now, find those races that are most like 

yours. For example, if you’re running for county commissioner, and it is a countywide 

race, keep all of the countywide elections in your county.  If you’re running for a ward 

level position, keep all of the races for ward level positions in your ward. 

 

Now, take a look at the context of the election.  If this is a presidential election year, 

turnout will be higher than non-presidential election years, so only keep races from 

presidential election years.  Also, find out if the precinct boundaries have changed 

significantly since any of the elections you are using – was there a census that impacted 

the boundaries significantly (not just a little around the edges)?  If so, only use races since 

that change, so that you’re comparing apples to apples, and not looking at precincts that 

no longer exist in the same form as before. 

 

Hopefully, you will have now whittled your elections down to two to three elections in 

your district that are similar to your current election.  (If not, go back and add an election 

or two that is similar but you tossed out, even if it isn’t perfect).  These are the races you 

will use to perform your targeting. 

 

Working the Numbers Part II 

 

Now that you’ve got your numbers, it’s time to organize them.  Create a spreadsheet for 

your targeting calculations.  Down the side, list all of the precincts in your district 

(they’re usually numbered something like 12-2, 12-3, 12-4, 13-1, 13-2… etc.).  Across 
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the top, list the registration and turnout for each year, then this year’s current registration 

figures.  Assuming the races you are looking at are 2004 and 2008, your top line would 

look like this: 

 
2004 
Registration 

2004 
Turnout 

2004 
Turnout % 

2008 
Registration 

2008 
Turnout 

2008 
Turnout % 

Average 
Turnout 

Current 
Registration 

Turnout 
Estimate 

 

Now, go down the line and fill out the 2004 and 2008 (or whatever years you are working 

with) registration and turnout numbers.  Then, go back and divide turnout by registration 

for each year to determine what percentage (%) of voters turned out for each precinct.  

Finally, in the “Average Turnout” column, determine the average turnout for each 

precinct by adding the 2004 and 2008 turnouts and dividing by 2.  This gives you the 

average turnout for each precinct.   

 

Next, enter the current number of registered voters in each precinct in the “Current 

Registration” column.  Then, multiply the average turnout number times the current 

registration number.  This will give you your “Turnout Estimate.”  Write that number in 

the turnout estimate column.  This is the number of voters we expect to turnout in each 

precinct this election. 

 

Working the Numbers Part III 

 

We’re not done yet!  Now that you have your estimated turnout, we need to figure out 

which precincts vote for your party, which for the other party, and which are swing 

districts. 

 

To do that, we’re going to go back and add some columns to the targeting worksheet you 

already created.  After the final column (the “Turnout Estimate” column), add the 

following columns (again this is assuming that we’re using 2004 and 2008 as our 

historical races.  If you’re using 2001 and 2003 or 1999 and 2009, use those years 

instead): 

 
2004 

Republican 
2004 

Democrat 
2004 

Other 
2004     % 

Your Party 

2008 

Republican 
2008 

Democrat 
2008 

Other 
2008      % 

Your Party 

 

For each year, pick the race that was most like yours.  (E.g. if you’re running in a county-

wide primary election, pick the county-wide primary election).  Enter the total number of 

votes that were cast for the Republican candidate in that similar race, then the total cast 

for the Democrat, then the total cast for other (third-party) candidates.  Then, figure out 

the % cast for the member of your party by taking the total number of votes cast for your 

party candidate (let’s say 2004 Democrat, if you’re a Democrat) and diving it by the total 

number of votes cast overall (2004 Republican + 2004 Democrat + 2004 Other).  

Multiply the result by 100 and you’ve got the % of the votes that were cast for your 

party’s candidate that year in that precinct. 

 

Go ahead and complete that task for each precinct, then go back and run the same 

calculations for 2008.  Gee – aren’t you glad you’re doing this on a computer 
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spreadsheet, and not by hand?!  Also, a quick note for our international readers:  This 

calculation can be done for any election, in any country, by simply taking out Republican 

and Democrat and putting in the names of the political parties in your country – even if 

there are 10 or 12 major parties, as there are in some parliamentary democracies.  It just 

takes more columns! 

 

Now, let’s add one last column, tacked on the end of the spreadsheet, right after “2008 % 

Your Party.”  Add: 

 
Avg. % 

Your Party 

 

Figure out the average % of the vote garnered by the member of your party by adding the 

“2004 % Your Party” and “2008 % Your Party” numbers, and diving by two.  Do this for 

each precinct.  The result is the average percentage of the vote garnered by the candidate 

from your party. 

 

Analyzing the Numbers 

 

Now that you’ve got your data entered, it’s time to analyze.  First, sort your spreadsheet 

by the “Avg. % Your Party” column.  Once you do this, your list will be sorted by voting 

behavior.  At the one end, you will have precincts with high percentages in the “Avg. % 

Your Party” column… these are areas that tend to vote for candidates from your party.  

At the other end are those with low percentages in the “Avg. % Your Party” column.  

These are precincts that tend to vote for the other party.  

 

 In the middle, you’ll find precincts that are swing precincts. Those precincts that 

generally vote 47-53% for your party’s candidate can easily be termed “swing precincts,” 

that is, precincts where either party candidate can win.   

 

It’s time to draw some lines on your spreadsheet.  Highlight the portion of the list that 

shows precincts where the candidate from your party generally receives 60% or more of 

the vote.  These are your party’s “Base Precincts” (note that you may or may not have 

any precincts that average 60% or more for your party).  In a different color, highlight the 

portion of your list where the candidate generally receives 54-59% of the vote.  These are 

your “Lean Precincts,” where the vote leans towards your party.  Together, the precincts 

you just highlighted in both the “Base” and “Lean” precincts make up your party’s “Core 

Precincts.” 

 

Now, use different colors to highlight the same areas for the other party – the areas where 

the candidate from the other party generally receives 60% or more are that party’s “Base 

Precincts,” the areas where they receive 54-59% are that party’s “Lean Precincts,” and 

together, the “Base” and “Lean” precincts make up the other party’s “Core Precincts.”   

 

Finally, highlight those areas on the list where you party receives 47-53% of the vote 

(this should include all of the areas that have not yet been highlighted).  Highlight these 

in a different color – these are the elusive “Swing Precincts.” 
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Checking In: What we Know 

 

Okay, so what do we know now?  After just a little bit of work, we know far more than 

most of your opponents will ever take the time to figure out.  We have estimated what the 

turnout will be, per precinct, and we’ve estimated what percentage of the vote a candidate 

from your party can expect in this election in each precinct, all things being equal.  

Finally, we have divided up the precincts using this information, and now know what 

precincts are your core precincts, which are your opponent’s core precincts, and which 

are the swing precincts. 

 

Setting the Vote Goals 

 

Now it’s time to set the vote goals.  The first goal is the most important: how many votes 

do we think we’ll need to win this election?  With the data already entered, finding out 

that number is easy.  Simply add up all the numbers in the “Estimated Turnout” column 

(use a “sum” total on the spreadsheet).  This gives us our best guess as to how many 

voters will come out to the polls on Election Day. 

 

How many do we need to win?  50% + 1.  Therefore, take half of the total estimated 

turnout and add 1.  The resulting number is our vote goal… how many votes we need to 

win.  (Actually, I always advise candidates to add 2% to that number, and go after that 

many votes, just in case…) 

 

Now, go back and do vote goals for each individual precinct.  Create a new column on 

your spreadsheet, at the end, after the “Avg. % Your Party” column.  This column should 

be: 

 
Vote Estimate 

– This Election 

 

Now, for each precinct, multiply the number in the “Avg. % Your Party” column times 

the number in the “Turnout Estimate” column.  The resulting number is your estimate for 

the number of votes you will receive in this election. 

 

Of course, this is a “squishy” number.  To receive this number, you have to work at least 

as hard as the previous candidates, and things would have to be exactly the same, which 

we know they are not.  If the past two candidates were good, strong candidates, then 

you’ll need to work hard to hit these numbers.  If they were weak candidates, you may be 

able to beat these numbers.  If there’s an important new issue, will it hurt you?  Or help 

you?  Will you be able to raise more money?  Or less?  All of these factors will impact 

your vote getting ability. 
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That being said, these numbers are good guidelines, but only guidelines.  Now, add up 

the total of the “Vote Estimate – This Election” column.  Compare the result with the 

number of votes you will need to win (the 50% + 1 number we calculated earlier).  

 

Is your vote estimate higher than the estimated total number of votes you will need to 

win?  Good – this election is winnable, but you’ll have to work.  The “Vote Estimate- 

This Election” column will be your campaign’s vote goal – for each precinct, this is the 

number of votes in that precinct that you will try to get– the goal you will give your 

campaign staff, volunteers, and precinct captains.   

 

What about if the vote estimate is lower than the estimated total number of votes you 

need to win?  Well, it doesn’t mean you can’t win, but it does mean you’ve got your work 

cut out for you.  Figure out how many extra votes you need in order to win.  (For 

example, if your “Vote Estimate – This Election” is 9,000, but the total number of votes 

you need to win is 10,000, then you need an extra 1,000 votes in order to win).   

 

Divide the extra number of votes you need by the total number of precincts in your 

district.  For example, if you need 1,000 extra votes and you have 100 precincts, divide 

1,000 / 100 = 10.  This means you’ll need 10 extra votes per precinct to win.  Go back 

and add 10 to every number in the “Vote Estimate – This Election” column.  This is your 

vote goal per precinct.  So, if precinct 14-3 had a “Vote Estimate – This Election” of 92, 

you would add 10, and make 102 your goal for the number of votes you need this 

election. 

 

If the “Vote Estimate – This Election” column adds up to a number either over or under 

your “Total Number of Votes Needed to Win,” but close, then you know that this is likely 

to be a close election, one that relies on swing voters, good campaigning, and tight issues. 

 

Not the Only Way… 

 

There are lots of methods for doing political precinct targeting.  Most are far more 

complicated, but only offer slightly more data than the model I laid out above.  That’s 

why I chose to offer this particular method of political precinct targeting: it offers the best 

return for the smallest investment.  Know, though, that there are other methods out there, 

and if you hire a political consultant or knowledgeable operative, he or she may use the 

method I described, or may use a different method.  The method laid out above is, in my 

estimation, the best precinct targeting model for small to moderately-sized campaigns. 

 

Advice for Independents and Third Parties 

 

If you’re running as an independent or a member of a third party, you can still use the 

targeting model described above, with only minor changes.  Your first goal is to find 

switch voters: those who don’t vote the party, and instead vote the person.  Therefore, 

when you are sorting your spreadsheet, use that group of precincts that only vote 47-53% 

for either party as your top “core precincts.”  The further the percentages get away from 

50% for each party, the less likely the precinct is to vote generic independent. 
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Second, figure out, for the purposes of this targeting exercise, which of the two parties 

you are closes to, based on the issues you plan to pursue in this election.  That is, based 

on the Republicans and Democrats that generally run in this particular election, and the 

issues that generally crop up, which side are voters most likely to see you as closer to?  

That’s the side you want to add as your core precincts… in layman’s terms, for you, the 

top precincts are likely to be the 47-53% precincts, plus the 54%+ precincts for the party 

you most emulate in reverse order.  The closer they are to the middle, the better for you. 

 

For example: let’s say in this race, you’re a third-party candidate that’s closest to a 

Republican.  There are 4 precincts in the district.   

 

The Republican would rank the precincts as follows: 

 

 Precinct  % Republican Vote 

   

 A   60% (Republican Base) 

 B   52% (Republican Lean) 

 C   51% (Republican Lean) 

 D   40%  (Democratic Lean) 

 

As a third-party candidate that’s closest to a Republican on the issues that matter in this 

district, you would rank the precincts differently.  For you, the best precincts are those 

that “are in the middle,” followed by those that lean Republican, but are closer to the 

middle.  (Middle being 50% vote for either party).  Thus, you would rank the precincts as 

follows: 

 

 Precinct  % Republican Vote 

 

 C   51% 

 B   52% 

 A   60% 

 D   40% 

 

Primary Elections 

 

Precinct targeting analysis can and should be done for primary elections, both by using 

targeting to find out which precincts are most likely to vote for challengers (switch out 

“your party” with “voted for the challenger” and “other party” with “voted for the 

incumbent,” and by figuring out what precincts vote for someone like you and which vote 

for someone like your opponent.  The key is to find races with similar candidates and test 

those races to draw your analysis from. 
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You’ve Gotta Work 

 

Don’t let positive targeting information fool you—no matter how “winnable” your 

election seems, you still have to go out there and win it… you’ve gotta work.  The only 

way you are going to win your election is with hard work, long hours, and a great 

campaign.  I’ve seen many, many campaigns lose to an underdog challenger when they 

got complacent after seeing positive past voter history and current polling.  Don’t make 

that mistake. 

 

Building a Targeted Majority 

 

Working the numbers was the clear-cut, scientific, data-driven portion of our targeting 

exercise. The tougher, more creative, and strategic task is using that data and the 

targeting we did earlier to build a majority.  You’ll need to look at the spreadsheet you’ve 

built to determine where you want to target your resources: 

 

Base Precincts 

 

Generally, you’ll want to make sure that the committed voters in these precincts know 

your name, and get to the polls on Election Day.  You won’t worry as much about 

persuasion here, unless you’re in a primary election.  You’ll want to focus on name ID 

and getting out the vote (GOTV). 

 

Lean Precincts 

 

You’ll want to focus more of your energy here, in the precincts that lean in your party’s 

direction.  The voters in these “lean precincts” vote your way, but are swayable – they’re 

slightly less committed to your side, so in addition to raising your name ID in these areas, 

you’ll want to communicate your message and issues – you’ll want to do some 

persuasion here. 

 

In these lean precincts, you’ll most likely win, but don’t take it for granted.  If you’ve got 

a particularly strong opponent, he or she may spend money in these precincts, forcing you 

to defend your base.  Even if you win these precincts, a good campaign to persuade these 

voters to vote for you – by spreading your message, highlighting your issues, and getting 

them to the polls – could be the difference between winning by 2% and winning by 8%.  

Remember, the more votes you garner in these precincts, the less you’ll need to garner in 

your opponent’s core precincts. 

 

Swing Precincts 

 

These are the big mahoffs – the battleground precincts – the areas where most of the 

money in this campaign will be spent, where both campaigns will have ground troops, 

yard sign efforts, hold rallies, go door to door etc.… 
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For most campaigns (except those that are so one-sided for a particular party that they’re 

almost uncontested) winning or losing is determined in the swing precincts.  In these 

areas, there are enough voters who are willing to vote for candidates from either party 

that either party could win the precinct.  Therefore, you will need to spend time and 

money here.  Your campaign will work to raise name ID, persuade voters, and get your 

supporters to the polls on Election Day. 

 

Your Opponent’s Core Precincts 

 

Okay, so we know what we’re doing – we’re raising name ID in our base precincts, and 

both raising name ID and persuading voters in our lean precincts and in swing precincts.  

But what about our opponent’s lean and base precincts?  What are we doing there? 

 

Well, that depends on what the targeting numbers looked like.  Ask yourself – how likely 

is it that you will win this election?  How often do candidates from your party, or 

candidates like you, with your views and experience, win?  If the answer is often, then 

you can be less concerned with your opponent’s core precincts.  However, if your party 

rarely wins, or if candidates with your views rarely win, while candidates like your 

opponent often win, then you know that you’re going to need to pull off an upset by 

winning precincts that are in your opponent’s core. 

 

If your party normally wins, and if your targeting shows that you can win this election by 

focusing on your own core, as well as the and swing precincts, you’ll still want to spend 

some time in your opponent’s core precincts.  You’ll need to make sure that your party’s 

voters in those precincts know who you are and go to the polls, so you’ll still include 

them in your name ID efforts (like direct mail) and get out the vote programs.  But… 

you’ll spend most of your time elsewhere.  On the other hand, if you’ll need to win 

precincts that your party normally loses, be prepared to spend lots of time in your 

opponent’s core precincts, doing the hardest thing there is to do in politics – trying to 

convert your opponent’s likely voters into your voters. 

 

Precinct Targeting and Voter Registration Drives 

 

One final thought on precinct targeting – if you’re going to be conducting voter 

registration drives, where should you be focusing your efforts?  On your own base 

precincts!  Why?  Because when you register a voter, you never know which way they 

will register – will they register in your party, or your opponent’s?   

 

You never know for sure, but you can guess…  If you’re registering voters in your base 

precinct, where 60% of the voters are in your party, you can estimate that 6 out of every 

10 voters that you register will register in your party – not bad!  However, if you register 

voters in your opponent’s base precincts, where 60% of the voters are members of your 

opponent’s party, you can guess that only 4 out of every 10 voters will register in your 

party – not too good!  Stick to your own base precincts, or you’ll be doing your 

opponent’s work for her! 
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Campaign Polling 
 
Campaign Polling is based on a very simple premise:  the idea that in order to find out 

what the electorate is thinking, you needn’t ask every single voter, but instead, can ask a 

representative sampling of the voters a set of questions, and project from that data what 

the entire electorate is thinking.   

 

Polling is a science, plain and simple… Questions can’t suggest an answer, or else you 

won’t get good data.  Certain demographics need to be figured out, so you can slice and 

dice your data in useful ways.  There have been whole libraries of books written on the 

science and art of polling.  The moral of the story is that you’re most likely better off 

using a professional pollster to do your polling, if you can afford one.  Campaigns that 

raise less than $100,000 or so for the entire cycle can probably get away with doing a 

volunteer or staff-run poll.  More information on that (time consuming) process appears 

below. 

 

Remember – polling isn’t just asking the “ballot question” (the question that says, “Who 

do you plan to vote for?”).  Polling is also about seeing where the electorate stands on the 

issues, testing possible messages, getting quick reactions to current events, and generally 

figuring out the mood of the electorate. 

 

Polling Ethics 

 

Political polling is not dirty or evil, but many voters think it is, and many members of the 

media act like it is.  Polling is just a tool – an arrow in the quiver of a modern political 

campaign, which the campaign staff can use to figure out what the electorate is thinking 

on certain issues.   

 

Why, then, is polling sometimes treated like a dirty word?  Some candidates, from all 

sides of the ideological spectrum, use polling to determine where they stand on the issues 

– you know, “If the voters are for a new freeway, then I’m for a new freeway (even 

though I don’t think we really, really need it and we can’t pay for it).  That’s using 

polling to say what you stand for – and it gives politics and politicians a bad name. 

 

On the other hand, most politicians use polling not to determine where they stand on the 

issues, but instead to decide which of their positions to emphasize in the campaign.  For 

example, if you disagree with the freeway but the voters support it, you wouldn’t use 

your opposition to the road as one of the issues in your TV advertising.  On the other 

hand, if you find out that 75% of your voters are against new taxes, and that 63% think 

your opponent is in favor of increasing spending by raising new revenue, and you are 

against new taxes, then you would want to emphasize your position on that issue in your 

campaign materials. 

 

Polling shouldn’t ever determine where you stand on the issues.  You should.  Go ahead 

and figure out where you stand, then do your polling to figure out where the electorate 

agrees with you. 
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Why You Need to Poll 

 

Every campaign needs to use polling.  Why?  Because it allows you to use the scientific 

method to increase your chances of winning.   

 

Years ago, campaigns were based on guesswork.  There was no real scientific polling – 

instead, candidates said things like, “I think I am winning,” or “No one is in favor of that 

in my city, so no one is in favor of that anywhere!”  Likewise, with precinct targeting, 

which didn’t exist.  Campaign managers would assume they knew where their voters 

lived, and which way certain precincts went, but wouldn’t have the data or method for 

doing more precise, scientific targeting.  Too many smaller campaigns still operate this 

way – using guesswork and estimates instead of scientific data and sampling. 

 

To be sure, campaigns aren’t all science – in fact, they’re mostly art.  But modern 

political campaigns can and should put themselves in a position where they are more 

likely to win.  Using campaign polling and good precinct targeting allows your campaign 

to use all the scientific principles available to it, and puts you much closer to that 50%+1 

finish line on Election Day. 

 

Using a Professional Pollster 

 

If at all possible, use a professional pollster for your polling efforts.  There are literally 

hundreds, if not thousands, of pollsters in the United States that focus on political polling, 

including huge national pollsters, large regional polling firms, and small local outfits.  

Similarly, most democratic countries around the world have political pollsters that do 

work there, and if not, a business pollster can often complete the task for you with 

acceptable results. 

 

Professional pollsters will meet with your team to determine what the campaign looks 

like, what your timeline and budget are, and what you’re looking for.  They will then 

usually propose a series of polls for your campaign.   The pollster will handle all of the 

details – they will design questions, in conjunction with your team, then use their own or 

an outsourced call center to make the polling calls, then they’ll report the data they 

gathered back to you, in what should be a useable and readable format. 

 

Your pollster will often suggest starting with a “baseline poll”, which figures out the 

current political climate in your district and where you and your opponents stand, and a 

series of “tracking polls” that will keep you informed of how your campaign is doing, 

where you stand with the electorate, and how your message is being heard.  You may also 

conduct special interest polls to test your advertising messages or sample the public’s 

reaction to recent news events. 
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How to Pay for a Poll 

 

Most campaigns own their own polling information outright. That is, they hire their own 

pollster, pay him or her directly, and own the polling information.  Often, however, it is 

possible for campaigns to save on the cost of a poll by sharing the results – and the costs -

- with another campaign or organization.    

 

The cost of taking a poll is hefty.  The cost of adding a couple of questions to a poll you 

are already taking is minimal.  Therefore, a great way to save is to pair up with another 

campaign in your area, or with your political party, to take a combined poll. 

 

For example, if you’re running for mayor of a large city, see if the person running for 

district attorney (if it is a city-wide office) wants to “split” a poll – many of the questions 

will be the same (both campaigns will want to know demographic info and where the 

voters stand on some citywide issues), then both campaigns can add other questions that 

are more specific to their own elections.  Likewise, your local political party might be 

willing to share the cost with you if you are willing to share the data with them. 

 

Using Polling Information in Your Campaign 

 

As mentioned above, the reason your campaign takes polls is not to determine where you 

stand on the issues – it is to determine where the voters stand on the issues so that your 

campaign knows what to focus on, as well as to see what the ballot question looks like… 

that is, how many voters are planning to vote for you, and how many for your opponent. 

 

Taking this information, your campaign can better plan your strategy. Are we behind?  

Do the voters care about our issues?  Do we need to focus on other topics?  Also, with 

this information, you can determine how successful your campaign strategy and tactics 

have been – are the numbers moving?  Are people responding to us?  If not, do we need 

to do something new? 

 

How Small Campaigns Can Conduct their Own Polls 

 

If your campaign absolutely cannot afford a professional pollster, and you aren’t able to 

split the poll with someone else to make it affordable, then you can take your own poll. It 

won’t be quite as accurate as the professional poll would have been, and it is a time-

consuming endeavor, but with the help of the advice below, campaigns can and should 

collect their own polling information. 

 

The key to conducting you own poll is getting together a great team to help you. No one 

person can conduct a poll on their own.  Even if you are able to get the names, and 

numbers together, and design the questions on your own, the amount of calls that would 

need to be made make this a job for a team of detail-oriented volunteers, staff, or both. 
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The Sample 

 

As mentioned above, polling is based on the idea that you don’t have to individually ask 

everyone in the district what he or she is thinking in order to find out the answer. Instead, 

you can ask a representative “sample” of the population your questions, and if your 

sample is representative of the district at large, you can be reasonable sure that their 

answers are the same as you would get if you asked every single person in the district to 

answer. 

 

In order to get reliable results, it is imperative that your sample (that is, the people that 

you choose to ask) be representative of the district as a whole. To ensure it is 

representative: 

 

• Everyone in the district must have an equal chance of being chosen to be part of 

the sample. The sample must be drawn from a complete list of the people in the 

district, and the sample must be chosen in such a way that everyone has an equal 

chance of being included in the sample.  Locate a list that contains the names of 

as many people who live in the district as possible. The best such list is probably 

the voter registration list (you don’t need to interview people who are not 

registered to vote). Second best is the phone book, but large numbers of unlisted 

phone numbers can skew this result. 

 

• Use a systematic and consistent way of choosing the sample. For example, if your 

list of people in the district contains 10,000 names and you need a sample of 500, 

you would randomly select a name from the list and then take every twentieth 

name above and below that first name for your sample. 

 

• Start with a large enough sample size. The smaller your sample size, the larger the 

percentage of sampling error. There is an upper limit to the number of people 

you’ll need to include, and even statewide campaigns rarely poll more than 800-

1200 voters. A good general rule of thumb for very local campaigns is to have a 

sample size of about 400 voters. Campaigns in extremely small districts can drop 

this number down to 300, but no fewer. 

 

• Pull more than you need! When you are creating your sample, be sure to pull 5 

names for every one person you need to be part of your sample (if your sample 

size is 400, chose 2000 names). Most people are hard to get on the phone, and 

even harder to get to respond to an interview. Your volunteers will need to call 

more than one person just to get one person to say, “Yes, I’ll answer your 

questions.” You can’t go back and add names after the calling starts, because this 

may skew your sample. 

 

Make sure your sample is even. During the interviews, be sure to have several 

demographic questions to make sure that your sample includes a balance in terms of 

gender, ethnicity, and geographic location. Check these numbers before the polling 



56 | P a g e  

 

period is over.  If they’re not even, your volunteers may have to spend the last night or 

two of the poll calling only women, or only residents of a certain area of the district. 

 

Designing the Questionnaire 

 

Just as important as creating a balanced sample is creating a fair and professional 

questionnaire, or list of questions to ask your sample. You need to avoid bias when 

designing the questions and make sure that your volunteer team understands and feels 

comfortable with the questionnaire.  

 

There are several general rules you should keep in mind when designing the 

questionnaire.  The most important is that one question should never influence how a 

respondent answers a future question. For example, if you ask, “How do you feel the 

economy is doing?” after you ask, “What is the biggest problem affecting the economy: 

lack of jobs or the recession?” the answer to the open-ended question is likely to be 

skewed towards the two choices you gave in the close ended question. 

 

Types of Questions 

 

There are numerous types of questions that can be asked during a poll. The most common 

are: 

 

The Weed-Out Question – The weed-out question is designed to filter out any person in 

the sample who does not meet the minimum qualifications you have set. For example, 

you will usually want to make sure that every respondent is a registered voter. Thus, your 

first question may be, “Are you registered to vote in Pennsylvania?” If the poll is for a 

Republican primary, you may also want to ask if the respondent is a registered 

Republican. 

 

The Issue Question – The issue question is designed to find out what issues are on the 

voters’ minds and what issues they feel are important. These questions may be open-

ended, such as, “What issue, in your opinion, is most important to the future of our city?” 

The question may also be close-ended, such as, “Please listen to this list of issues and let 

me know which is most important to you: Education, Crime, the Economy, 

Transportation.” 

 

Voter Perception Questions – Voter perception questions are designed to determine 

name identification (whether the person has every heard of the politician before) and 

approval ratings (whether or not the person approves of the job the politician is doing). 

Such questions may say, “I’m going to read you a list of names. Please tell me if you 

have heard of the person before,” or “Do you approve or disapprove of the job Teddy 

Roosevelt is doing as Allegheny County Councilman?” 

 

Voter Intention Questions – These questions, sometimes called “Ballot Questions,” ask 

how a person is going to vote, and also may ask why the person plans to vote the way 

they do. For example, “If the election were held today, whom would you vote for? 
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Why?” These questions may also test certain “hypotheticals,” such as “If you found out 

that candidate A had never held office before and candidate B had been in office for 25 

years, whom would you be more likely to vote for?” Another favorite style of question 

reads, “Please listen to the following phrases and tell me which one best describes 

Herbert Hoover: honest, intelligent, rich?” 
 

Demographic Questions – These questions determine the “vital statistics” of the 

respondents, such as age, geographic location, ethnicity and gender. These questions can 

be asked both to ensure that the sample truly is representative, as well as to break the 

sample down into parts to determine what issues and messages are important to the 

different groups in the district. 

 

Design your questionnaire to accomplish specific goals – goals you have laid out before 

designing the questions. Never take a poll or ask extra questions just for the sake of doing 

it – know what you want to learn before you ask. Be sure to vary the types of questions 

you ask during the poll. Respondents will get tired of answering the same type questions 

over and over again. Instead, ask a couple of demographic questions, a few open-ended 

issue questions, some close-ended voter intent questions, then back to the demographic 

questions. Keep it moving and changing, so your respondents (and your interviewers) 

stay interested. 

 

It’s also important to note that for close-ended questions (questions where you present a 

number of choices for the interviewee to choose from) your interviewers should rotate the 

choices; that is, they should read the choices in a different order every time they 

interview someone. This prevents a bias caused by respondents being drawn to choose 

the first or last choice on the list. 

 

Conducting the Interviews 

 

With the exception of focus groups, which should be conducted in person, all polls 

should be conducted over the phone. It is quick, easy, and relatively inexpensive. Your 

campaign may be able to get a large law firm or business with a good number of phone 

lines to donate some time on those phones to your campaign. This is an ideal situation 

because if at all possible, you should have all the interviewers conduct the interviews in 

the same place. If you allow your interviewers to “go home and make calls,” you loose 

your ability to supervise and motivate them. 

 

The best time to make your calls is on weekdays between 6:00pm and 9:00pm and 

10:30am to 8:00 pm on Saturdays. You can also make calls from 2:00pm to 8:00 pm on 

Sundays, if there is a need. These times are the best because this is when people are most 

likely to be home and least likely to be bothered by your call. These times may vary 

depending on where you live, so take some time to think it over before making your calls. 
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Training Your Staff 

 

It is very important that your volunteers and staff be well trained before they start the 

interviews. One of the best ways to do this is to hold a “Polling School” or training 

session so that the interviewers have time to get comfortable with the questionnaire. Be 

sure to explain to them how to be professional during the interviews, and let them know 

what you expect of them. Give them a chance to conduct practice interviews, and go to 

great lengths to let them know their help is appreciated. Your interviewers must be 

objective and must not deviate from the questionnaire in any way. 

 

Set Up 
 

Have everything prepared before the interviewers arrive so that they can spend their 

entire time making calls and completing questionnaires. Each interviewer should be 

provided with multiple copies of the questions, phone number lists and a copy of the 

interview instructions, as well as a way to record the answers that they receive. You can 

have your volunteers record the answers manually (pencil and paper) or on a computer. If 

you choose to have them do it manually, the answers will have to be entered into a 

computer for analysis at a later date. 

 

Group the names and numbers you give the callers in groups of five. Separate those five 

numbers into a first tier, containing three names, and a second tier, containing two names. 

Have the volunteers call the numbers in the first tier at least three times each before 

adding the last two names to the list. This makes sure you avoid getting responses only 

from shut-ins. Your goal is to complete one interview from each group of five. Thus, the 

call sheet might look like this: 

 

FIRST TIER                      First Try                Second Try               Third Try 

Person A 

Person B 

Person C 

SECOND TIER 

Person A 

Person B 

 

All of your call sheets and completed questionnaires should be kept at the campaign 

headquarters. Because you are using volunteers and it is likely that more than one person 

will have to call the same number, it is best not to let your callers take the information 

home with them. 

 

Coding 

 

Coding means taking all of the verbal responses you get to your questions and reducing 

them into a form where they can be entered into a computer, tallied, and analyzed. For 

example, if you ask a close-ended question with five answers, coding simply entails 

numbering each of the answers, and recording the number of the answer that each 

respondent gives you. 
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Coding open-ended questions is more difficult, and will require good planning and 

training for your callers. The goal is to group similar responses together. Before the 

calling begins, you will anticipate what some of the responses will be and assign numbers 

to them – for example, if the question is “What is the biggest problem facing Kalamazoo 

today?” you might code your anticipated responses as: 

 

1. Traffic problems 

2. Crime 

3. Drugs 

4. School system 

5. The economy 

 

Your interviewers then ask the question and fit the responses into one of the categories 

given, without telling the person they call that they are doing this. You should instruct 

them to also record any responses that don’t fit into a category or which you haven’t 

anticipated. Every so many days during the calling, go over these extra responses to 

determine any new categories you need to include. All of the results can easily be entered 

into a computer for analysis using the coding system you have devised. 

 

Analysis 

 

Of course, campaign polls aren’t much good unless they are analyzed to determine how 

the mood of the public affects the campaign. Every candidate I’ve ever met is concerned 

most about the “ballot question”: if the campaign were held today who would you vote 

for? While this is an important question, other questions are equally important to 

determining your campaign strategy and message and to see how that message is 

reaching the voters. 

 

Some important analysis you’ll want to do includes: 

 

• What issues are we strong on / weak on that are important to the voters? 

• What about our opponent? 

• What types of voters care about what issues? 

• How well known are the candidates? (name identification) 

• What coalitions / types of people support each of the candidates? 

• What coalitions / types of people are undecided? 

• What issues are important but not being addressed? 

• How will the voters respond to Message A? Message B? 

• Is our message reaching the voters? 

• How can we better communicate with the voters in the district? 

• Are the voters who support us going to go to the polls? 

 

Remember, in many ways, a campaign is like a small business. Just as businesses used to 

shoot in the dark with their advertising campaigns, political campaigns used to randomly 

choose their campaign strategy and message without feedback from the voters. Times 

have changed, and now businesses and political campaigns carefully test and measure the 
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results of their message, marketing, strategy and tactics. For political campaigns, the best 

way to do this testing before Election Day is through campaign polling. No matter how 

small your campaign, you simply must do campaign polling, even if you can’t hire a 

polling firm. 
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Part IV 
 

Political Messaging  
and Communications 
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The key task of any political campaign is getting voters to (a) know your candidate’s 

name and message and (b) vote for your candidate because of that message.  In order to 

do this key task, your campaign has to develop a strong unified message, and have the 

means for delivering that message to the voters.  In this section, you are going to learn 

how to develop your campaign message and communicate that message to the electorate. 

 

Your Message and The Question of the Election 
 
Most campaigns don’t know it – but your campaign message is one of the real keys to 

winning your election. Campaigns are, by their very nature, communications exercises.  

Much like an advertising campaign for a traditional product, the job of a campaign is to 

“sell” a candidate – not in a slimy way, but in the grand debate over ideals and values.  

The way you do this is by defining and advertising what in business would be called a 

“brand,” but in politics is called “your message.” 

 

What is a Message? 

 

Simply put, your message is the over-riding theme of your campaign. It is the 30,000-foot 

view of what you stand for.  Remember – you’re running for office for a reason, because 

you believe that things should be a certain way, that government should have a certain 

role,  and that the person currently serving in the office you are seeking (or your 

opponents for an open seat) have plans that are not in the best interest of your city, state, 

or country. 

 

Earlier in this book, as we completed our campaign research, we looked at what views 

were important to the electorate, and where your candidate and campaign stand on the 

issues.  Now is the time to figure out what binds your issues together – what the 

overarching message of your campaign really is. 

 

The Difference between Message and Issues 

 

It is important to note, at this point, that the issues that you are highlighting in your 

campaign are not your message, and vice versa.  Your message is big picture, and your 

issues are smaller. Your message encompasses your campaign’s ideology and worldview, 

while your issues take that world view and apply it to individual problems or concerns.  

Ideally, your message and issues should be related: 

 

 
 

 

Campaign  

Message 

 

Issue #1 
 

Issue #2 
 

Issue #3 



63 | P a g e  

 

 

As you can see from the above chart, your message comes first, with each issue relating 

back to the message hanging from it, refining the message and showing how you would 

implement the message. 

 

For example, in 1980, Ronald Reagan had a message of smaller government and more 

individual freedom.  This is a big message, and has wide ranging implications for all 

aspects of government.  His issues included lower taxes and less government regulation 

of business, each of which were issues that related back to his message.   

 

Similarly, in 2008, Barack Obama had a message of change in Washington… again, a big 

message with wide implications.  His issues included changing America’s relationships 

with the world, and changing the healthcare system.  Again, these issues related back to 

his message. 

 

The Question of the Election 

 

Read carefully: this is a concept that is not understood (or is misunderstood) by the 

majority of candidates, campaign managers, and consultants working in the field today! 

 

Elections come down to questions – or more accurately, to a single question.  When 

voters go into the voting booth, they are asking themselves a question, even if they are 

asking it subconsciously.  They ask themselves a question, and then answer that question 

with the name of one of the candidates running for that office.  This is true in every 

election, no matter how large or small, and the question they are asking themselves is the 

question of the election. 
 

Who poses the question of the election?  The candidates do!  Each well-run campaign 

spends most of its time and money trying to come up with a question for which their 

candidate is the answer, and then trying to get that question – the one they can win – to be 

the question of the election.  The candidate who can frame the question of the election for 

the voters is the candidate that will (almost always) win the election, assuming that that 

candidate has the resources to make its message heard. 

 

Let’s look at some recent elections for examples: 

 

In 2008, John McCain ran against Barack Obama for President of the United States.  The 

McCain campaign wanted voters to go into the polls asking, “Which candidate will keep 

me safer from terrorism?”  The McCain camp knew (from its polling data) that if voters 

asked that question, most of them would answer “John McCain,” and he would win the 

election. 

 

Likewise, the Obama campaign wanted voters to go into the polls asking, “Which 

candidate will bring real change to Washington?”  The Obama camp knew (again, from 

its polling data) that if voters asked that question, most of them would answer “Barack 

Obama,” and he would win the election. 
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Both campaigns spent millions of dollars and millions of hours trying to make sure that 

voters asked the question that the campaign wanted them to ask.  How did the campaigns 

do this?  By raising money (something we’ll look at later in the book), and spending it on 

the tactics we outline in this book: using the press, paid advertising, grassroots tactics, the 

Internet, etc. 

 

At the end of the campaign, more voters went into the polling place asking themselves, 

“Which candidate will bring real change to Washington?”  Thus, Barack Obama won. 

 

For another example, look at the 2004 Presidential Election, which pitted John Kerry 

against George W. Bush.  Here, the campaigns asked almost identical questions, with a 

different result.  The Bush campaign wanted voters to ask, “Who will keep us safe from 

terrorism?”  The Kerry camp wanted voters asking, “Who will bring change to 

Washington?”  Ultimately, more of the voters went into the polling place asking who 

would keep them safe, and Bush won the election. 

 

What was the difference between the two elections, where voters were presented with the 

same two questions, but with differing results?  Mostly time – in 2004, only three years 

removed from 9/11, the safety issue resonated more, and voters weren’t ready for the 

change question, as they would be in 2008.  Another factor, though probably less so, was 

skill – the Bush campaign in 2004 was expertly run, unlike the 2008 McCain campaign.  

Similarly, Obama’s 2008 campaign far outshone Kerry’s 2004 campaign in terms of 

strategy and tactics. 

 

Voters go into the polls asking a question. Your goal, based on your polling and research, 

is to design a question that you know you will win, then work to make sure that the voters 

are asking that question when they go into the polls. 

 

Relationship of the Question to the Message 

 

The Question of the Election is intimately tied to your campaign’s message.  Once you 

figure out the question you want voters asking, you design your message to get the voters 

to ask that question and to answer it with a vote for your candidate.  In 2008, Barack 

Obama wanted people asking who would bring change to Washington.  His message, 

therefore, was that Washington needed change, and he would bring it.  In 2004, Bush 

wanted voters asking who would keep them safe.  His message, therefore, was that it was 

a dangerous world, and he had proven that he could keep America safe. 

 

The question becomes the message, and the message shapes the issues.  Your tactics 

make sure that the voters hear your message, care about your issues, ask your question, 

and vote for you on Election Day. 
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Getting People to Care (or… Remember Bill Clinton!) 

 

Let’s face it, not everyone cares about the things that you do (or that your candidate 

does).  People have different needs, wants, and desires about many, many things.  Your 

candidate may care passionately about reducing your city’s use of landfill space, but may 

find out the hard way that the majority of the people in your district are more worried 

about the skyrocketing crime rate. 

 

In our city a few years back, I remember a candidate for city council who was a huge 

animal lover, and who ran TV ads touting how much he was against animal abuse and 

how much he loved animals, complete with footage of him and a cat and dog.  That’s all 

well and good, but truth be told, there was no big animal issue in the city that year. 

People liked looking at the cute cats in his ad the first time he ran it, but other than that, 

no one cared.  It was poor messaging, and poor planning.  Not everyone cares about what 

you do. 

 

On the other hand, Bill Clinton was the master of getting people to care.  He did so not 

just by “feeling their pain,” and not just through his charisma, but also by designing his 

messages around core human wants, needs, and values. 

 

Your goal is to design a message, and set the question of the election, as noted above.  In 

order to accomplish that goal, you’re going to need to have people care passionately 

about your message – your message has to be a “cutting message,” one that people care 

so passionately about that they’re willing to vote for you, or against you, because of it. 

 

While not everyone cares about the exact same issues, there are a number of values that 

are important to almost everyone.  These issues generally make up the cutting messages 

that we’re looking for. These values are: 

 

1. Safety – From terrorism, crime, natural disaster, etc.  Are my kids and my family 

safe?  How can I make them safer? 

 

2. Health – Am I healthy?  Is my town healthy?  Is my family healthy? 

 

3. Financial Health and Well-Being – Can I provide for my family?  How is my 

job?  How secure is my retirement?  Will my kids have a better financial life than 

I did?  Do I own my own home? 

 

4. Morality – Am I living in an honest and just world?  Do my children have good 

role models?  Am I a good person?  Are our leaders good people? 

 

5. Children’s Future – Are my kids in good schools?  Will they be able to go to 

college?  Get jobs?  What about my grand kids? 

 

Almost all great campaign messages revolve around these values, and almost all great 

campaign issues tie into campaign messages that revolve around these values.  These 
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values are broad but powerful, because they tap into raw human emotion, wants, and 

needs.   

 

Try to tie the issues that are important to your campaign into these values to see how they 

affect the voters in your district.  For example, your goal of lowering taxes fits into the 

universal human value of financial health and well-being.  Your opposition to abortion 

fits into the universal human value of a desire for a just world. 

 

Remember, there are two sides to every coin, and almost all great issues have honest 

supporters on both sides, both of whom are tapping into competing human values.  For 

example, take the cutting issue of the environment.  Those who support new regulations 

to protect the environment are tapping into the universal human values of health and 

safety.  Those who oppose new regulations are often tapping into the universal human 

value of financial health and well-being (if there are more regulations and costs for 

businesses, will there be fewer jobs and higher food and energy prices?)  Both are tapping 

into big picture values, and which will win will depend on which campaign is better 

planned and funded, what the political environment and this particular electorate look 

like, the year, etc. 

 

Almost every issue can be tied into a universal human value, with some work and 

thought.  Even the most mundane issue can often be tied to an overriding values-based 

theme.  For example, let’s say your campaign really thinks that the most important issue 

in your race for township supervisor is changing the local main street from a two-way 

street to a one-way street.  I can tell you that many hundreds of campaigns have been 

waged and won over fare more technical issues.  How?  By tying the seemingly paltry 

issue of a single one-way street into a universal human value.  In this case, your 

campaign would want to tie the one-way street into the over-arching value of safety for 

our families and our children.  This one-way street will save lives!  Think of all of the 

children that cross that street on their way to school every day!  Frame it right, and shout 

it from the rooftops. 

 

Of course, if you’re campaign is not tying its message into a universal human value, and 

your opponent is, watch out!  If you’re running on the basis of the one-way street, 

without talking about your neighbor’s children’s safety, and your opponent is talking 

about putting the township’s children first and giving them a better future by funding 

more school programs and getting them to go to college, well… you’re toast. 

 

As you plan your campaign theme, remember this:  People will vote for a candidate who 

shares their values... who cares about the same things they care about… and who is 

uniquely qualified to make a difference.   

 

That’s important, so let’s pull it apart: 

 

People will vote for a candidate who shares their values – so you’ve got to know 

what those values are, and see where they match yours – and then you’ve got to 
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let them know that you care about the same things – the same big picture values – 

that they care about… 

 

…and who is uniquely qualified to make a difference – so you’ve got to be 

uniquely qualified, either through experience, training, thought, work ethic, 

character, or some other means – and you’ve got to let them know that you are 

uniquely qualified to solve the problem. 

 

If you can show people that you share their values, talk about issues that are cutting and 

that you both care about, and convince them that you are uniquely qualified to solve those 

issues, then you’re the person to beat in your election. 

 
The Importance of a Unified Message 
 
Your campaign must have one – and only one – message.  You can focus on many issues, 

and many topics, but each issue must come back to your message.  Everything that your 

campaign does, whether it is candidate speeches, direct mail, door-to-door campaigning, 

or candidate debates, must talk about and refer to and persuade people to believe in your 

message.  This is called having a “unified message.” 

 

Your message must pervade your campaign, must be part of everything you do.  If your 

message revolves around smaller government, then your speeches must talk about how to 

reduce the roll of government, your healthcare issue paper must talk about ways to keep 

government out of private health decisions, and your door-to-door script must relate to 

smaller government.  People won’t remember much about your campaign.  Your 

campaign will have to work hard to get the voters to remember just two things about your 

campaign: your candidate’s name, and your message.  Getting them to remember these 

two crucial pieces of information will require repetition… don’t muddy the waters by 

talking about things that don’t tie back in to your campaign message. 

 
Developing Your Campaign Message, Issues and Theme 
 
Okay, you understand what a message is, and the importance of creating a message the 

right way.  How do you actually create that message? 

 

Well, the best way to start is to gather everyone who is working at a high-level on your 

campaign – that means senior staff, top volunteers, your closest advisors, your spouse – 

anyone who knows the campaign, has proven that they support you, and who is 

politically savvy enough to be able to help.  Get them together and get them all thinking 

about your campaign message. 

 

As noted above, your goal, as a group, is to figure out what you want the question of the 

election to be.  The question has to be compelling, unified, big, and tie into core human 

values.  Then, design your message around that question.  Of course, the message also 
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needs to be honest… that is, your message needs to be based on something the candidate 

truly does believe in and feel passionate about. 

 

Come up with a couple of messages that you and your advisors think will work, and then 

test them.  Testing your messages may be as simple as asking around – putting your 

messages or potential messages in front of key allies, friends, and family, and seeing 

what people find compelling.  If your campaign is larger and has more resources, 

consider using polling to test your messages – it’s the truly scientific way to figure out 

how your message sounds to average voters in your district.  

 

Once you have settled on a message that you think can win the election, figure out what 

issues tie into that message, and are most compelling to the voters.  Again, just as with 

your message, the same rules apply: your issues must be truthfully told (never change the 

candidate’s views just to fit the issues you think would be most compelling) and if you 

can test your issues through polling, do so.  Otherwise, test them informally on supporters 

and friends.  Try to come up with at least two to four issues that tie into your message and 

that you can focus on in this election. 

 

Finally, after you determine your message and your key issues, it’s time to work on your 

“campaign theme.” Your theme is your “tag line” – a memorable line that is attached to 

your name on almost everything you do – it’s the line you want people to remember 

about your candidate, which quickly and easily encapsulates your campaign message. 

 

Many times, your message will be your tagline.  For example, if your message is safe 

streets, your theme may be as simple as: 

 

Chris Kinka: Safe Streets for Lawndale 

 

Other times, your message will need to be made more pithy and memorable by the 

addition of a well-polished theme.  For example, if your message is that your local town 

government needs to be made smaller and more responsible by ending over regulation, 

your theme might be: 

 

Joe Murphy.  Let’s Get Government Working Again! 

 

In either case, your goal is to use your theme to make your message so memorable, that 

by the end of the campaign, people who walk down the street and see your campaign 

posters don’t even need to look at the text, they see your name and think, “Hey Joe 

Murphy – he’s the government reform guy!” Or, “Hey, Chris Kinka – he’s the safe streets 

guy!” 
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Campaign Communications and the Law 
 
Politics is an over-regulated business.  As the years pass, federal, state, and local 

governments continue to place new and more onerous regulations on candidates, party 

committees, and even regular citizens that want to make their voices heard. 

 

One key area where government regulation limits political activity is in the area of 

campaign communications. Before beginning your political campaign, every campaign 

must know the rules.  Contact a qualified election attorney in your area, or call the state 

or county board of elections where you are running.  Find out what rules govern political 

communications in your area. 

 

In most areas, all political communications must carry a disclaimer that shows who paid 

for the piece, whether it is direct mail, a TV spot, an ad, etc.  Often, these disclaimers also 

must list the campaign treasurer or other campaign official.  That’s why, at the bottom of 

most political direct mail, you will see something like: 

 

“Paid for and authorized by Mike Welsh for Attorney  

General.  Jenai Murtha, Treasurer.” 

 

Content and form vary by location, and some areas don’t require any disclaimer at all.  

Other areas may limit when ads may be run. 

 

Be sure to check on the campaign communications laws and regulations in your area, and 

make sure that everyone in your campaign understands the rules and follows them. 

 
Purposes of Your Campaign Communications 
 
All of your campaign communications, whether they are paid advertisements, direct mail 

letters, speeches given by the candidate, or press releases sent to local news outlets, have 

a singular purpose: to get your candidate closer to winning the election.  Any 

communication that doesn’t move you closer to victory is a waste of valuable resources. 

 

Campaign communications in general and television advertisements in particular are 

sticky areas for campaigns: supporters, staff, and major donors will weigh in constantly 

telling you what they think you should be doing and when you should be doing it.  Avoid 

the mistake of making your communications decisions based on fleeting sentiments.  

Instead, lay out a communications plan early and stick to it – know what you’re doing 

and why you’re doing it, not to mention how much it will cost and when the work will 

need to be completed. 

 

As mentioned above, all of your campaign communications have one big purpose: to win 

the election.  In moving towards that target, campaign communications come in several 

different categories, which are listed below.  Each category could apply to any type of 

campaign communication, including speeches, letters, direct mail, TV and radio ads, 

billboards, etc. 
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The Bio Piece 

 

A bio piece is just that – it’s a campaign communication that talks about your candidate, 

where he or she came from, and what makes them a good candidate.  It is closely related 

to the name ID piece discussed below, in that it works to raise the name ID of a candidate 

and talk a bit about the message.  Bio pieces are often the first communications pieces 

sent out by a campaign. 

 

The Name ID Piece 

 

The purpose of a name ID piece is to raise the name ID of the candidate, to make sure his 

or her name is well known and is related, in the mind of the voter, to the campaign 

message.  That’s it – the name ID piece generally doesn’t talk abut issues in depth, 

instead, its goal is simply to make sure that the voters know the name of the candidate 

and the office that he or she is running for. 

 

The Positive (or Issues) Piece 

 

The positive political piece highlights the campaign’s key issue, or one of the campaign’s 

key issues.  It is called a positive piece because it only talks about positive issues – those 

issues the campaign wants to address.  Unlike comparison or negative pieces, the positive 

piece doesn’t delve into what your opponents think, instead focusing on what your 

candidate believes and promises. 

 

The Comparison Piece 

 

A comparison piece presents the voters with a choice by highlighting the issues that your 

campaign is focusing on, and then showing what your candidate believes, and comparing 

those stands on the issues with what your opponent believes.  The comparison piece is 

most often done as direct mail. 

 

The Negative Piece 

 

I don’t like the name “negative piece,” but that’s the standard terminology.  Despite what 

you may have heard, negative campaigning isn’t evil or wrong, so long as it is factual and 

issues based.  A negative piece is the one type of campaign communication that focuses 

almost exclusively on your opponent, telling voters what your opponent’s stands are on 

issues where the public disagrees with your opponent.  Remember, negative pieces are 

fine, and in many circumstances may be the best type of communication for your 

campaign, but keep it issues based – don’t delve into ad hominum attacks on the other 

candidate, or lie… not only is it unethical, but it can often cost you the election. 
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The GOTV Piece 

 

The Get Out the Vote (GOTV) piece’s task is to motivate voters who support you to go to 

the polls and vote on Election Day.  We’ll talk more about get out the vote operations in 

the chapter on grassroots activities, but know that at the end of an election cycle, 

campaigns often send out direct mail, run phone banks, go door to door, and even run TV 

ads that target only their supporters with one message: remember that Tuesday is Election 

Day, so go vote for our guy or gal! 

 

Must… Stay… On… Message… 

 

It’s imperative that you remember that no matter what type of campaign communication 

you are sending out, it must stay on message.  Your campaign message is the driving 

force of your campaign communications.  If you’re talking about your bio, how does it 

show that you are capable of implementing your message?  If you’re talking about issues, 

how do they support your message?  If you’re doing a negative piece, how does it show 

that your opponent will not be able to fix the problems and deal with the issues you lay 

out in support of your message?  Remember, message is king. 

 

Figuring Out Your Category Mix 

 

One of the key decisions that your campaign will need to make is determining what mix 

of the above communications categories you will focus on, and when.  For example, 

when should your ads be comparison pieces?  When should your ads be bio pieces? 

 

Generally, your first task in a campaign is raising your candidate’s name ID.  This is done 

through bio pieces and name ID pieces.   

 

Once your candidate’s name has started to penetrate the voters’ consciousness, you want 

to tie your candidate to the campaign message and give the voters a reason to support her.  

You do this through positive (or issues) pieces. 

 

Then, once your candidate is firmly established, you want to show why your candidate is 

a good choice, and your opponent is a bad choice. In other words, once you have 

established the question of the election through your positive pieces, you want to show 

why you are a good answer to the question and your opponent is not.  You do this 

through comparison and negative pieces. 

 

Finally, at the end of the campaign, you want to encourage your supporters to go out and 

vote on Election Day.  You do this through GOTV pieces. 
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Thus, the general flow a campaign communications strategy is: 

 

Bio and Name ID Pieces 

 

 

Positive (Issues) Pieces 

 

 

Comparison and Negative Pieces 

 

 

GOTV Pieces 

 

 

Election Day 

 

Note that once you move into comparison and negative pieces, you should continue to 

run positive pieces as well – you don’t want your campaign to become completely 

focused on your opponent.  Generally, even during a heated campaign that is focusing on 

a negative issue, a campaign will still make sure that at least 40-50% of its 

communications are positive in nature. 

 

Avoiding “Fluff” Pieces 

 

During the campaign, supporters will undoubtedly try to convince you to run “fluff” 

pieces.  These are pieces that don’t fit any of the categories listed above, and instead 

focus on tangential topics or issues close to the heart of one of your supporters, but which 

doesn’t tie into your message.  Thank the supporter, staff member, or volunteer for their 

suggestions, but avoid the urge to run fluff pieces. 

 
Press Coverage and Your Campaign 
 
“Earned Media” is important to every political campaign.  “Earned media” simply means 

press coverage – all the media that you don’t pay for, like newspaper articles, TV news 

coverage, interviews on the radio, etc.  Campaigns spend lots of time trying to figure out 

how to get the press to cover their campaign, but many never figure it out.  

 

Press coverage is important, first and foremost, because it is free.  Your campaign may 

spend thousands of dollars running TV ads, and yet get the same amount of exposure 

from one well-planned media event.  The second reason why press coverage is important 

is credibility - when you run an ad, everyone knows you paid to get it in the paper or on 

TV.  Voters put up their guard, because they know the information is biased.  When the 

newspaper does a story on your campaign, voters trust it, because they know it was 

written by an ostensibly unbiased source. 
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When trying to garner earned media coverage for your campaign, the most important 

things to remember are: 

 

Earned Media must be Earned 

 

There’s a reason why press coverage is called earned media.  Generating press coverage 

is hard work.  Running paid ads is easy, so long as you’ve raised enough money, you can 

run ads at will.  Generating press coverage, though, is labor-intensive.  It requires diligent 

cultivation, real activity, and constant follow up. 

 

The Press Wants News Not Fluff 

 

Remember, the press has a job to do, and running whatever you send them is not part of a 

journalist’s job description.  Journalists are tasked with reporting news.  Many campaigns 

mistake campaign fluff for news.  Journalists will not make the same mistake. 

 

What does that mean for your campaign?  It means that if you send a reporter a press 

release touting your candidate’s bio, it is unlikely the reporter will even give the release a 

second glance.  If you send out a release with a compelling stand on an issue, it might get 

covered.  If you send out a release that your campaign raised $1,000,000 online in one 

hour, well, that’s news, and it will get run. 

 

Your campaign’s job is to frame all of your activities and issues as real news for 

reporters.  You want the reporter to cover your issues and message.  The reporter wants to 

cover breaking news, or at least a long-term, in depth news story.  That tension will 

always exist.  The best way for your campaign to overcome it is to frame what you want 

covered as real news.  Heck, make it real news.  Then let reporters know about it.  You’ll 

stand a far better chance of getting your campaign press releases covered that way. 

 

Want an example?  Let’s say you want the press to cover your candidate’s amazing bio, 

because he was a war hero and successful businessman.  That’s nice, but it’s not really 

news.  One way to get your candidate’s bio covered is to hold a big press conference 

announcing his candidacy, if you have not done so already.  Campaign announcements 

are usually covered and you can usually work in your candidate’s bio.  Alternately, if it’s 

not appropriate to hold an announcement event, your campaign could issue a major 

statement, stating that if elected, your candidate promises to create 1,000 jobs in town for 

military veterans.  Then highlight your candidate’s own move from his military career 

into business. 

 

Tired of Hearing it yet?  It’s that Important! 

 

I know you’re tired of hearing it, but it’s that important, no matter what you do (including 

garnering press coverage), stay on message!  Make sure that all of your earned media 

efforts tie back to your campaign message and issues.  Staying on message will ensure 

that the voters know your candidate and what she stands for! 
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Types of Press Coverage 

 

There are several different types of press coverage your campaign should be working 

towards: 

 

1. Commentary on Breaking News – You’ll want to get your candidate quoted as 

news breaks in the district. 

 

2. Feature Pieces – The campaign should attempt to get local news outlets to write 

pieces just on the candidate, campaign, or one of the campaign’s key issues that 

portrays the candidate in a positive light. 

 

3. Interviews – Many political reporters are willing to do interviews with candidates 

and will write or broadcast extensively on that interview. 

 

4. Op-Eds and Letters to the Editor– Your campaign should try to get op-eds and 

letters to the editor written by the candidate and/or key supporters placed in local 

newspapers. 

 

5. Endorsements – Many daily papers and some magazines offer endorsements.  Try 

to meet with the editorial boards that make these decisions and encourage them to 

endorse your candidate. 

 

6. Call In Radio – If your candidate is comfortable doing so, appearing as a guest on 

call in talk radio programs may be a good way to raise name ID and also get the 

host talking about you, often for a few days before and after your appearance.  

But be careful and be prepared to deal with callers who vocally support your 

opponents. 

 

Establishing Relationships and the Rules of Engagement 

 

Your press secretary (or, in very small campaigns the campaign manager) should 

establish relationships with the key political reporters covering your election very early 

on.  Reporters should know that they can contact your press secretary at all hours to get 

comment for a story, even if they are on a tight deadline.   

 

You may have seen news stories where there is a comment from one political candidate, 

and then the line, “Mr. Smith, his opponent, was unavailable for comment.”  This type of 

reporting often happens when one candidate’s press secretary immediately returns a call, 

and the other candidate’s press secretary takes a few hours to call back.  By then, the 

story is already filed.  Call reporters back as soon as you are prepared to do so. 

 

One mistake many campaigns make is for the candidate to be in constant, casual contact 

with reporters.  This is a major mistake.  The candidate should always be one step 

removed from the press. If a reporter wants to schedule an interview with the candidate, 

he or she should be told to call the press secretary to set it up.  Under no circumstances 
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should the candidate be e-mailing, calling, or otherwise contacting the press on a regular 

basis unless it is for a pre-arranged comment or interview.  Also, be sure that no one from 

the campaign, be they staff or volunteers, talks with the press unless they have clear 

approval from the campaign press secretary. 

 

Anyone from the campaign who will be speaking to the press should be well prepared to 

do so.  One of the main jobs of a press secretary, in addition to garnering press coverage, 

is to prepare the candidate and others to speak to the press on behalf of the campaign.  Be 

sure that you have facts and figures straight, and go into the interview with a clear sense 

of what you want the story to say.  Think through how you will tie this story back to your 

campaign message and issues, and do so. 

 

A final word of caution: be careful around reporters.  Most of them are very good people 

who do a good job, but remember that they do have a job to do.  Be careful about 

speaking to them off the record, or in a casual joking manner.  Many campaigns have 

been burned when things the candidate thought he said, “off the record” were reported in 

print, or when things he said jokingly were picked up by a microphone, and played on the 

evening news. 

 

Media Kits, Press Advisories, and Press Releases 

 

When starting your campaign, develop a well-designed media kit to give out to all 

reporters covering the campaign.  This media kit should include a bio on the candidate 

(with a picture if possible), a campaign brochure and bumper sticker if they are available, 

clips of recent press coverage, the press secretary’s business card with contact 

information, and any relevant issues papers that have been released.  This media kit 

should be regularly updated to give out as needed. 

 

The campaign should also have a good media list in place to send out quick media 

advisories / media blasts.  These media advisories be used to respond to breaking news, 

to alert the press that the candidate or other campaign official is available for an 

interview, or to alert reporters that the candidate will be attending an event that they may 

want to cover. 

 

Similarly, the campaign should issue press releases on a regular basis containing real 

news, including new issues the campaign is highlighting, events the campaign is holding, 

and positive “horserace” information, such as how much the campaign has raised and 

how well you are doing in the polls. 

 

Getting Through the Clutter 

 

Reporters are busy people, and top reporters receive hundreds of press releases a day.  

It’s important to break through that clutter if you want your campaign news to be 

covered.  The best way to do that is to develop a good relationship with key reporters, 

and to offer them real news they can use.   
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Press secretaries should also follow-up their press releases with phone calls to the 

reporter.  While you shouldn’t badger a journalist, a follow-up call to select reporters 

after sending a press release will often be enough to get yours noticed and at least read. 

 

Holding Press Conferences and Media Events 

 

The rule that we discussed for press releases also applies for press conferences: make 

sure you are announcing real news at these events.  Reporters will stop coming to your 

press conferences if they are pure fluff.  Also, be sure to send out media advisories 

several days before the event announcing when, where, and why you are having the 

event, and also who will be there and available for comment to the press.  Then, send out 

another advisory the day before the event reminding journalists of the time, place, and 

purpose.  You may also want to call key reporters to make sure they are coming. 

 

Of course, press conferences aren’t the only media events you will want to use to garner 

press coverage.  Reporters can be invited to campaign rallies, to candidate tours of 

factories and schools, even to accompany the candidate on a day of campaigning.  

Always remember, though, to stay on message, and use caution when dealing with the 

press. 

 

Dealing with Bad Press 

 

 Bad press is a fact of political life.  There’s no way around it.  At some point during your 

campaign, you are going to have to deal with less than glowing press stories.  Many 

candidates cry “woe is me” when these stories come up, and spend days, or even weeks, 

trying to come up with a game plan.  Don’t make that mistake.  The single best advice for 

successfully dealing with bad press is this: get out in front of it, and take action.  Sitting 

on the sidelines doesn’t work. 

 

Preparing to deal with bad political press begins before your campaign launches.  As part 

of the campaign planning process, the candidate should sit down with key staff, 

consultants, and trusted advisors to discuss any items in her past that might come up, 

whether they are business dealings, legal issues, family matters, or anything else that 

might be raised by your opponents in the heat of battle.  Think through these issues, 

perform any necessary research into them, and prepare a response for each.  Do this so 

that when your opponent raises the issue two weeks before the election, you are prepared 

and confident in your response.  

 

Of course, personal issues aren’t the only source of bad political press.  The press may 

also attack you on the issues, or take up one of your opponents’ lines of attack.  As part 

of the research process on the issues you plan to highlight during the campaign, figure out 

your opponents’ likely lines of attack, and begin to prepare your response.  Likewise, 

start figuring out how your campaign is going to attack your opponents’ likely key issues, 

in case the press picks up on them and starts to use them against you. 
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No matter what the issue that is raised, the most important thing to remember is that 

when bad press strikes, good politicians go on offense, using a classic two-step 

process: 

 

1. Get out in front of the story.  Plan your response, then respond.  Either correct the 

errors in the story, defend your actions, explain your position, or admit your 

mistake and move on.   

 

2. Bring it back to your message.  Once you get in front of the story, talk about what 

you want to talk about.  Turn the issue on its head, and bring it all back to your 

campaign’s message 

 

For example, let’s say your opponent is attacking you because you are running as a 

fiscally responsible candidate, opposed to government regulation and for lowering taxes, 

yet you declared bankruptcy several years ago.  Of course, what your opponent doesn’t 

know is that your team discussed this issue before the campaign even began, knowing 

that it might come up, and that you came up with a strategy for dealing with it.   

 

You get out ahead of the story, and do an “exclusive interview” with a respected political 

writer at your local daily newspaper.  You admit that you declared bankruptcy, and 

explain that you had a business that didn’t work out, so you had to file.  Then, you bring 

it back to your message: what your business showed you was how harmful government 

regulation and excessive taxes can be for a small business. You ran a small business, 

employed 12 people, and went out of business, in large part because of high taxes.  But 

you were undeterred.  You pulled yourself up, succeeded in a new endeavor, and are now 

running for office to make sure that no one else has to go through what you did.  You will 

be the champion of small business because you know what it is like to run a business… 

you’ve been there. 

 

When faced with bad political press: 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 
 
Political Gold: Using Direct Mail 
 
When it comes to “paid” media (paid media is all media that is not “earned” media… i.e., 

ads that you pay for, such as TV, radio, billboards, brochures, direct mail, etc.) the most 

underappreciated tactic in the average campaign is political direct mail. 

 

 

 

Get out in FRONT of 

the story… 

Then bring it BACK 

to your message… 
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It’s Not All About TV 

 

Ask your average donor or volunteer (and most candidates, for that matter) and they will 

tell you plainly: We have to get up on TV.  Now.  With lots of ads.  And stay up.  

Forever.  That’s the only way we can win!  The average campaign spends way too much 

time worrying about when they will get up on TV. I  

 

Don’t get me wrong.  TV is important in many, many campaigns.  In fact, for campaigns 

that raise one million or more, TV will usually consume 50% of their total budget.  But 

these one million + campaigns are not “average” campaigns.  There over 500,000 

elections held in the United States each year, for everything from dog catcher to election 

clerk right up to Senator and President.  The vast majority of these campaigns, the 

“average” campaign, is small and doesn’t raise anywhere near that kind of money.  For 

the average campaign that raises $25,000, $200,000, or $500,000, spending lots of money 

on TV is often a waste of dollars that could be used elsewhere.  The less money a 

campaign raises, the smaller the percentage that should be spent on TV advertising, if at 

all. 

 

For larger campaigns, we’ll discuss TV advertising later in the book. A far better 

alternative, for most small and local campaigns, is political direct mail.  For larger 

campaigns, a mix of advertising methods, including direct mail, works best.  So, 

whatever size your campaign, pay attention, because political direct mail should be part 

of your paid media mix. 

 

Why Direct Mail Works 

 

Direct mail works because it is cost effective.  With direct mail, you design a piece, and 

set up a list of voters (lists of voters can be purchased from your local or state elections 

board, usually in an electronically sortable format – you may also want to send mail to 

lists that are purchased from list brokers targeting people in different niches). Then, the 

mail piece is sent out only to the households you select. 

 

This last part is the key to direct mail’s cost effectiveness.  With any other type of 

advertising, you are paying valuable money to reach people who aren’t going to vote, or 

who would never vote for you.  In many cases, they are not even registered to vote!  

Earlier in the book, we talked at length about the importance of targeting.  Of all political 

communications methods, direct mail is the one tactic that lets you closely target your 

piece.  You can decide who receives your message, and who doesn’t.  You never have to 

pay to “shotgun” your message to everyone, including those who don’t vote. 

 

With political direct mail, you can choose to send your mail piece only to registered 

voters, or to voters who voted in three of the past four elections.  You can send your piece 

only to Republicans, or Democrats, or Independents. You can target Republicans who 

voted in at least one of the past four elections in precincts three, five, seven, eight and 

nine, , or members of Mensa who are registered to vote and live in your district.  The 
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choice is up to you.  It is this flexibility that makes direct mail such a good choice for 

cash-strapped campaigns. 

 

Larger campaigns, too, benefit from the choices direct mail offers, and should use direct 

mail to compliment their entire marketing mix.  Simply put, every campaign should be 

using direct mail. 

 

Your Mail Through the Eyes of Joe Schmoe 

 

“Wait a minute!” you’re saying.  “I get direct mail from companies, and candidates, all 

the time.  And all do is take it to the trash.  If I don’t care about direct mail, why will my 

voters?” 

 

You’re absolutely right.  As far as direct mail is concerned, there are three types of 

voters: 

 

1. The 10 Second Club – The vast majority of voters fall into this category.  These 

are the folks that look at your piece and walk it to the trash can – they have your 

piece in their hands for approximately 10 seconds. 

 

2. The Skimmers – A far smaller number of voters are skimmers – people who look 

through your mail piece on the way to trash can, reading headlines and looking at 

pictures.  They will generally have your piece in their hands for 20-30 seconds.  

These people are usually more interested in politics, and thus more likely to vote, 

or are just people who like to skim everything before they throw it out so as to not 

miss anything. 

 

3. The Readers – Few and far between, these voters actually take the time to read 

your mail piece.  They generally will look through your piece for one to two 

minutes, reading the headlines, and drilling down into the text.  These people are 

either very interested in your particular race, or tend to be older, retired folks who 

enjoy receiving and reading political mail. 

 

It doesn’t seem fair, does it?  You’ve spent all that time designing your mail piece and 

figuring out whom to mail it to, and most of those people just throw it out!  Not to fear. 

direct mail still works, and is still the most cost effective media tactic for small and 

medium-sized campaigns.  The key is to design your direct mail with the knowledge that 

most people will hold it in their hands for 30 seconds or less.The key is to use tried and 

true methods to make your mail more successful and memorable – to design political 

direct mail that works. 

 

Designing Political Direct Mail that Works 

 

When designing political direct mail, you have two main goals.  The first is to raise your 

name ID, and the second is to highlight your message or raise your opponent’s negatives 

(depending on what type of direct mail it is).  That’s it – sure, you’ll talk about the issues 



80 | P a g e  

 

and include stats and graphs when appropriate, but for the most part, you know that most 

people aren’t going to even read your piece.  So, you have to make sure that your piece is 

designed for The 10 Second Club and Skimmers. 

 

Designing for The 10 Second Club is easy, when you remember your two goals: 

 

Goal #1: Raise Name ID 

 

Do this by including your name, front and center, in large text, throughout the mail piece.  

Make sure that when someone looks at your mail piece on the way to the trash can, they 

notice your name.  

 

Goal #2: Highlight Your Message 

 

If you’re sending out Name ID, Bio, or Positive/Issues mail, you want to make sure that 

if a voter takes your mail and heads straight to the trash, he or she not only sees your 

name, but your message.  Make sure your theme/tagline is front and center and that your 

message is prominently featured throughout the mail piece. 

 

OR 

Goal #2: Raise Your Opponent’s Negatives 

 

If you’re sending out Comparison or Negative mail, you want to make sure that if a voter 

takes your mail and heads straight to the trash, he or she sees what is wrong with your 

opponent – what issue you are hitting them on, or in a comparison piece, why they are 

not as qualified for the job as you are. 

 

You also want to make sure that your pieces are designed to be appealing to Skimmers 

and Readers.  For skimmers, include lots of headlines, pictures with captions, and pull 

quotes.  For readers, make sure that each headline is supported with some text (but not 

too much).  That way, no matter what type of voter is receiving your mail piece, they are 

engaged and can easily pick out what is most important: your candidate’s name and 

message.   

 

Types of Political Direct Mail 

 

There are many types of political direct mail that can be used to communicate your 

message.  The most popular include the following: 

 

• Oversized postcards are economical and a great way to raise your name ID and 

get your message out. 

• Tri-folds and other multi-page, full color mail are more expensive and look 

slicker, and provide more space for photos, information, and comparisons. 

• Letters are most often used for fundraising mail (see below) but sometimes can be 

used to communicate your message or attack your opponent.  If you do use letters, 
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be sure to still use smart design: lots of white space, lots of headlines, a picture or 

graph or two, etc. 

 

 

Repetition is Key 

 

In order to remember your name and message, most voters will need to see / hear / say 

your name and message a number of times.  For this reason, most campaigns that use 

direct mail try to send a variety of pieces to their targeted voters over the course of the 

campaign.  These voters will often receive three, four, five or more pieces from the 

campaign, in order to reinforce the message and name.  Use your campaign plan and 

budget to figure out how many times you will be able to mail to each targeted voter.  In 

general, the more the better. 

 

Lastly, a few final thoughts on your mail design:  First, stick with your overall campaign 

color theme – don’t have red and white signs and green and yellow mail.  Second, use a 

professional designer / writer, if you can afford it.  Lastly, remember, as with all things 

campaign-related, stay on message! 

 

For most campaigns, direct mail is political gold.  Use it wisely. 

 
Radio, TV, and Newspaper Advertising 
 
Newspaper, radio, and TV advertising are true “mass political marketing” mechanisms.  

They broadcast your message to a wide audience, and because they do, each costs more 

than the per-voter cost of targeted direct mail.  That being said, radio and TV advertising, 

at least, can do something that no direct mail letter will ever do: they bring your 

candidate to life by letting voters hear (radio) or see and hear (TV) your candidate 

delivering his or her own message, meeting with voters, and answering critics.   

 

In this section, we’ll go through the pros and cons of each of these three mass marketing 

techniques and learn more about how to use them in a political campaign.  We’ll start 

with the least effective of the three, newspaper advertising. 

 

Read All About It: Political Ads in the Newspaper 

 

Generally speaking, for campaigns, newspaper ads are not worth what they cost.  

Newspaper ads, particularly in daily papers with large circulations, can be very 

expensive, yet most voters (and most consumers) ignore the ads in the paper.  Most 

newspaper readers read the news, but have trained their minds to filter out the ads, unless 

they are specifically looking for ads, such as in the car section.  For that reason, 

newspaper ads should generally be avoided by political campaigns. 

 

If you do decide that you need to buy ads in the local paper, be sure to design your ad the 

same way you design your political direct mail – knowing that most voters will only look 

at your ad for two or three seconds.  Use big bold text focusing on your candidate name 
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and message, make sure there is lots of white space, and use headlines and pull quotes to 

interest ad “skimmers.”  Don’t use lots of text – most newspaper readers are willing to 

wade through the text of the news they are reading, but unwilling to do the same to read a 

political advertisement. 

 

Advertising on the Radio 

 

Unlike newspaper advertising, radio ads can be very cost effective.  While they are not as 

closely targeted as direct mail (you can’t decide that you’ll pay for a particular voter to 

listen to your radio ad, but not his neighbor, as you would with direct mail), it is 

somewhat targetable in that you can decide which stations to run your ad on: news, 

sports, talk radio, adult contemporary music, top 40 music, etc.) 

 

Also, unlike newspaper ads, radio advertising is unbelievably cheap on a per-ad basis.  

While you may pay $10,000 to run a full-page ad in a major metro daily newspaper, you 

might only pay $50 to air an off-peak 30 second ad on a radio station in that same city. 

 

Bear in mind, though, that with radio advertising, repetition is key.  You’ll need to make 

sure that voters hear your ads over and over again if you want them to sink in.  It has 

been estimated that a voter needs to hear your ad five to seven  times before they really 

notice it and start to remember it… thus, you’ll need to air your ad dozens of times before 

individual voters start to hear it over and over again. 

 

The keys to designing an effective radio ad are: 

 

1. Keep it Short – Ads of 15, 30, or 60 seconds work best. 

 

2. Say Your Name – Repeat the candidate’s name over and over again, wherever 

practical, in the ad to get voters to remember it. 

 

3. Use as Professional – Don’t wing it.  Use a professional production company and 

professional voice talent to record your ad.  For extremely small campaigns, you 

may be able to bring professional talent into the radio studio where the ad will be 

run, and have them record the ad for you. Remember, not running radio ads at all 

is better than running ads that sound cheap and unprofessional. 

 

4. Choose your Slots Wisely – Ads are priced based on when they run.  You can 

either choose to run an ad at a specific time (such as the AM and PM drive times / 

rush hours, which are usually the most expensive times) or to put them “on 

rotation” or “on rotation of schedule,” which means that the radio station can air 

them at anytime during their 24-hour programming day where they have extra 

time.  These rotation ads are very, very cheap, but watch out – your ads will end 

up running at 2:00 AM or 4:30 AM, when very few people are listening.  Ads 

slots that cost more do so because more people are listening at that time.  Ask the 

radio station for their statistics of who is listening when, and make your time 

choices wisely. 
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So, when should you run your spots?  Let your campaign plan and the station’s 

listenership statistics be your guide.  Remember, your goal is to have as many targeted 

voters as possible hear your message, for a reasonable price.  Spending money running 

ads at 3:00 AM on a top 40 station will most likely be cheap, but a waste of money.  

Running ads at the AM drive on an all news station will get you a ton of listeners who are 

interested in politics will be very expensive.  Decide how you can meet your voter 

contact goals and stay within your budget. 

 

One final item as it relates to radio advertising: consider using a media buyer with 

political experience.  A “media buyer” is an advertising agency or consultant who 

negotiates rates, picks when and where to air your spots, and handles many of the 

technical details for you.  Find a media buyer with skill and political experience who can 

help you navigate the murky waters of paid advertising. 

 

Getting on the Small Screen: Television Advertising for Political Campaigns 

 

As mentioned in the section on political direct mail, far too many small campaigns think 

that they absolutely positively have to be on TV.  That isn’t true.  I’ve seen many small 

campaigns waste good money by putting shoddy campaign ads up at 2:00 AM for a 

couple of days, and pat themselves on the back because they were on TV.  That money 

would have been better spent on direct mail, or at least on well-produced radio spots. 

 

That being said, many medium and large campaigns can and should be using TV as part 

of their advertising mix.  TV advertising is expensive, the most expensive medium there 

is, so campaigns should be extra careful when planning their television advertising 

campaigns. 

 

As with radio advertising, TV advertising is expensive, in part, because it reaches so 

many people – voters and non-voters alike.  While you can target TV ads by choosing 

which stations you run ads on, it isn’t nearly as targetable as direct mail.  That being said, 

TV ads are powerful, they allow the viewer to see and hear your candidate, his or her 

family, and other voters who are interacting with the candidate.  They can draw a very 

emotional and positive response, if they are done correctly. 

 

When using television advertising in your campaign, the best advice I can give is this: use 

a professional political media consultant.  Today’s political media consultants are well 

versed in campaign communications and know what works, and what doesn’t.  Hire a 

media consultant to oversee production and media buying of both your radio and TV ads.  

Shop around for the best media consultant you can afford.  Check their references and 

negotiate their rates (in politics, as in business, everything is negotiable), then trust their 

expertise.  As in radio advertising, with TV it is better to run no ads at all than to run 

cheap, amateur ads on the wrong stations at the wrong times.  Use your money wisely, 

and hire professional help. 
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Yard Signs, Palm Cards, Brochures, and More! 
 
Some of the most visible communications pieces your campaign will design and circulate 

are yard signs, palm cards, and brochures.  Many campaigns design these “off the cuff,” 

letting whatever volunteer happens to go to the printer design the yard sign, and letting 

the local quick-print shop lay out the brochures.  That is a mistake.  Palm cards, yard 

signs, and brochures should be designed with care, and with the same look and feel as all 

of your campaign pieces, and should highlight your campaign message in a way that will 

compliment your other paid media efforts. 

 

Winning the Yard Sign Wars: Design and Strategy 

 

Yard signs are a significant part of any grassroots effort.  Almost every campaign, no 

matter how small or large, relies on yard signs as part of its grassroots strategy.  Yard 

signs serve three primary purposes: 

 

1. Raising Name ID – Yard signs get your name in front of voters, raising your 

overall name ID, and complimenting your other media efforts. 

 

2. Showing Widespread Support – As your yard signs start to sprout on lawns across 

the district, people start to notice.  Having lots of yard signs placed gives the 

impression that you are gaining support and traction in the race. 

 

3. Generating Activity – Yard signs are an easy “volunteer job.”  Getting your 

volunteers “acting” as soon as they volunteer is important… you have to keep 

them engaged.  One easy way to do that is to ask them to put up a yard sign, and 

to recruit three of their neighbors to do the same. 

 

When designing your yard signs, remember: simplicity reigns.  Many campaigns try to 

put way too much text on their signs, making them unreadable.  Generally, your yard 

signs should only show the candidates’ name and the office he or she is running for.  If 

there’s enough space, you can also add the campaigns’ theme or tagline, which ties 

directly back into the message.  There should be lots of open space on the sign to make it 

readable, and campaigns should definitely keep graphics to a minimum. 

 

The color scheme on your yard signs should ideally relate to your overall campaign color 

scheme.  If your logo, brochures, tour bus, and lapel stickers are all red, white, and blue, 

then your yard signs should be too.  If your color scheme is green and white, or green, 

blue and white, then consider green and white or green, blue and white for your yard 

signs. 

 

After you have finished your yard sign design, put your sample sign through the 30/3 

yard sign test.  Have one of your campaign volunteers stand 30 feet away, and flash your 

yard sign at you for 3 seconds.  Can you read everything on it easily?  If so, then 

someone driving by in a car will be able to read it as well.  If you can’t read it during the 
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30/3 test, then something needs to be re-designed: a new color scheme, less text, a 

different font, or bigger words. 

 

Once you’ve gotten your yard signs designed and printed, implement a yard sign strategy 

to get your signs placed throughout your district.  You’ll want to get your signs up during 

the Name ID portion of your campaign (where you’re trying to build name recognition 

for the candidate), if not sooner.  Be sure to keep a record of the people who agree to put 

up signs for your campaign – these folks are supporters, and want to see you win.  Stay in 

touch with them, invite them to fundraisers, and include them in your get out the vote 

efforts. 

 

The best way to get signs up is to ask.  It’s simple, but far too many campaigns have 

come to me wringing their hands, saying “we just can’t get these 500 signs up!  What 

should we do?”  After talking with them, it becomes clear: they haven’t gone out and 

asked.  Unless your campaign is a nationally well-known race, very few people will call 

your office asking you to come by with yard signs.  It’s your campaign’s job to go out 

and recruit people to put up signs.  The best ways to ask people are: 

 

• Include Yard Signs in Your Volunteer Strategy – ask every person who wants to 

volunteer if they will put up a yard sign, and ask their neighbors to do the same. 

 

• Ask your Donors – Have someone call all of your donors and ask them if they’d 

like a yard sign.  Offer to have a volunteer stop by and put it up for them. 

 

• Bring Signs to Events – Bring yard signs to all of your campaign events.  Have 

the campaign manager get up and ask everyone to take one home with them to put 

on their front lawn. 

 

• Door to Door – As part of your campaign’s regular door to door efforts, ask folks 

if you can come back and put up a sign.  You can also go door to door just to ask 

people to put up signs. 

 

The keys to a successful yard sign strategy are smart sign design, and a willingness to go 

out and ask people to put your signs up.  Get started early, and keep the activity going 

throughout the entire campaign. 

 

Effective Brochures and Palm Cards 

 

Brochures and palm cards are also called “take-aways” or “leave-behinds,” because 

people who stop by your campaign office or events take them with them when they leave, 

and because the candidate and volunteers leave them behind with voters when they go 

door to door or meet them at events and rallies.   

 

Take-aways like brochures and palm cards are important because they are often taken 

inside the voters’ homes, and often are seen not just by the voter but by his or her family 

as well.  As with all campaign materials, your take-aways should be designed around 
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your message and the issues that support that message, and should use the same color 

scheme as the rest of your campaign materials. 

 

Designing brochures and palm cards is similar to designing political direct mail – design 

them with the knowledge that most people will either carry take-aways right to the trash, 

or will skim them and then throw them out.  Put your candidate’s name and message 

front and center, and use lots of pictures with captions, headlines and pull quotes to entice 

skimmers to read over your piece. 

 

What is the difference between a brochure and a palm card?  A brochure is a multi-page 

document, usually folded in half or as a tri-fold, and provides more information than a 

palm card.  A palm card is a single document with two printed sides – it generally looks 

like an oversized postcard without the space for the address and stamp (printed on both 

sides). 

 

Many campaigns make the mistake of printing too many types of campaign take-away 

literature.  Rarely does a campaign need more then one type of brochure and one type of 

palm card.  Often, smaller campaigns can print up a small brochure that serves as both 

brochure and palm card. 

 

Use the brochure and/or palm card at all campaign events – hand them out as you go 

door-to-door, pass them around at rallies and volunteer meetings, and make sure the 

candidate has a supply wherever she goes.  Use the take-aways as the campaign’s calling 

card – in fact, the candidate shouldn’t carry business cards, she should carry palm cards 

with the campaign office phone number and address on them.  Take-aways provide a 

great opportunity to make your campaign look professional, and to encourage the voter to 

take something along with him that will reinforce the campaign message at a later date. 

 

Using Billboards to Raise Name ID 

 

The professional political community is split on the effectiveness of billboards in political 

campaigns.  Some professional operatives do not use them under any circumstances.  

They believe that billboards, which are not very targetable, and which cost a decent 

amount of money for good placement, are a waste of campaign resources.  Other 

consultants think that billboards can be a good use of money under certain circumstances. 

 

I agree with the latter group: I think that under certain circumstances, billboards can be a 

good use of the campaign’s time and money.  Which circumstances make billboards a 

wise investment? 

 

1. The Candidate Needs to Raise Name ID – Every candidate needs to raise their 

name ID somewhat, but billboards are particularly well suited for candidates who 

are almost completely unknown, particularly if they are well-funded.  Political 

billboards’ sole purpose is to raise a candidate’s name ID. 
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2. Good Placement Exists – Which billboards are available to the campaign?  Are 

they (a) within the district, (b) viewed by lots of drivers, and (c) viewed by lots of 

drivers who likely live in the district? 

 

3. The Costs are Reasonable – Billboards can be relatively cheap, or relatively 

expensive.  If the billboards you want to rent are not reasonably priced, skip them 

and plough the money into targeted direct mail. 

 

If your campaign decides that billboards would be a good fit for your strategy, be sure to 

design them right – billboards are essentially giant yard signs in the sky.  Design them 

that way.  Include the candidate’s name, the office that the candidate is seeking, and the 

message tagline.  That’s it, unless you have a short, pithy website URL (like 

VoteSmith.com), in which case you can include that as well.  As always, be sure that the 

color scheme fits your campaign’s overall color scheme. 

 

There are two other types of billboards that I have seen campaigns attempt, with varying 

degrees of success.  The first is the negative billboard, where the campaign uses the 

billboard like a negative campaign piece, attacking their opponent.  In my opinion, this 

rarely works, as voters don’t trust billboard headlines the way they might trust a mail 

piece headline that is backed up by lots of facts and figures.   

 

The second alternative type of billboard is the endorsement billboard, where a campaign 

that gets a really great endorsement from a universally-known person in the district puts 

up a billboard with a picture of the endorser and a quote endorsing the candidate.  This 

type of billboard can work well, so long as the endorser is really, very well known (the 

CEO of the largest business in town, a local celebrity, the state governor, etc.).  

 

Other Collateral Materials 

 

Utilize other campaign collateral materials at your own peril.  Once you buy yard signs 

and start spreading the word, companies will approach you about buying stuff with your 

campaign logo: pens, calendars, nail files, magnets, even things like dog sweaters and 

mud flaps.  For the most part, take a pass. These things can be expensive and not really 

that helpful.  The exception could be refrigerator magnets (because people put them up 

and leave them up, showing your name and message all day, every day) and the 

occasional give away like a pen or lapel pin with the campaign logo, if you’ve got the 

cash to do so. 

 
How to Use the Internet and E-mail in Your Campaign 
 
If there’s one campaign communications medium that is misunderstood, it is the Internet 

(including e-mail and social networking applications).  Today, every campaign staffer 

and candidate has seen stories of national politicians raising millions of dollars online in a 

single day, or signing up thousands of volunteers in an hour.  Many times, I’ve heard 

even tech-savvy candidates say, “Our campaign is going to revolve around the Internet.  

We’re going to sign up lots of volunteers and raise lots of money online.”  When I ask 
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how they plan to do that, they say, “We’re going to have a strong web presence, be on the 

social media sites, and open a dialogue where we talk to people online.” 

 

Sounds nice, doesn’t it?  But it is not the reality for most campaigns.  Most campaigns 

will not raise millions online, and most campaigns will not sign up thousands of 

volunteers online.  Let’s be honest, there are some campaigns that will do all of those 

things.  They are large national campaigns, celebrity campaigns, and big regional contests 

with national implications. The vast majority of campaigns (99%!) will raise very little on 

the internet, and sign-up a couple dozen volunteers online. 

 

“But wait!” you say, “that’s not true for us!  We’ve got a tech-savvy demographic!  

We’re tied into a national group, have national issues, we’ve talked to our supporters 

about our online efforts and they are excited to get connected!”  That may all be true, and 

you may still not raise tons online.  Be careful about making raising money online one of 

the keys to your campaign fundraising strategy.  Be careful about making communicating 

online one of the keys to your paid media efforts.  In short, be careful what you promise 

your supporters about the efficacy of your online efforts.   

 

Before going any further, ask yourself this: 

 

a) Am I running for President (outside the US: head of state or government), 

Congress or the Senate (national legislature) or governor of a state (executive of a 

province, state, or territory)? 

 

b) Is my race of national importance, or do I have a recognized leadership role in a 

particular national issue, party, or ideology? 

 

c) Does it appear, to outside observers, that I have at least a 40% chance of winning?   

 

If you were able to answer “yes” to all of those questions, then yes, you can include 

online fundraising, communications, and grassroots activity as a significant part (but not 

the majority) of your campaign plan.  If you answered “no” to any one of those questions, 

then, like most campaigns, the Internet can compliment your campaign strategy, but will 

not carry the water for you. 

 

The Best Way to Use the Internet in Your Campaign 

 

I am not telling you not to use the Internet, e-mail, etc. in your campaign.  What I am 

telling you is that you should know the right way to use the Internet, if you are to use it 

effectively.  The right way is as a compliment to your other efforts, a way to stay in touch 

and deliver information, and to compliment your calls to action. 

 

Gathering Names 

 

One of the key functions of your campaign website, and one that is often overlooked, is 

to gather names of supporters.  We’ve all been on websites over the years that push their 
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readers to sign up for an e-mail newsletter, e-blast, email updates, or the like.  Follow 

their lead!  Your website should include an invitation for people to leave their name and 

e-mail address to join your newsletter.  Every single page should have a place for people 

to sign-up.  (For a real-life example of a newsletter sign-up box, go to 

www.LocalVictory.com and look at the top right-hand corner of any page).  Services like 

AWeber (aweber.com) and Constant Contact (constantcontact.com) make newsletter 

administration easy, and cheap. 

 

Of course, people are busy, so you’ll need to do some marketing to get them to actually 

sign up for your newsletter.  Perhaps, instead of asking people to sign up for your 

newsletter, you ask them to join your E-Campaign Leadership Team, or become an 

Online Captain.  All they have to do is leave their name and e-mail address, and you’ll 

send them your Online Captain Newsletter, invite them to campaign events, and let them 

listen in on monthly update conference calls with the candidate.  Give people a reason to 

join, make them feel like they are part of your team, and then stay in touch with them. 

 

Once you start getting people to sign up for your newsletter, you can do all sorts of great 

things with your list.  You can send out fundraising e-mails.  You can ask people to 

volunteer or come to events.  You can remind people to go vote.  In short, by encouraging 

people to leave their name and e-mail contact information, you’ve got a list of supporters 

you can use, instead of just a bunch of people who visit your website and then leave. 

 

Staying in Touch 

 

Similarly, another great use for your website is staying in touch with your supporters.  

Get your supporters and volunteers “trained” to use your website to learn news and 

information about the campaign.  Tell volunteers that you’ll post all campaign event 

information on line.  Let reporters know that all of your issues papers will be available 

there, and make sure that you reference your website at the end of speeches by saying, 

“for more information or to get involved, come visit me at 

www.BenFranklinforMayor.com!”  

 

Compliment Your Calls to Action 

 

Your website should also be used to compliment, but not supplant, your calls to action in 

the offline media.  A “call to action” is anytime you try to motivate your supporters to do 

something, be it volunteer, donate, show up at a rally, put up yard signs, etc.  Your 

website can be an easy gathering place for your supporters to take concrete steps on 

behalf of your campaign.  

 

If you need people to go door to door, ask them to download information on how to 

campaign on your website, along with sample interactions that you’ve taped and posted 

online.  If you are asking people to watch a debate, tell them to go onto your website to 

find a debate-watching party near their homes.  Use your website to add value to your 

campaign’s other interactions with voters. 
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Using Social Media in Your Campaign 

 

Just as websites and e-mail newsletters can effectively compliment your campaign 

activities, social media and social networking sites can compliment your campaign’s 

online efforts.  

 

What are social media sites?  The names of popular sites are sure to change over the 

coming years, given the pace of online community-building, but social media sites are 

places like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and LinkedIn.  Social media sites are those 

websites where users (the public) is in control of content and broadcasting. 

 

How can you effectively use social media sites in your campaign?  Many candidates have 

found that tying a Twitter account to their websites allows them (through their press 

secretaries) to stay in touch with voters on a quick and personal basis.  Likewise, many 

campaigns have had great success in hosting Facebook and LinkedIn pages, and asking 

supporters who are on those sites to spread the word about the candidate/campaign page.  

Just be careful not to be too pushy on these sites.  Set up a great page, tell your 

supporters, and then ask them to do the work in spreading the word for you. 

 

Designing Your Site 

 

Campaign websites should be designed around ease of use.  Make sure that they are easy 

to read, load quickly, and are not “walls of text.”  People don’t like to feel like they are 

being inundated with information.  Use lots of blank space, and much as with direct mail, 

use lots of pictures, headlines, and pull quotes.  It’s also very important, particularly on a 

campaign website, to talk in a conversational tone of voice.  The web isn’t a place to be 

overly stuffy or rigid.  Write on the web as you would if you were giving an informal 

speech.  

 

Don’t make the mistake of hosting your campaign website on a “free domain.”  Buy a 

real domain name (www.BenFranklinforMayor.com instead of 

www.FreeSiteHost.com/benfrankinformayor) and don’t place paid ads of any kind on 

your website. Utilize your campaign’s color scheme, and stay on message. 

 

Remember that everything you place on your website is public information.  If you say 

something on your website or in an e-mail message, be sure you can back it up with facts, 

just as you would if you were writing it in an op-ed in the daily newspaper.  Today, 

everyone uses the Internet, so what you put on your website will be seen by your 

opponent and the press.  

 

Finally, if your campaign is of any decent size, then you should find a professional web 

designer to design your campaign site.  You may be able to get a supporter who is in the 

tech business to design the site for you free of charge. Or you may have to pay for a 

professional site.  It’s worth it.  Professional web developers can design great looking 

sites fast – be sure to negotiate, and shop around for price and ability.  If you can find a 

designer who has developed political sites before, that’s a real plus as well. 
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Promoting Your Site 

 

Just as with traditional media, there is a plethora of ways to promote your website to the 

wider world, both free and paid.  The primary methods are: 

 

Free Promotion 

 

1. Search Engines – Make sure to post lots of relevant information on the 

issues facing your community on your site.  Good, keyword rich articles 

will help you garner traffic from Google and other search engines. 

 

2. Links from Other Sites – Ask you local, county, and state political party 

organization to link to you, find local political bloggers who may want to 

link you, and ask supporters to consider putting a link to your website on 

their own pages. 

 

3. Press Releases – Send out a press release announcing the launch of your 

site, and other releases announcing any new major additions to the site. 

 

4. Offline Buzz – Include your web address (URL) on all of your campaign 

brochures, palm cards, business cards, direct mail pieces, and letterhead.  

Mention it in your speeches. Tell people to go online and go to your 

website. 

 

Paid Promotion 

 

1. Pay Per Click Advertising – Unless you are a campaign with large national 

implications, it probably isn’t worth it to use pay per click (PPC)  

advertising, where you pay an ad network a small fee (anywhere from .01 

to $1 or more) every time someone clicks on one of your ads. 

 

2. Banner Advertising – Again, unless you are a large national campaign, it 

probably isn’t worth it for your campaign to pay other websites to place 

your banner ad (with a link to your site) on their own websites. 

 

3. Social Media Advertising – If you are a small campaign, the first place 

you should look for paid online advertising is social media – networks like 

Facebook offer highly-targeted, cost effective advertising for campaigns 

of all sizes.  I’m not saying that you should be paying for online 

advertising for your campaign, but if online advertising is right for your 

campaign, look at social media advertising first. 

 

Campaign websites, e-mail newsletters, and social media sites like Twitter and Facebook 

can and should be a part of any campaign’s paid media mix – just be sure to understand 

what the web can and can’t do for your campaign, and plan your strategy and your 

website accordingly. 
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Repetition Reaps Rewards 
 
Remember, people are forgetful.  They are busy.  They don’t care about the same things 

you do.  You’re heavily involved in politics… that’s why you’re reading this book.  Your 

candidate, campaign manager, and major donors, they are all most likely interested in 

politics.  They probably read political websites, always read/watch the news, tune in to 

the national political conventions and presidential debates, and generally think about 

politics quite a lot. 

 

The success of your political communication efforts rests in remembering that most 

people are not like you, your campaign manager, or major donors.  Most people, Average 

Joes and Janes, don’t have a lot of time for politics.  They’ve got jobs, families, kids’ 

soccer games, PTA meetings, the chamber of commerce, Aunt Jen’s birthday party and 

that graduation gift they have to buy for the kid around the corner.  In short, their lives 

don’t revolve around politics. 

 

Why is that important?  Because, unlike you, most people don’t always have their 

“political radar” up.  If you are anything like me, when a political ad comes on TV that 

you haven’t seen before, you stop to watch it, then you think through the strategy behind 

running it.  Most people just change the channel or zone out until Wheel of Fortune 

comes back on.  You probably look through your political direct mail, just to see who is 

doing what.  Most people don’t.  Most people are too busy figuring out if they have 

enough money to pay the bills that just came in the mail. 

 

The way to get through to “most people” is repetition – your campaign has to constantly 

get the candidate’s name and message in front of the voters.  You can do this through any 

of the tactics outlined in this book: paid media, earned media, speeches, rallies, events, 

door to door, your website, etc.  Your goal is to start getting your name in front of your 

targeted voters, and to keep it there.  A typical scenario might look like this: 

 

➢ Mrs. Jones gets an oversized “bio” post card in the mail. 

➢ Two weeks later, Mrs. Jones notices your campaign billboard on her way to work. 

➢ The next week, Mrs. Jones sees your yard sign start sprouting up all over the 

neighborhood. 

➢ Two weeks later, your candidate knocks on Mrs. Jones’ door to say hello. 

➢ Three days later, Mrs. Jones gets a “nice to meet you” post card from the 

candidate. 

➢ One week later, Mrs. Jones gets a comparison piece from your campaign in the 

mail. 

➢ The next week, Mrs. Jones starts to see your TV ads. 

➢ Three weeks later, Mrs. Jones gets a reminder to go vote (GOTV mail piece) and 

a get out the vote call from one of your campaign volunteers. 

 

Do all that, and Mrs. Jones might remember your name and message – if you do the 

above items well.  Getting your name and message in front of the voters early and often , 
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and doing so through a variety of different media and tactics, substantially increases the 

odds that Mrs. Jones knows who you are and what you stand for. 

 

Of course, the kind of repetition we’re talking about takes time and money – lots of it!  

Unless you are in a very small district, or have substantial financial resources or lots of 

volunteers, your campaign is unlikely to be able to present this kind of repetition to every 

voter.  That’s why targeting is so important. You have to target which voters are most 

likely to vote for you, or to be swing voters who you think you can sway.  Then, go out 

and repeat your message to them, over and over.  Use the targeting chapter of this book to 

target voters the right way.  Don’t try and perform this kind of repetition for every voter 

in your district, not only is it likely impossible, but it is definitely a waste of valuable 

campaign resources. 

 
Giving a Great Political Speech 
 
Making speeches – people either love it, or they hate it.  Either way, a well planned and 

delivered speech is one of the hallmarks of a winning politician.   

 

If you hate giving speeches, my advice to you is to practice, practice, practice.  Buy a 

speech training book like Speak Like Churchill, Stand Like Lincoln, and read through it to 

get tips on posture, tone, and wording.  Then start by delivering speeches to your mirror.  

After you are comfortable doing that, start videotaping your speeches and review them 

(by yourself).  Once you are comfortable with your progress, deliver some speeches to 

your family and friends in your living room. Then offer to speak at some local clubs like 

the Kiwanis and town Chamber of Commerce (most small groups are always looking for 

speakers).  Also consider joining Toastmasters to practice your public speaking in front 

of a crowd that will critique without judging. 

 

Preparation is Vitally Important 

 

In politics, you simply must prepare for your public speaking engagements.  When 

possible, speeches should be written out and practiced ahead of time, with well crafted 

turns of phrase, rousing applause lines, and good research to back up your statements.  Of 

course, in politics, you will often be called on to offer remarks “off the cuff,” or to 

respond to a question while on the campaign trail.  Be prepared.  Have great lines 

prepared beforehand for most of the key issues in the campaign.  Know your statistics.  

Stay current on news clips, and practice your phrases, facts, and statements with your 

press secretary or communications director at least once per week. 

 

Establishing an Emotional Connection 

 

Political speeches, unlike many other types of speeches, are based on establishing an 

emotional connection with your listener.  When you speak as a candidate, your goal isn’t 

to get the facts out into the open, and it’s not to deliver some amusing anecdotes, though 

both of those can be important.  Your goal, as a candidate, is to get people to believe in 

you.  To do this, you must connect with them, show them you care, and get them to 
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emotionally invest in your candidacy and your campaign, all in five or ten minutes.  It’s a 

tall order, but there is a tried and true formula for establishing an emotional connection 

through political speaking. 

 

Developing a Great Speech 

 

In order to establish an emotional connection with your audience and deliver a great 

political speech, use your own version of the following formula: 

 

1. I care about the same things you care about – Establish with the audience that you 

share common issues, that you relate to them, and that you have the same hopes 

and dreams that they do (e.g. “Like many of you, I’ve got two small children at 

home, and I want them to receive the best possible education.  I want them to 

have a better life than I did.”) 

 

2. There’s a problem WE have to deal with – Frame the problem for the audience in 

terms of “we” vs. “them.”  Tell the audience what you see that is wrong, what 

threatens the common dream that you shared with them is first priority (e.g. “Too 

many of our children are coming out of high school unprepared for college.  Too 

many of our children don’t have the skills they need to succeed in the market 

place, even after twelve years of schooling.”) 

 

3. Here’s proof of the problem – Give some statistics, facts, and anecdotes that show 

that the problem you have identified is real and pervasive.  (e.g. “23% of all 

graduating high school seniors eventually drop out of college. 15% of all high 

school graduates fail their  first collegiate English exam.”) 

 

4. My opponent is part of the problem - Gently (or not so gently) let your audience 

see how your opponent is part of the problem, not part of the solution.  (e.g. 

“Now, many people in our state capitol can afford to send their children to private 

school, so they don’t have to worry about this crisis in public education.  That’s 

why 62% of our state senators voted against standards-based testing for public 

high school seniors.  Sadly, our own Senator Radomille was one of those senators.  

She has consistently stood in the way of improving our public schools.”) 

 

5. But I have the answer! – Show your audience that you understand the problem, 

and have the solution.  (e.g. “As your next state senator, I will fight to improve 

our public schools, beginning on day one.  My four-point plan will bring honor 

and excellence back to our public schools.  The first facet of my plan is…”) 

 

6. Here’s what tomorrow can look like – Cast the vision of a better tomorrow for 

your audience.  (e.g. “Together, we can make it happen.  Twenty years from now, 

we will be able to look back on this moment as the time when talk stopped, and 

action began.  Our children will be better off, ready for an information economy.  

The economy, and the nation, will be stronger and sounder because of the 

investment we are making today.”) 
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Now, obviously, those example statements don’t add up to a complete speech (and don’t 

quote me on those stats in point #3, I made them up).  But you get the idea – use this 

formula to create a real emotional connection with your audience based on your issues, 

your message, and your themes.  Fill in around the edges, then practice, practice, practice. 

 

The Stump Speeches 

 

Every candidate should have a well prepared “stump speech” that he or she is prepared to 

give at a moment’s notice.  This speech should be so well prepared and so practiced that 

the candidate doesn’t need notes to deliver it, and feels comfortable giving the speech to 

any audience at any time. 

 

You may have noticed that I titled this section, “The Stump Speeches” (plural).  That is 

not a mistake.  Every campaign should have not one, but several stump speeches 

prepared: a 30 second “commercial” that the candidate can give when meeting a 

prospective voter, a 5 minute “quickie” that the candidate can give when asked to deliver 

remarks at a meeting or event that is not the campaign’s, and a 10-12 minute classic 

“stump speech” to give at rallies and other gatherings. 

 

No matter how long the speech in question is, it should focus on the message and issues 

of the campaign, delivered in the six-step format laid out above. 

 
The Modern Joust: How to Win a Political Debate 
 
Political debates, joint appearances, and campaign forums are a fact of political life.  

They’re popular with voters, allow underfunded candidates to get their messages out, and 

allow all candidates to draw live, in person contrasts with their opponents in an earned 

media format.   

 

The key to successful debating lies in preparation.  Most memorable debates in modern 

history aren’t memorable because of the great performance of a candidate; they are 

memorable because of major candidate blunders.  With that it mind, make sure your 

candidate is well prepared and well versed in the issues of the campaign before you joust 

in your first debate. 

 

Should You Debate? 

 

The first question you need to ask yourself is, “Do I even want to debate?”  Remember, 

for most elections, you don’t have to debate.  Yes, there are some campaigns where there 

is a strong tradition of debating, like the US Presidential elections and some big-city 

mayoral elections.  But, for the most part, campaigns and candidates are under no 

obligation to set foot on the debate floor. 

 

The only concern the campaign should have when deciding whether or not to debate is: 

will this debate help my candidate win?  When making your decision, put aside all of 
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your supporters who say, “Oh you have to debate, everyone does!” and think, “Will this 

debate help us win?”  If you decide not to debate, the truth is that while it may be a story 

for a day, most people won’t care whether you debate or not. 

 

How do you know if debating will help your candidate?  First, ask yourself if your 

candidate is a good public speaker, and a good debater.  Does he or she think well on 

their feet?  Can they answer questions from the audience and journalists on the fly?  Do 

they present well?  If not, can the practice and train enough to do so? 

 

Second ask, “What’s in it for us?” If you’re behind in the polls, will this debate give you 

a chance to catch up (usually, the answer is yes).  If you’re ahead in the polls, will this 

debate cement your lead?  Is it worth the risk?  Only you can answer these questions. 

Remember, when deciding whether or not to debate, the only question you need to ask 

yourself is, “Will this debate help us win?” 

 

If you decide not to debate, don’t make a big fuss out of it.  Prepare some one-liners to 

use in responding to your opponents’ sure criticism that you are ducking the debate, and 

then move on to your message.  Some possible lines include: 

 

• Debates are for show, campaigns are for real.  Rather than spending two hours 

arguing with my opponent, I’m going door to door every night listening to real 

voters and doing the hard work of this campaign.  I invite my opponent to get out 

of the TV studio and join me.  You know, the issues voters really care about are… 

 

• I know my opponent is focused on getting his/her face on TV.  I’m not.  I’m 

focused on the fact that businesses are fleeing our town because of high taxes and 

an uneducated workforce.  Let’s get our priorities straight! We’re confident we 

would win a debate, but I think there’s a better use for my time than debate prep.  

Tomorrow, I’ll be at the Garafalo Company, announcing my new jobs creation 

plan… 

 

Negotiating the Debate Format 

 

If debating is likely to help you win, the next step is to negotiate the debate format.  

Remember, at any time in the negotiations, your campaign can decide not to debate.  If 

your opponent, or the debate sponsor won’t agree to your “must have” demands, you can 

always walk away.  Negotiations are usually done between the candidates and the debate 

sponsor, and also may or may not include the press. 

 

The items that are on the table include: 

 

• What is the debate format?  Is it a classic debate?  A town hall?  Who will speak 

first?  Who will speak last?  Will there be opening and closing statements? 

Rebuttals?  Will the candidates ask each other questions?  How long will the 

debate segments run? 
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• Who will ask the questions?  Who will moderate the debate?  Will the audience 

be asking questions?  

• Who will sit in the audience?   

• What topics will the debate cover? 

• Where will the debate be held? 

 

Make sure that the debate terms suit your candidate, if at all possible.  If he is good at 

interacting with the audience, push for a town hall style debate.  If she isn’t good on 

international affairs, suggest that the debate focus on economic policy.  Also, be sure that 

the terms are fair or better to your side: don’t let the debate be held on your opponent’s 

geographical turf, and make sure that your fair share of supporters can sit in the audience.  

Also, if at all possible, try to speak last at the debate.  Having the last word lets your 

candidate answer any charges made by your opponent, and allows him or her to frame the 

entire debate in the minds of viewers. 

 

Preparing for the Debate 

 

Debate preparation is key to your success, but is time-consuming and often mind-

numbing.  In preparing for the debate, your candidate should: 

 

1. Know the rules – He or she can’t debate effectively if they don’t understand the 

format. 

 

2. Know the facts – Prepare debate prep binders for your candidate, broken down by 

topic / issue, that contain facts, figures, and anecdotes on all of the key campaign 

issues. 

 

3. Know your opponent – Your candidate should study videotapes of your 

opponent’s speeches or past debates to learn how to exploit their weaknesses. 

 

4. Know themselves – Candidates should spend lots of time learning what their 

opponent’s lines of attack are going to be, and how to defend against them. 

 

5. Know the lines – Great debate lines, stirring phrases, and compelling stories are 

not thought up on the fly in the middle of a debate.  They are crafted and practiced 

beforehand.  Spend time preparing great applause lines and stories with your 

candidate, and then rehearse them over and over again. 

 

6. Practice – Over and over again, both by him or herself and against live debaters 

who stand-in for your real opponent. 

 

7. Relax – Stress shows.  Get a good night’s sleep, and take the morning before the 

debate off to relax. 

 

That, in a nutshell, is the formula for successful debate preparation: 

 



98 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Thee Rules of Successful Political Debating 

 

Even with lots of practice, many candidates get flustered by debating.  Candidates worry 

that a major flub or embarrassing revelation is right around the corner.  In truth, most 

debates are rather boring affairs.  The three keys to making sure that your candidate 

shines in his or her debates are: 

 

ONE:  TAKE YOUR TIME!  Don’t rush your answers, don’t jump in without 

thought.  Spend time thinking though your responses before you make them. 

 

TWO: STAY ON MESSAGE!  No matter what the question, bring your answer 

back to your message and your issues during the first 30 seconds of your 

response.  Control the debate. 

 

THREE: YOU WIN!  No matter what the outcome of the debate, declare victory, 

loudly and proudly. 

 

After the Debate 

 

Immediately after the debate, your campaign operation should spring into gear.  If your 

opponent made misstatements of fact, have your campaign “truth squad” ready to give 

out research proving that he was wrong.  If reporters didn’t believe one of your 

candidate’s answers, get research out on that as well.  Have prominent supporters on hand 

to declare your candidate the winner.  Send out a press release noting how you won the 

debate, and highlighting the issues you raised there.  Ask supporters to write letters to the 

editor talking about how well you did, and how your opponent dodged the questions or 

answered questions incorrectly.  Declare victory! 

 

KNOW PRACTICE RELAX 
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Why the Grassroots Matter 
 
The numbers are shocking, to say the least.  When you take out all of the people who 

aren’t registered to vote, or who don’t vote, and then take out everyone who always votes 

for one party’s candidates, no matter what, what percentage of the voting population are 

you left with?  

 

20%?   - Way too high. 

8%?  - You’re on the right track, but not there yet... 

5% - Getting warmer! 

 

The actual answer is: 2-3%.  Only 2-3% of the voting age population in any given area is 

composed of people who are registered to vote, actually do go vote, and are willing to 

vote for the person who appeals to them, rather than voting just for the same party year 

in, year out.  This 2-3% of the population controls the election.  This 2-3% of the 

population is (or should be) one of your campaign’s main targets. 

 

How should you target this 2-3%?  How should you reach any of your targeted groups?  

Of course, these folks are going to see your TV ads and yard signs.  They may hear you 

on the radio or at an event.  They definitely should be receiving direct mail from you.  

But if your campaign is stopping at paid and earned media, or yard signs and rallies, you 

are missing a crucial piece of the political formula: grassroots activity. 

 

Dollar for dollar and hour for hour, grassroots activity is the single most effective way to 

reach swing voters.   Direct mail works well, broadcast media works ok, but grassroots 

campaigning really connects with voters. 

 

What is grassroots activity?  Simply put, grassroots campaigning is person-to-person 

campaigning or person-to-small-group campaigning.  It encompasses all of your 

campaign activity where the candidate, his or her spouse, the campaign staff, and 

volunteers and other supporters are out looking for votes in person, speaking to small 

groups, talking to voters one-to-one.  Grassroots politics is shaking hands and kissing 

babies. 

 

Why is grassroots campaigning so effective?  Because all people, including voters, like to 

build relationships.  They like to hear from real people.  They like to talk, go to events, 

ask questions, and be entertained.  People don’t like to feel sold, they like to feel like they 

are hashing issues out in their mind and making their own decisions.   

 

TV ads are TV ads, whether you are selling a candy bar or showcasing a candidate, they 

are still advertising.  News stories are better… they’re ostensibly objective and told by a 

respected third party, but they’re still second hand info delivered over an impersonal 

medium.  Grassroots campaigning, on the other hand, that’s real. Voters can touch, taste, 

and smell it.  They can shake the candidate’s hand, hear her speak at an event, get a ride 

to the polls, meet campaign volunteers, and ask real live questions of real live people.    
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It’s hard work (perhaps the hardest type of campaign activity there is, or at least 2nd, after 

fundraising, depending on how your candidate feels about asking for money).  It takes 

time and people, long hours and lots of organization, but grassroots campaigning works. 

 

The Grassroots Primer    
 
It’s time to get down to business.  The down to earth, nitty-gritty business of grassroots 

politicking.  There are five keys to success in working the grassroots: 

 

1. Plan It – Like the rest of your activities, grassroots campaigns have to be well-

planned.  Most campaigns wouldn’t think of heading into a debate or holding a 

fundraising event without a plan.  Many of those same campaigns, though, would 

just pick some houses to start door-to-door, or start a random voter registration 

drive outside of the local Safeway.  Grassroots campaigning is definitely part art, 

but is also part science.  Learn the best practices, and then plan out your effort.  

Know how each tactic figures into your overall campaign strategy. 

 

2. Target It – It’s easy to just hop out of a car and start shaking hands.  It’s easy for 

the candidate to go door-to-door in his own neighborhood.  It’s easy to hold a 

rally wherever you can find a place to say “yes!”  What’s harder, but more 

effective, is making sure that every grassroots activity you engage in is targeted.  

Remember the targeting we did at the beginning of the book?  Figuring out which 

areas of the district to focus on, and which demographic groups to spend time and 

money on?  Use that targeting information to plan out the best places to engage in 

grassroots activity. 

 

3. Prepare It – The backbone of your grassroots efforts will be people – the 

candidate, her spouse, the field staff, your volunteers, etc.  Never go into any 

people-driven activity without adequate preparation and training.  In politics, this 

means making sure your grassroots staff is well trained.  Hold a “campaign 

school” to teach your volunteers how to talk to voters, use walk lists, report 

information back to campaign HQ, and handle difficult situations.  Put together a 

campaign manual that your grassroots supporters can reference, which lists you 

stands on the issues, as well as practical information such as how to get an 

absentee ballot, where to register to vote, where the polling places are, etc.  Make 

sure your people are prepared before they go out into the district on behalf of the 

campaign. 

 

4. Manage It – Stay on top of your grassroots organization!  On the whole, it is a 

huge advantage for your campaign, but some individual people in it could prove 

to be real pains in the neck.  Almost every large grassroots campaign faces at least 

one situation where a volunteer goes off track and gets into shouting matches with 

voters, tells people the wrong information, promises the candidate will come to an 

event that he really can’t attend, etc.  Manage your grassroots supporters, handle 

problems as they come up, make sure they are doing what you ask them to do (or 
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fund someone else who will) and maintain control of your organization. 

 

5. Win It! – Your grassroots organization will play a key role in your victory on 

Election Day, but only if you stick with it.  It may seem slow going at first, 

recruiting and training volunteers, holding rallies where 10 people show up, going 

door-to-door where no one ever heard of you, but stay with it.  Your efforts will 

build upon themselves, and before you know it, your grassroots campaign will be 

the liveliest (and most fun) part of your effort.  

 
Information is Vital: Your Campaign Database 
 
Tracking voter information is vital to winning your campaign.  Without building a strong 

campaign database, it will be impossible to do effective voter targeting.  You simply must 

track voters and voter contacts.  At the very least, your campaign needs to keep a 

regularly updated list of voters who say they support you for the purposes of getting out 

the vote.  Larger (and better financed) campaigns can track much more… 

 

Depending on the size of your campaign, this tracking can take many different forms: 

 

• For small campaigns, you may only be interested in keeping a list of those 

who say they support you so that you can motivate them to vote on 

Election Day, as well as a list of volunteers and grassroots organizers 

 

• Mid-sized campaigns may want track all of that, plus track some voter 

behavior, like issues that people say they are interested it, and also keep 

track of who usually goes to vote 

 

• The largest campaigns may be able to track nearly every voter in the 

district, including vote history, issues information, and much, much more. 

 

Remember, the most important thing is to track supporters – when someone says they 

support you, enter them into the campaign database so that you can stay in touch with 

them and motivate them to vote. 

 

Also, remember that in addition to your voter / supporter database, your campaign will 

need a finance database to track donations.  We’ll talk about that more in the fundraising 

chapter below. 

 

Which Program to Use? 

 

Which computer program you use to track voter information depends on how large and 

well-financed your campaign is.  Very small campaigns may find that a simple Excel 

spreadsheet works for them.  Larger campaigns should look into one of the many 

commercially produced packages that are now available.  Many companies now make 

database systems specifically for political campaigns.  Shop around to find the best deal 

on a package that will meet your needs. 
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The Starting Point 

 

Start your campaign database before you launch.  Get your software package or 

spreadsheet set up the way you want it and be ready to go before you knock on your first 

door or make your first fundraising call.  Then, use it – start entering data immediately.  

Many campaigns wait until several months into the campaign to enter all of the data they 

have compiled, which is a big mistake ! If you wait, it is far more likely that you will lose 

information or forget to enter the information at all.  Also, you’ll want the information in 

your database right away so that you can start communicating with your supporters 

immediately. 

 

What Should be Tracked 

 

Be sure to track as much information on each individual supporter that you can get your 

hands on reasonably: contact information, e-mail address, where you met them, what 

issues are important to them, events that they have attended, volunteer status, etc. 

 

As you enter information into the campaign database, remember: garbage in = garbage 

out.  You aren’t keeping a database just to say you did it, you’re keeping a database so 

you’ll be able to stay in touch with voters and get supporters to the polls on Election Day.  

If you are sloppy in entering information, mark the wrong voters as supporters, or put 

incorrect or incomplete contact information, your job at the end of the campaign is going 

to be much more difficult. 

 

How the Information Should be Used 

 

The primary purpose of the information in your campaign database is communication – 

you want to stay in touch with your supporters and with your targeted swing voters.  Use 

the database to send out e-mail, newsletters, guide phone banks, and assist your direct 

mail efforts.   

 

You will also use the information to guide your get out the vote (GOTV) efforts on 

Election Day.  GOTV efforts try to make sure that as many of your supporters go to vote 

as possible.  The only way to know who supports you, and should thus me motivated 

(hounded?) to go to the polls is by using an up to date database. 

 
The Political Guide to Local Organization 
 
You’ve certainly hear “all politics is local” before, it’s a tired old political saw, but it’s as 

true now as it was the day it was first uttered.  People care about national issues and 

national campaigns, but elections are won and lost street by street, person by person… 

they’re won and lost at the grassroots level. 

 

The driving force behind your campaign’s grassroots operation will be your core group of 

supporters and volunteers who are working in their own neighborhoods and on their own 

blocks to make sure you win.  These folks make up your “campaign organization.”  
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Building an effective campaign organization (sometimes called “local organizing”) is a 

good way to segment and streamline your campaign’s voter contact activities.   

 

A typical volunteer campaign organization may look something like this: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

As you can see from this sample chart, the goal of a campaign organization is to get your 

supporters to take responsibility for certain areas, give each of them a set list of goals and 

objectives for their areas, and assist them in meeting those goals.  Let’s take a closer look 

at each of those three points: 

 

Taking Responsibility 

 

Most people like to be given real responsibility and leadership roles, and most people 

want to feel like they are part of a team.  Your local campaign organization provides all 

of those things to your supporters, who in turn go out and work to get your candidate 

elected. 

 

The campaign organization takes people who want to volunteer and turns them into part 

of your team – it makes them feel important and connected to the campaign, and is a 

prime motivator for volunteers to go out and really do the work of the campaign.  

Essentially, in return for taking responsibility for certain jobs in a specific area, you 

assign key volunteers titles (“Block Captain,” “Area Leader”, etc.) and reward them for 

their work with recognition and applause. 

 

The Risks of Delegation 

 

Of course, with the delegation of work and the assignation of titles and responsibilities, 

there come real risks – volunteers can go rogue, think they are speaking for the campaign, 

 

Campaign Chairman 

 

 

Town Captain 

 

Town Captain 

 

Town Captain 

 

Neighborhood Captain 

 

Neighborhood Captain 

 

 

Neighborhood Captain 

 

 

Block Captain 

 

Block Captain 

 

 

Block Captain 

 

 

Block Captain 

 

 

Block Captain 

 

 

Block Captain 
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talk to the press, and do a whole host of no-nos.  That’s why you have to keep close reign 

on your volunteer campaign organization.  Town captains, block leaders, and the rest of 

your organization are not allowed to talk to the press, should stick to the jobs you have 

given them, and should be well trained and thoroughly monitored by the campaign staff.   

 

Types of Areas 

 

As you can see from the above chart, each person in the campaign organization is 

assigned an area of purview.  Some people are responsible for blocks, others for towns; 

some could coordinate whole counties or states. But geography isn’t the only type of area 

that a volunteer could be responsible for.  You may also have industry captains (High 

Tech Coordinator, Lawyers Coordinator, Healthcare Coordinator, etc.), demographic 

captains (Senior Citizens Coordinator, High School Voters Coordinator, etc.), and even 

language captains (Spanish Speaking Voter Captain, etc.).  The sky’s the limit. 

 

Goals and Objectives 

 

The type of local campaign organization we are describing here won’t work unless you 

assign each person a list of objectives.  You should ask your volunteer organizers to take 

real, concrete steps on behalf of the campaign, and to report back to you on their 

progress.  Some responsibilities that are often assigned to local campaign organization 

members include: 

 

✓ Hold a meet-and-greet for the candidate in your home 

✓ Find neighbors to put up yard signs 

✓ Raise $50 for the campaign 

✓ Work the polls on Election Day 

✓ Go door-to-door in your neighborhood 

✓ Send out an e-mail to your contact list pointing them to the campaign’s website 

 

Assistance and Tracking 

 

One of the roles of the campaign’s grassroots staff is to train and support the campaign 

organization.  If you are going to be utilizing a large volunteer campaign organization, 

consider holding a campaign “school” to train all of your volunteers on etiquette and 

tactics.  Also, be sure to let them know what is legal and what isn’t, and how to deal with 

hostile voters. 

 

Once you send your organization out onto “the streets” to do their work, be sure to track 

their progress, problems, and victories.  All organization members should continue to 

attend campaign meetings, and the grassroots staff may decide to hold regular conference 

calls or webcasts with the entire group.  You can also use hierarchical tracking through 

your organization, for example, your grassroots staff could stay in constant contact with 

the county leaders, who stay in constant contact with the town leaders in their counties, 

who stay in constant contact with the block captains in their towns. 
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Rewards and Recognition 

 

It’s tough to keep volunteers motivated.  Offer lots of help for those who need it to 

accomplish their goals, and be sure to offer tons of recognition and rewards for those 

organization members who are doing outstanding work.  Generally, the different levels of 

the campaign organization are all offered different levels of “benefits” for their work.  

For example, block captains may get a campaign t-shirt and an invitation to the election 

night party, while the state-wide coordinators may attend quarterly receptions with the 

candidate and get campaign business cards, etc.  Tailor the benefits and rewards 

programs to meet your individual campaign needs. 

 

Another great tip is to use performance-based rewards for some of your recognition 

program.  For example, block captains could be told that once they place five yard signs, 

they will get a free bumper sticker, and that the block captain who gets the most people to 

attend their in-home event will receive an invitation to a dinner with the candidate.  

 
Recruiting and Using Volunteers in your Campaign 
 
Volunteers can be an excellent source of free manpower for your campaign.  They will 

make up the bulk of the campaign organization we talked about above, and will provide 

services both big (setting up events and gathering signatures on your nominating 

petitions) and small (stuffing envelopes and answering phones). 

 

When planning your volunteer operation, take it seriously.  Far too many campaigns are 

flip about volunteers (“Oh yeah, we’ll find something for them to do.”)  Disorganized 

volunteer operations can be a huge headache for campaigns – often, it’s better not to 

utilize volunteers than to run a shoddy volunteer program. 

 

Remember, anyone who volunteers for your campaign should be made to feel like they 

are part of the “team.”  People who have a good experience with your campaign will 

want to go and tell their family and friends (read: other voters!) about it.  I’ve often 

overheard volunteers from campaigns I’ve consulted with telling their friends, “Oh, yeah, 

I’m helping run Jim Smith’s campaign.”  That may be a big overstatement (often, that 

volunteer just got done a shift stuffing envelopes), but it shows just how involved (and 

supportive) volunteers can be when they feel like they are part of your campaign team. 

 

Finding Volunteers 

 

Be on the look out for great volunteers (volunteer superstars).  There are tons of places to 

look for volunteers to aid your efforts, including: 

• Your local party organization 

• Colleges and universities 

• Your campaign database (your supporters file) 

• Local issues groups, unions, partisan clubs and organizations 

• People who volunteered for other campaigns (ask friendly past candidates for help 

with getting their volunteers to volunteer for your campaign) 
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Your campaign staff and supporters should keep their antennae up – be prepared with a 

volunteer sign-up form every where you go.  Many times, people will say, “I’d love to 

get involved!”  Say, “Great! Here’s a sign-up form.  Can you fill it out?  I’ll take it with 

me and someone will call you tomorrow.”  Get people involved right away, and keep 

them involved.  Remember, busy volunteers are happy volunteers.  Bored volunteers go 

work for the opposition. 

  

“Super Volunteers” 

 

Your campaign should also keep a sharp eye out for what I call “super volunteers.”  

These are competent volunteers who have lots of time to donate to the campaign.  They 

may be college students on summer break, retired persons, stay-at-home moms whose 

kids are all in school, etc.  If you can find people who want to volunteer, are competent 

and committed, and have lots of free time available to work, you may be able to assign 

them “real” jobs in the campaign.  For example, I’ve seen campaigns that use super 

volunteers as front desk receptionists, event coordinators, candidate drivers and even 

press secretaries!  (If using a volunteer for a position like press secretary be sure they are 

qualified). 

 

Managing Volunteer Activity 

 

Managing people who aren’t getting paid for their work is always tricky.  You have to be 

firm enough to get people to do what you ask, yet gentle enough to make sure your 

volunteers don’t walk right out the door.  Finding the right balance takes patience, 

understanding, and practice.  In order to effectively manage your volunteers: 

 

1. Keep Them Busy – Idle hands make volunteers go nuts.  People are there 

to help – don’t have them come to HQ and then have nothing for them to 

do.  Keep volunteers busy.  Make up work for them if you have to. 

 

2. Use ‘Em or Lose ‘Em – Closely related to #1.  If someone signs-up to 

volunteer, find something for them to do.  If you don’t, they’ll eventually 

get mad and tell their friends that the campaign doesn’t want their help.  

When you run out of real work for them to do, give your volunteers busy 

work.  Ask them to make phone calls to registered voters from a list you 

provide using a script you provide, teach them how to go door to door, or 

hold a sign-waving campaign. 

 

3. Don’t be Afraid to Say No – Volunteers will come to you with lots of 

ideas.  Some will be good.  Many will be bad.  Don’t be afraid to say no to 

the ones you don’t want to use.   Many candidates are in the habit of 

saying, “that’s a great idea, we’d love to do that” and then hoping that the 

volunteer forgets.  He doesn’t.  He just gets mad.  If you’re not going to 

use one of the volunteers’ ideas, just say, “Wow, that’s a really interesting 

idea.  I know the campaign doesn’t have the money / time / ability to 
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implement it this time around though… but keep up the good work!” 

 

4. Track, Track, Track – Keep track of what your volunteers are doing.  

Constantly monitor quality. 

 

5. Thank, Thank, Thank – Volunteers are working for free – thank them!  

Buy pizza for the group, send thank you notes in the mail, invite 

volunteers to campaign events… 

 

6. Reward, Reward, Reward – Reward great work with accolades and 

increased responsibility. 

 

Going Door to Door 
 
When most people think of grassroots campaigning, they think of door to door.  Going 

door to door is the quintessential grassroots campaign activity.  It allows you to meet 

voters face to face, which greatly increases the likelihood that they will remember your 

name and message.  In many smaller campaigns, candidates may be able to go door to 

door to every single registered voter’s home.  In other larger campaigns, going door to 

door may be handled by volunteers, and the candidate may go to a few doors as a press 

event or as part of a voter blitz.  No matter the size of your race, your grassroots efforts 

should include a door to door component. 

 

Who Should Go Door to Door 

 

In the smallest campaigns, candidates may be able to handle all of the door to door on 

their own. They will be able to hit every registered voter’s door at least once, maybe even 

twice per campaign cycle.  In medium sized campaigns, the candidate won’t be able to hit 

every door, but will be able to hit a significant portion of the doors in the district on his / 

her own, with the rest being hit by volunteers.  In larger campaigns, it is often more 

important for the candidate to focus on large events and other mass-marketing activities, 

and leave the door to door campaigning to volunteers and supporters.   

 

No matter who the campaign tasks with going door to door, every grassroots campaigner 

(including the candidate) should be adequately trained before knocking on the first door.  

Remember, when going to door to door, your volunteers will essentially be interacting 

with voters in an unsupervised capacity.  You should make sure each volunteer goes 

through a training program where they hear what should / should not be said to voters, 

learn what the candidate’s positions are on the issues, and where they have an 

opportunity to practice various scenarios, including dealing with angry or argumentative 

voters. 

 

Door to Door vs. Lit Drops 

 

There are two types of door to door activities that campaigns may carry out.  The first, 

which we are referring to simply as “door to door,” is where the candidate or volunteer 
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actually goes up and knocks on the voter’s door and sees if they are home.  The second 

type of door to door activity is the “lit drop.”  This is where the candidate or volunteer 

goes to voters’ homes to leave a piece of campaign literature, but does not knock on the 

door.   

 

Your decision on which type of activity to use is a function of the number of volunteers 

you have and the number of homes you need to cover.  Classic door to door is more 

effective than a simple lit drop, but lit drops can be done much faster than door to door 

because you don’t stop to talk to voters.  Volunteers doing lit drops can hit thre to four 

times as many homes in the same amount of time as if they are door to door.  Of course, 

the candidate should almost never do a lit drop. If he or she is going door to door, they 

should be knocking.  People love to meet the candidate. 

 

One important caveat: many campaigns will decide that they don’t need to train 

volunteers who are doing lit drops as well as they would folks who were going door to 

door.  Likewise, I have seen campaigns where “sloppy” volunteers are assigned to lit 

drops while “together” volunteers are assigned to door to door.  I’ve found this to be a 

mistake.   

 

All door to door activity (both knock and lit drop) involves voter contact.  Generally, 

when supporters are going door to door, they are going to end up talking to voters, even if 

they are only doing lit drops.  Whether people are sitting out on their porches, walking 

down the street, or just coming home from work, voters like to talk to campaign 

volunteers, even ones who are only leaving a brochure behind.  Make sure that every 

single volunteer and staff member who is doing door to door and lit drops is properly 

trained.  If someone is not trustworthy enough to send out door to door, don’t send them 

out doing a lit drop either.  Keep them at the campaign headquarters stuffing envelopes or 

folding pamphlets. 

 

What Doors Should We Knock At? 

 

Door to door campaigning should be a targeted activity.  Your campaign should carefully 

choose which doors you are going to knock at (and which doors you are going to do lit 

drops to).   

 

At the very least, you should only be going to registered voters’ homes.  Unless your 

campaign has decided to run a targeted voter registration drive (see the section on such 

efforts below), why waste your time going to non-voters’ doors?  You may end up talking 

with them for ten minutes, when you could have visited five registered voters in the same 

amount of time. 

 

In addition to targeting only registered voters, larger campaigns (where the candidate 

and/or volunteers will not be hitting every door) should choose which neighborhoods to 

knock in based on their campaign targeting.  If you are targeting voters in a certain 

precinct, add that precinct to your walk list.  Use the targeting rankings we did earlier to 

rank which precincts you are going to walk in. 
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Before walking, make sure you have an updated voter list from your local board of 

election or secretary of state’s office.  Most election offices will be able to provide you 

with the registered voters’ list organized in “walk format.”  Walk format lists (“walk 

lists” or “street lists”) list voters by address, with each side of the street listed separately 

and in numerical order, so that going door to door is easy.  For example, your walk list 

may read: 

 

 Shelbourne Street 

 

 6200 Benjamin Franklin Debbie Franklin Republican      

 6202 Thomas Jefferson          Democrat             

 6204 George Washington Martha   Independent 

 6206 John Adams  Abigail  Republican 

 

 6201 Caesar Rodney      Democrat 

 6203 James Madison  Dolly   Independent 

 6205 John Jay      Republican 

 

What information appears on your walk list varies by state.  In most states, the names of 

all registered voters will appear, accompanied by address and party affiliation.  Your state 

may also include phone numbers and other information.   

 

Be sure to train your walkers to take notes: Who did they talk to?  Did the person express 

support for you?  For your opponent?  Did the voter ask for more information on any 

issue or ask for anything else?  All of this information can be taken in short hand, right on 

the walk list.  Answering the above questions for a particular voter, your walker may 

write: Martha – Supports Us – Wants yard sign.   

 

Insist that all walkers bring their walk sheets back to campaign HQ and turn them in to 

the walk coordinator, so that the campaign can track the progress of the effort.  Also, 

enter information about supporters into your campaign database, and if any voter asked 

for more information, get it out to them right away. 

 

The Rules of Successful Knocking 

 

Knocking on doors, and meeting voters, is a tricky business.  Make sure that the 

candidate, the staff, and the campaign volunteers all follow these knock rules: 

 

1. Don’t Argue with Voters – Sometimes it will be tempting to really get into it with 

voters – arguing positions and telling them why they are wrong.  Don’t do it.  If a 

voter asks about the candidate’s position on an issue, tell them truthfully and 

succinctly.  If they want to argue the point, say, “I definitely understand where 

you’re coming from.  I’ll send you some more information in the mail on our 

position on that issue, and hopefully we’ll have the chance to talk about it later.” 

Don’t stand on someone’s porch arguing with them.  Acknowledge their position, 
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then move on to another issue you may agree with them on. 

 

2. The 3 Minute Rule – Your goal for each knock is to talk to the voter for no more 

than three minutes.  Many first-time candidates spend 20 or 25 minutes talking 

with a voter, then wonder why they can only fit in 20 homes a day.  Get your 

presentation down pat. It should be no more than one or two minutes.  After you 

give your spiel, hand the voter a piece of literature, and ask for their support.  This 

leaves about one minute for you to quickly answer any questions they may have, 

and then move on.  If a voter pins down for an extended amount of time, let them 

know you have to move on so that you can meet the other voters on the block, and 

ask if they would like you to call them to discuss the issue further.  Most likely 

they will not, but if they do, either call them the next day or have someone from 

the campaign do so. 

 

3. Always Leave Something Behind – Whenever you knock, hand the voter a piece 

of literature with your candidate name and message on it.  Brochures, palm cards, 

etc. all work.  Make sure that the item you leave behind has campaign contact 

information and the URL for your campaign website on it. 

 

4. Always Ask for Their Support – It sounds simple, but I’ve seen many candidates 

knock on a door, give their spiel, and walk away with out ever asking for the 

voter’s support.  Big mistake!  People value their vote, and want to make sure you 

do too.  If you want someone to vote for you, ask them!  At the end of your 

presentation, either say something indirect like “I hope you’ll vote for me,” or “I 

hope I can count on your support,” or, even better, be direct… “Can I count on 

your support?”  Not only is asking for the vote good form, it will allow you to 

identify supporters so that you can mark them down in the campaign database and 

include them as part of your get out the vote efforts. 

 

5. Go at the Right Time – Focus your door to door efforts during times when voters 

will actually be home, but not asleep: 5-9:30 PM Monday – Thursday, and 10:00 

AM-6:00 PM  on Saturdays.  Lit drops can be done at any reasonable time of day. 

 

A Step by Step Guide to Successful Door to Door 

 

The best way to maximize your door to door efforts is through repetition.  You can make 

your efforts memorable, really memorable, by using the following door to door strategy: 

 

STEP ONE – Prepare Your List.  Decide where you will be going door to door based on 

your targeting.  Train your team, and prepare walk packets for them, including walk lists, 

lapel stickers, maps of the area they will be walking in, etc. 

 

STEP TWO – The Pre-Mail.  Send out a postcard to the homes you will be visiting.  

Make sure it arrives at the homes a few days before you plan to walk there.  The postcard 

should say something like: “Hi, my name is Nicholas Biddle, and I am running for State 

Representative.  I wanted to let you know that I will be in your neighborhood this week to 
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meet with voters and hear their concerns.  I hope you’ll have a few moments to talk with 

me about my campaign.”  If volunteers are walking, the card could be changed to say 

“…I wanted let you know that some volunteers from my campaign will be in your 

neighborhood next week…” 

 

STEP THREE – Walk!  Send your team out into the streets to meet the voters.  Make 

sure they keep accurate notes, and make sure they leave behind a brochure or other piece 

of literature at each house they visit.  If someone isn’t home, leave them a piece of 

literature with a hand-written note that says something like: “I’m sorry I missed you!  

Please call our campaign office if you’d like to talk more about our campaign. – Jessica” 

Have a group of volunteers write up these notes before hand, and have each walker take a 

stack of pre-written “sorry I missed you” brochures along with them. 

 

STEP FOUR – The Follow-Up Mailing.  Send an “it was nice meeting you” post card to 

each home you visited.  For houses where people weren’t home, send “sorry we missed 

you” postcards.  Also, be sure to send voters any additional information they requested. 

 

Do you see what we did there?  We provided three hits for each targeted voter through 

one door to door program: one before the knock, the knock, and one after the knock.  (Lit 

drops should not use the pre-walk and post-walk postcards; lit drops should provide only 

one hit).  Remember – repetition is key.  You have to keep putting your name and 

message in front of the voters if you want them to remember you on Election Day.  If you 

have the time and money to do a pre-walk and post-walk card, in addition to your door to 

door walk, you will gain a ton of additional name recognition awareness for your 

campaign.  

 
Grassroots Events 
 
Local campaign events are great buzz builders: they let the voters and the press know that 

your campaign is active and growing.  Local campaign events also give you a great 

opportunity to take your message directly to the voters, sign up volunteers, and mobilize 

your grassroots organization.  Even the largest of campaigns have received massive 

benefit from holding well-organized grassroots events 

 
Types of Grassroots Events 

 

Campaigns can engage their grassroots organizations with hosting any number of types of 

events: 

 

➢ Rallies – These events are open to the public, well advertised, and seek to engage 

large numbers of voters with a little bit of show (bands, well-known speakers, and 

lots of signs and banners are mainstays of this type of event. 

 

➢ Meet and Greets – These events are hosted by the campaign at a local restaurant, 

coffee shop, or other public venue and give the public the chance to shake the 
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candidate’s hand and get their questions answered. 

 

➢ Hosted Events – These are among the most popular type of grassroots events.  

Here, a campaign supporter, or group of supporters, hosts an event in his or her 

home or business and invites their own network to come and hear the candidate 

speak.  

 

➢ Headquarters Tours – The campaign has an open house and invites the public in 

to tour the headquarters and meet the candidate. 

 

➢ Creative Events – Campaigns come up with all types of events – be creative!  I’ve 

seen campaigns do actual whistle stop tours (on the back of a real train!), themed 

events (e.g. Halloween party, beach luau) and bring-the-kids events (these work 

well in districts with lots of young families). 

 

Getting People to Attend  

 

Events can be a lot of work for a campaign, which makes it absolutely crucial that you 

maximize the benefit from your grassroots event.  Don’t spend weeks planning an event, 

only to have the event day come and no one show up (or worse yet, only 3 people show 

up, so that you have to go through with the event, even though you don’t really want to). 

 

When you start planning your event, one of the things you should plan, right from the 

outset, is how you will get people to attend.  The best ways to get people to attend your 

event, in order of their effectiveness, are: 

 

1. Personal Asks – Nothing works better than the candidate, campaign manager, 

campaign chairman, finance chairman, and other key campaign supporters 

actually picking up the phone and calling their contacts to ask them to attend. 

 

2. Mass Appeal to Your Network – The next best way to get people to come to your 

event is to send out mass appeals to your supporters (your network), particularly 

those who live and work around the area where your event will be held.  These 

mass appeals can be letters, postcards, automated phone calls or e-mails.  I would 

recommend e-mails, with some postcards to those who you think are most likely 

to come. 

 

3. Grassroots Advertising – Another way to get voters to attend your event is to do 

some “grassroots advertising” in the area where the event will be held.  This 

advertising could include yard signs announcing the event, flyers left in people’s 

doors or on their cars, and signs put up on poles and in neighborhood businesses. 

 

4. Mass Advertising – The least effective way to move people to your event is mass 

advertising, but it can sometimes be effective.  Mass advertising for grassroots 

events would include newspaper, TV, and radio ads, or widespread direct mail. 
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The Essential Ingredient: Following Up 

 

The most important part of your event, no matter what type of event you choose to hold,  

is having the ability to follow-up with your attendees.  As I’ve said over and over again, 

one of your campaign’s biggest goals, throughout the campaign, is building a list of 

supporters that you can contact over and over again to motivate, inspire, inform, 

encourage, and move to the polls. 

 

Make sure that you capture the name and contact information of everyone who attends 

your grassroots events by having a sign-in table at the front.   Once the event is over, go 

through and add these people to your list.  You should also consider sending out thank-

you postcards to everyone who attends, if you have the money.  Use these postcards to 

invite people to your website, and let them know how they can get more involved. 

 

Then, as with all of your supporters, stay in touch with these voters throughout the 

campaign. 

 

The Network-Wide Event 

 
Recently, by utilizing new technologies, many campaigns have found great success in 

holding “network-wide” events.  These activities are events where you invite your entire 

support network to be involved in one large event, often held in many different satellite 

locations. 

 

How you set this up depends on the size of your district.  If you have a very small district, 

you could hold one large campaign rally in a very large space and host 100, 500, or even 

1,000 supporters there.  If you live in a larger district, however, you may want to pick a 

night where you invite all of your precinct captains to hold campaign events in their 

homes, using materials you provide them.  Then, you could have them each dial in to a 

conference call line at a pre-determined time to hear the candidate speak, or they could 

each tune in to a broadcast over the internet. 

 

The key with holding a network-wide event like this is accountability – you will need to 

get lots of volunteers in lots of different areas to hold events on the same night and to 

actually get people there.  In order to do that you will need to hold them accountable.  For 

example, you may say that each area captain should have at least 5 people at their event.  

You will need to call each area captain several times to check on their progress, and you 

may need to say something like, “every area captain who meets their goal will be invited 

to a special campaign event to recognize their success,” or something along those lines. 

 
Voter Blitzes and Candidate Tours 
 
All grassroots events generate voter contact and some amount of “buzz,” or campaign 

energy, but the two types of grassroots events that generate the most buzz and momentum 

(as well as the most press coverage) for your campaign are voter blitzes and candidate 

tours. 



115 | P a g e  

 

Organized Chaos: The Voter Blitz 

 

Simply put, a voter blitz is a “pull out all the stops” event that targets a single geographic 

area for a short burst of massive campaign activity.  The goal is to pick an area in your 

district and so overwhelm it with campaign movement over the course of a couple of 

hours that everyone who lives and works there knows your candidate’s name and 

message.  

 

For a great voter blitz, the campaign targets an area that is small enough to be able to 

overwhelm with activity given the number of volunteers you have available.  For 

example, if you’ve got a team of 12 people participating, you can’t cover a complete state 

senate district (and you probably wouldn’t want to).  Instead, your 12 people would target 

one or two swing precincts for your blitz.  

 

The targeting is key, don’t use a voter blitz in your opponent’s base districts, where the 

activity will just rile up voters who won’t vote for you anyway (unless your goal is to rile 

them up and make your opponent think you are contesting his or her home areas).  

Likewise, while you could target your own base precincts, you probably don’t want to 

expend this amount of energy there, unless you are in desperate need of some get out the 

vote momentum.  Instead, target your voter blitzes to swing precincts, and keep the area 

you are targeting for each blitz small enough to be able to really overwhelm it. 

 

What types of activity can you include in your blitz?  Use some or all of the following 

tactics: 

 

✓ Door to Door – Knock on the doors of all registered voters in the blitz area. 

 

✓ Lit Drops – Do lit drops to homes and businesses 

 

✓ Yard Signs – Blanket the area with yard signs.  Get supporters to put two or three 

signs up in their yard on the day of the blitz. 

 

✓ Sign Waving – Post two or three volunteers at each of the key intersections in the 

blitz area to wave signs and make noise 

 

✓ Rally – if you’ve got enough supporters who can attend, you could host a rally in 

the blitz area to kick off or end the blitz 

 

✓ Candidate Meet and Greet – place the candidate at the main intersection, or 

another area where people walk by frequently.  Have him or her hand out 

brochures and shake hands.  Make it a big production.  Have volunteers there 

waving signs, handing out candy, tie balloons up… the works. 

 

✓ Campaign Cars / Vans – If your campaign has access to some cars or vans, put 

campaign signs all over them and drive around the blitz area to build visibility. 
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As you can see from the above list of tactics, the ultimate goal of the voter blitz is to 

target one neighborhood with massive amounts of activity that raises name ID and gives 

the perception that your campaign is really moving forward.  Be prepared to write down 

names and contact info for people who want more info, or to volunteer or put up a yard 

sign, as you may find many people come up to the sign-wavers or candidate and say, “I 

want to get involved!”   

 

Many campaigns try to do one voter blitz per week or per month during the final few 

months of the campaign.  Try to pick times when people will be around.  If you’re 

targeting a metropolitan downtown area, choose a time when people are working and 

walking around (weekdays at rush hour and lunchtime are good bets).  If you are 

targeting a suburban area or residential neighborhood, weekend afternoons or evenings 

generally work well. 

 

The Step by Step Voter Blitz Guide 

 

Okay, you’re ready to try a voter blitz.  Where do you start? 

 

1. Choose an area to target with your blitz. 

2. Pick a day and time for your blitz activity. 

3. Make sure you have enough materials (signs, brochures, etc.). 

4. Put together a team of volunteers. 

5. Train your team. 

6. Meet at a designated point on blitz day. 

7. Hold a two to four-hour voter blitz. 

8. Collect information from door to door and lit drop volunteers on which houses 

they visited. 

9. Within three days after the blitz, respond to everyone who asked for more 

information or a yard sign, add new supporters to your database, and send thank 

you cards to everyone who said they support you or who wants to help your 

campaign. 

10. Get ready for your next blitz. 

 

What is a Candidate Tour? 

 

Candidate tours differ from voter blitzes primarily in that they focus on the candidate 

personally meeting voters, whereas the blitz is a very volunteer-driven event that depends 

on large numbers of people (including the candidate) doing lots of activity. 

 

There are two main types of candidate tours: 

 

➢ The Facility Tour – is an event where the candidate tours a local business, non-

profit, church, synagogue, institution, or other facility.  The purpose here is to 

meet some voters and generate some press coverage of the tour.  The candidate 

may or may not hold an address, speech, or rally at the facility after the tour. 
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➢ The Area Tour – this type of tour features the candidate visiting a niche 

geographical area to meet with voters at a number of different establishments.  

This could be the candidate walking down the local main street stopping in to all 

of the business to introduce him or herself, or could be the candidate visiting the 

local little league park on a busy Saturday afternoon to shake hands at the various 

fields, etc. 

 

How to Hold a Successful Candidate Tour 

 

The keys to holding successful candidate tours are: 

 

Planning 

 

Don’t do a candidate tour on a whim.  Plan it out.  Decide where you are going to do the 

tour based on your targeting or your press coverage needs.  If you think that a certain area 

is a swing district that would be a great spot for you, tour its main street.  If the economy 

is in the news, generate press coverage by touring a local factory that is just barely 

hanging on. 

 

Guarantee Support 

 

You don’t want to walk into a lion’s den unarmed.  Tours can be tricky, because the 

candidate can never be sure how voters he meets will react to his candidacy.  Make sure 

you’ve got supporters on the route to bolster your efforts and confidence.  If you’re doing 

a facility tour, you obviously need the permission of the location owner, pastor, director, 

etc.  It helps if that person is a vocal supporter of your campaign.  If you’re doing an area 

tour, try to make contact with some voters ahead of time to generate support before you 

go, then use that support on your route.  For example, if you are touring a local business 

district and you know that one of the neighborhood shop owners is a major supporter, ask 

her to walk with you and introduce you to the other store proprietors.  

 

Don’t Go Alone 

 

The candidate should never go on a tour alone.  Take along a few staff people or 

volunteers who can capture supporters’ names, hand out literature, and get the candidate 

out of sticky conversations with a well timed, “Congresswoman, I’m sorry, but we really 

need to move on…” 

 

Pro-Active Press Coverage 

 

Candidate tours are an excellent way to generate free press coverage for your campaign, 

but the media won’t just show up.  You’ve got to plan for your press coverage and be 

very proactive about it.  Send out press releases, make follow-up calls, and get the press 

really interested in your tour event. 
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Campaign Phone Banks    
 
Ever since the introduction of cheap, widespread telephony in the United States, the 

telephone has been a key ingredient in many political campaign strategies.  New 

technologies have made campaign telemarketing easier and cheaper than ever. 

 

Before beginning a campaign phone bank, be sure to check the laws and regulations for 

telemarketing activity in your district.  At the time of this writing, political telemarketing 

calls are generally exempt from telemarketing restrictions in the U.S. because of first 

amendment free speech protections. Be sure to check with your campaign board of 

elections and a qualified election lawyer before you begin your campaign to see if this 

generalization has changed and which rules are in effect at the time and in the place 

where you are running. 

 

Why Telemarketing is Good for Political Candidates 

 

It’s not hard to understand why campaigns like using phone banks.  Political 

telemarketing is relatively cheap (often only two to three cents per call) and quick to 

implement (campaigns can often implement a phone bank using a professional call center 

with as little as one day’s notice).  But the most important reason why phone banks are so 

great for campaigns is that, like direct mail, campaign telemarketing can be easily and 

directly targeted. That is, the campaign picks who gets a call and which message that 

voter receives, and only pays to contact those voters it has targeted for a call. 

 

Why Telemarketing is Bad for Political Candidates 

 

Campaign phone banks are bad for campaigns because they are… well… telemarketing.  

Is there anyone in the world who actually likes getting telemarketing calls?  Campaign 

calls, like all telemarketing calls, can annoy voters and can sometimes turn them against 

you.  All in all, though, at the time of this writing the good outweighs the bad, and I 

recommend that campaigns that can afford to use phone banks do so, but with a few 

caveats: 

 

1. Don’t Over Do It!  You shouldn’t call people three times in the same day or eight 

times in the same week.  I’ve seen campaigns who think, “Well, it’s okay to send 

five pieces of direct mail in three days, so it must be okay. to make four calls in 

two days.”  It’s not.  Use extreme care in how often you call the same voter.  

Many voters who would not be annoyed by two calls over the course of a month 

can become irate over two calls in the same day. 

 

2. Be Mindful of the Time of Day.  Don’t call in the morning, late at night, or at 

other times when people don’t want to be disturbed. 

 

3. Never Argue.  If you’re doing live calls with volunteers, be careful with how 

your callers are treating people on the phone.  They should never, ever get into 
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arguments with a voter, no matter how wrong that person may be.  They should 

just thank the voter for their views and say “goodbye.” 

 

Live vs. Auto Calls 

 

One decision your campaign will need to make is whether you plan to do “live calls,” 

where a real person is making the calls to voters, or auto calls, where a computer is 

making calls to a predefined list and playing a pre-recorded message.  There are pros and 

cons to each type of call. 

 

More people will listen to live callers, and live callers can also get feedback and report 

information, such as who a voter plans to support, back to the campaign.  On the other 

hand, if you’re using a professional telemarketing firm, live calls are more expensive than 

auto calls; if you’re using volunteers, you’ll need to take a lot of time to train and 

supervise them. 

 

Auto calls are less likely to be listened to in their entirety than live calls, as many voters 

who hear a pre-recorded message will simply hang up.  (There are great recording 

technologies and ways of writing your scripts, however, that can make it sound like your 

auto-message is a live person, at least for a minute or two, which will encourage people 

to listen).  On the other hand, auto calls are cheaper than live calls and allow for some 

creative uses, such as having a prominent politician who endorses you record an auto call 

message and then broadcasting that out, so that thousands of people are hearing the 

endorsement, in the endorser’s own voice, right on their own phones. 

 

The choice as to which type of call to use is ultimately one of budget and purpose, and 

must be decided by each individual campaign depending on their campaign strategy. 

 

Call Purposes 

 

Another key decision your campaign will need to make is: what is the purpose of our 

phone bank program and / or this individual round of calls?  Generally, campaign call 

programs serve any one of a number of possible purposes: 

 

1. Raise Name ID – a targeted call program can be used to raise a candidate’s name 

ID 

 

2. Negative Campaigning – a phone bank can be used to spread the word about 

certain issues that impact your opponent negatively 

 

3. Event Turnout – calls can be made to encourage voters to attend a campaign event 

 

4. Fundraising – calls can be made to ask for small donations 
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5. Get Out the Vote – political campaigns often use telemarketing to remind their 

supporters to go vote on Election Day 

 

6. Endorsements – as mentioned above, calls can be used to get out the word about a 

favorable endorsement, often using a pre-recorded message from the endorser 

herself 

 

Professional Phone Banks Explained 

 

If your campaign can afford it, I highly recommend that you use professional political 

telemarketing firms to run your campaign phone banks.  These companies have phone 

banks down to a science – they have tons of phones, know the best times and lists to call, 

and they have highly trained callers that know their scripts.  Be sure that if you go this 

route, you use a firm that specializes in political calls, and preferably one that has worked 

in your state before.  Also, remember that their rates are negotiable, so be sure to push for 

a pricing scheme that works for both you, and the telemarketing company. 

 

When you contract with a political telemarketing firm, you will generally spend some 

time with the company choosing who to target with your phone banks, figuring out when 

you want the calls to be done, how many flights of calls (individual calling rounds) you 

are looking to push out, writing the call scripts and negotiating price.  Then, the company 

gets to work.  Several days later, the first call flight should be complete, and your 

campaign should receive a report that tells you how many calls were made, how many 

were connected, what people said (if you are doing live calls), etc.  You can then tweak 

your call program before the next call flight, if you would like. 

 

Organizing a Volunteer Phone Bank 

 

If your campaign can’t afford a professional phone bank, you should still utilize calls in 

your campaign strategy by organizing a volunteer phone bank.  Note that because they 

will be dealing with the public, the volunteers and campaign staffers who participate in 

the phone bank will need to be well trained and monitored to assure that they are 

following the script, making the calls, and dealing with voters in an appropriate manner. 

 

The steps to organizing a successful volunteer phone bank are: 

 

1. Choose the Right Volunteers – First, select volunteers and staffers who are 

personable and are great “people people.” 

 

2. Pick Your List – Who are you planning to call in this round?  Registered voters? 

Registered voters in your party?  Registered voters in a certain precinct?  

Remember, your volunteers may be great, but they’re not supermen… they’ll be 

able to make 15-30 calls per hour each, so you don’t want to target 500 voters if 

you’ve only got four volunteers making calls for two hours. 
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3. Find a Great Call Space – You’re going to need at least one phone per 

volunteer.  Chances are, if you’re using volunteers instead of a professional firm, 

your campaign isn’t big enough to have an office with that many phone lines. One 

great solution is to find a friendly law firm or other company that has lots of 

telephone lines and will let you use their office for some phone bank nights.  Be 

sure to check your local campaign finance regulations to see if these companies 

can donate the space to your campaign, or if you have to pay them a market rate 

to rent the space. 

 

4. Train Your Team – Perhaps the most important step!  Train your team and have 

them practice their scripts (and how to deal with difficult voters) over and over 

again! 

 

5. Create a Fun Yet Professional Atmosphere – You want your volunteers to have 

fun so they’ll come to your next phone bank, yet make calls in a professional 

manner.  I’ve found the best way to do this is to clearly separate “fun time” from 

“call time.”  Have pizza and socializing before the phone bank, then call the 

volunteers together, tell them it is go time, remind them of their training and how 

important the calls are to the campaign, then let them get to work. 

 

6. Supervise Your Volunteers – Stay on top of your team!  Don’t be afraid to 

quietly (one-on-one) offer additional training and coaching to volunteers who are 

having a tough time, and definitely don’t be afraid to stop volunteers who are 

harassing voters or arguing with them.  Immediately reassign these volunteers to 

the envelope stuffing operation. 

 

7. Review the Results – After the phone bank is over, review the results and call 

statistics. 

 

8. Thank, Thank, Thank – Make sure you thank your volunteers for their help, 

over and over again. 

 
Building Winning Coalitions  
 
Coalition building can be an effective part of any grassroots campaign.  What is a 

coalition?  It is a group of people, who are connected by a common characteristic or 

concern, and who band together to support a certain candidate, party, or issue movement. 

 

For example: 

 

• Democrats for Jones (A group of voters, connected by the common characteristic 

of being Democrats, who support Republican candidate Mr. Jones) 

 

• Irish-Americans for Prop 937 (A group of voters, connected by the common 

characteristic of being Irish-Americans, who support proposition 937) 
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• East-Siders for Casey (A group of voters, connected by the common characteristic 

of living on the east-side of town, who band together to support Ms. Casey in her 

campaign for office) 

 
Targeting Demographic Groups 

 

As you can see in the examples above, political coalitions usually target a certain 

demographic in a bid to start a grassroots network among members of that demographic, 

in a way that will support your campaign.  At its heart, that’s what coalition-building is 

all about… forming new grassroots networks, or allying with existing ones, to garner 

support for your candidate from among the groups’ members and within the demographic 

which the group represents.   

 

What types of demographics can be targeted with coalitions?  The list if probably 

endless, but some of the usual suspects are: 

 

1. Geographic Area (e.g. Northeast Philly for Thomas Jefferson) 

2. Ethnic Group (e.g. Latinos for James Madison) 

3. Industry (e.g. Technology Coalition for James K. Polk) 

4. Job (e.g. Nurses for William McKinley) 

5. Age (e.g. Young Professionals to Elect John F. Kennedy) 

6. Interest (e.g. Artists for Gerald Ford) 

7. Issue (The Lower My Taxes Brigade on behalf of Ronald Reagan) 

 

As I said, the possibilities are endless, particularly when you realize how these 

demographic types can be mixed and matched (e.g. “Northeast Philly Young Artists for 

Woodrow Wilson” touches on three different types of demographics).   The real key is to 

make sure that the coalitions you start, or that you ally your campaign with, fit in with 

your campaign message and structure. 

 

Pre-Existing Coalitions vs. Campaign-Built Groups 

 

When planning your grassroots coalition strategy, there are two types of coalitions you 

can use: the pre-existing coalition, and the campaign-built coalition: 

 

➢ The Pre-Existing Coalition is, as the name implies, a coalition that already 

exists, one that your campaign does not have to put together.  These coalitions 

often ally with political campaigns that match up with their needs.  For example, a 

local conservative group might team up with a local Republican campaign, as 

might the town chamber of commerce.  The great thing about pre-existing 

coalitions is that the work of putting the group together has already been done for 

you.  The bad news is that, because you didn’t put the group together yourself, 

you have far less control over what the group says or does. 

 

➢ The Campaign-Built Coalition is a group that your campaign puts together for 

the purpose of supporting your efforts.  For example, you may start a Students for 
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John Adams group to build support for your candidate among local college 

students.  The good thing about these coalitions is that you retain lots of control 

over the group, its leadership, membership, and activities.  The bad news is that it 

can take a lot of work to get a group like this started. 

 

Partnering with Pre-Existing Coalitions 

 

When you partner with a pre-existing coalition, you convince a group that fits in with 

your campaign’s message and goals to support your candidate and work on his behalf.  In 

order to successfully partner with a pre-existing group: 

 

1. Define Your Goals – What do you hope to accomplish by partnering with a 

group?  How do they help you win?  (If a partnership can’t help you win, don’t 

waste your time and resources pursuing it). 

 

2. Choose Your Targets – Which groups should you partner with?  What coalitions 

fit in with the goals you defined in step 1? 

 

3. Reach Out to Leadership – Sit down with the leaders of the groups you want to 

partner with to lay out your program and why you think the partnership would be 

a good fit (remember never to offer anything of value in return for an 

endorsement or partnership – that’s illegal!) 

 

4. Task Your Partner – Give the coalition something to do, or better yet, a list of 

ways they can help your campaign. 

 

5. Track and Verify – Always track the work of the coalition and verify the 

information they are providing you.  Keep them on task and be sure they are 

following your instructions. 

 

6. Include Your Partner – Invite coalition members to events, send them mailings 

and e-updates, and make them feel like part of the team. 

 

7. Thank the Group – Remember to thank everyone from the coalition who helps 

you in your campaign. 

 

Building Coalitions from the Ground Up 

 

I am a firm believer that every campaign, no matter how small, should build at least one 

coalition from the ground up.  Building a group like this from the ground up is real work, 

and takes time, but the benefits can be enormous.  

 

As mentioned above, your goal here is to pick a demographic that your campaign is 

already targeting – for example, housewives, insurance brokers, pro-life voters – and set 

up a coalition among that group to support your candidate.   

 



124 | P a g e  

 

The real key to success with setting up your own coalition is leadership, most campaign-

built coalitions succeed or fail based on your ability to find great leaders for the group. 

 

Coalition leaders should (a) be great at networking, so that they are able to help you grow 

your coalition; (b) have good organizational skills, so they can keep the entire coalition 

on task; and (c) be die-hard dedicated and passionate about your campaign, so that you 

know they will try their hardest on your behalf.  While all three traits are important, (c) is 

definitely the most important of the bunch. 

 

So, start your coalition-building by choosing great leaders for the group.  Set-up a 

hierarchy, where there are coalition chair-people, various deputy-chairs, lots of captains 

for various activities, etc.  People need to feel like part of your team if they’re going to 

work hard for you.  Make them feel like part of your team by giving them a title and real 

responsibilities within the coalition.  If they don’t live up to your expectations, “promote” 

them right out of the position and into another that doesn’t have as much responsibility. 

 

Once you have your leadership and hierarchy in place, begin tasking your group with an 

activity that will help you meet your objectives.  As with pre-existing coalitions, your 

campaign-built coalition should hold meetings, send out e-mail updates, attend campaign 

events, and generally be involved with the life of the campaign.  Be sure to track your 

group’s activities and keep them motivated through regular rewards, perks, and thank-

you’s. 

 

Seven Things Coalitions Can Do for You 

 

What can a political coalition do for your campaign?  Lots!  Whether you are using 

campaign-built coalitions, pre-existing groups, or a combination of the two, coalitions 

can be a huge asset to your campaign.  Here are a few of the activities you can task your 

group with, no matter which type of coalition it is: 

 

1. Holding events and rallies 

2. Going door to door and doing lit drops 

3. Registering new voters 

4. Fundraising activities, including small events and mailings 

5. Get out the vote activities 

6. Voter blitzes  

7. Press events, such as endorsements from the group or group leaders 

 

Start planning your campaign’s coalition-building efforts now.  Both types of coalitions 

can and should be an integral part of your effort. 

 
Running Absentee Voter Programs 
 
What is an absentee voter?  An absentee voter is any person who chooses to vote using an 

absentee (or mail-in) ballot.  State and local governments vary widely in their rules for 

who can vote absentee, and as a general rule most states restrict the use of absentee 
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ballots to those voters who are either going to be out of the district (and thus unable to 

vote in person) on the day of the election, or who are unable to go to the polls because of 

advanced age or incapacity. 

 

What is an absentee voter program?  An absentee voter program is a coordinated 

campaign effort that seeks to (1) identify those voters who are likely to support you and 

who often / usually vote absentee, (2) identify other supporters who don’t vote or who 

don’t often vote, but who are eligible to vote absentee, (3) get both groups to register to 

vote absentee, and (4) stay in touch with these voters to encourage and motivate them to 

vote for your candidate. 

 

Generally, there is a three step process for voting absentee: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(1) First, an eligible voter sends in an application to vote absentee, listing the reasons 

why they plan to vote absentee instead of going to the polls.  Your state likely has a 

standardized form for this application. 

 

(2) Then, the state, county, or local board of election (BOE) looks at the application, and 

either disapproves it (unlikely) or approves it and mails an absentee ballot to the voter. 

 

(3) Finally, the voter marks the absentee ballot with their votes and mails the ballot back 

in, and their vote is recorded. 

 

**Remember: this is the general process, but the process in your state or area may vary, 

so find out by calling your local board of elections. 

 

1.  Voter sends 

in application. 

2. BOE sends 

back ballot. 

3.  Voter sends 

back ballot. 
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Depending on your state and district, you may or may not decide to run a targeted 

absentee ballot program in your election.  Your decision on whether to include an 

absentee component to your campaign strategy will depend on the following factors: 

 

Number of Absentee Voters 

 

Do lots of people vote absentee in your district?  Some states have very lax laws that 

encourage absentee voting, while other states are very strict and discourage it.  Find out 

how many people in your district generally vote absentee.  If the answer is, “a lot!” then 

you should be more inclined to invest time and money into this type of effort. 

 

Ease of Collecting Data 

 

What types of data are available from your local elections office?  Most states are able to 

provide you with voter file that includes a notation on what method a voter used to vote 

in each of the elections that they voted in: in-person or absentee.  This is the data you will 

use to decide which voters to contact as part of your absentee voter program.   If your 

state or locality doesn’t make this type of data available to your campaign, your job will 

be much, much harder. 

 

Local Laws and Regulations 

 
What type of absentee voter contact is allowed in your state / town / county / district?  

Are you allowed to make absentee ballot applications out to voters along with (or 

attached to) campaign literature?  Are you allowed to collect absentee ballot applications 

and file them in bulk?  If your state prohibits activity like this, your job will be much 

harder and may not be worth the time and money to run a less then effective program. 

 
Know the Rules 

 

As mentioned above, find out what the law is in your district.  This cannot be stressed 

enough.  Every area is different, so know the law.  Find out what you can and cannot do 

when it comes to absentee ballots, which are a highly regulated legal topic.  Your state 

may or may not prohibit certain tactics which are discussed in this section, so find out 

first! 

 

Your Absentee Voter Strategy 

 

Ok, you’ve done your research, gathered your list, and decided to run an absentee voter 

program in your campaign.  Here’s the plan: 

 

First: Communicate with voters who are likely to vote for your candidate and likely to 

vote absentee. 

 

Go through your lists.  Determine which voters are likely to vote absentee this year.  How 

will you know?  Well, a basic rule of thumb in political targeting is: the best predictor of 
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future action is past activity. If someone always (or usually) votes absentee, it is likely 

that they will vote absentee again this year.   

 

Then, figure out which of these voters is likely to support your candidate, which is likely 

to support your opponent, and which are swing voters.  There are two ways to approach 

this task.  You could do it on the basis of party affiliation – assume that the voters who 

are in your party are going to vote for you, the voters who are in your opponent’s party 

are going to vote for your opponent, and that those registered as “independent” or “non-

partisan” are the swing voters.  I don’t like this method because it assumes that 

independents really are independents, not people who are registered independent but 

always vote Republican or Democrat.  Likewise, it assumes there are no ticket-splitting 

conservative Democrats or liberal Republicans.  This method makes all of these 

assumptions based only on party affiliation, and not based on proof. 

 

The second method for figuring out which voters are likely to vote for your candidate, for 

your opponent, or to be swing voters is based on where they live.  Using this method, you 

take your targeting data, which you compiled at the beginning of this book, where you 

labeled each precinct as part of your base, part of your opponent’s base, or as a swing 

precinct.  Remember, these calculations were based on proof – that is, you looked at how 

the precinct had voted in the past, and guessed how it will vote in this election based on 

how it voted in past elections. 

 

Take your list of likely absentee voters, and next to each one, mark down what type of 

precinct they live in: your base, your lean, swing, your opponent’s lean, your opponent’s 

base (see the targeting section, above, if you need a refresher course on those terms).  

Then, figure out which of these types you want to target with your absentee voter 

program.  While it would be nice to target all five, most campaigns don’t have enough 

money for that.  Which groups you choose to target depend on the targeting strategy 

decisions you made above, but generally, the pecking order is: 

 

1. Your lean 

2. Swing 

3. Opponent’s lean 

4. Your base 

5. Opponent’s base 

 

Thus, most campaigns would target their own lean precincts first, then if they had the 

money, the swing precincts, then their opponent’s lean precincts… etc.  Take the list of 

likely absentee voters who live in the precincts you are targeting, and voila!  This is the 

basis of your absentee voter program. 

 

Second, as you campaign, add supporters to the list who are eligible to vote absentee and 

who are unlikely to vote unless they do vote absentee. 

 

Train your campaign volunteers and staff to be on the lookout for supporters who most 

likely won’t vote because they can’t get to the polls. For example, if you go door to door 
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and the entire household supports you, and you notice that one of those supporters is an 

older senior citizen or a businessman who travels Monday through Friday every week 

(and thus is likely to be out of town on Election Day), then add these folks to your 

absentee voter program list, as they are prime prospects who both support you and are 

unlikely to vote unless they vote absentee. 

 

Keep adding new prospects to your master absentee voter program list. 

 

Third, get your absentee voter program list to apply for an absentee ballot.   

 

You’ll need to remind your supporters who are likely to vote absentee to register for an 

absentee ballot.  Sometimes, the process is quite cumbersome (it varies by state) so many 

campaigns will mail out a step-by-step instruction guide teaching their absentee voters 

how to apply for a ballot and how to mail the ballot back in.   

 

Depending on the local laws and regulations, some campaigns go so far as to attach an 

application for an absentee ballot to a mailer that encourages people to fill it out and send 

it in, and then mails that mailer to their entire absentee list.  Other campaigns mail an 

absentee ballot application to their entire list of supporters, to make sure they don’t miss 

anyone.  Check your local laws to see if this is an option for your campaign.  Campaigns 

than are allowed to mail out the absentee ballot application as part of a mailer should 

consider doing so, as your absentee prospect list will be far more likely to fill it out if you 

send it to them, rather than them having to go find an application online or at the local 

post office or library. 

 

Lastly, stay in touch with your absentee voter program list for the duration of the 

campaign 

 

Stay in touch with your list!  Once someone gets placed on your absentee voter program 

master list, you should stay in touch with them to encourage them to vote for your 

candidate, remind them when the application deadlines are, make sure that they apply and 

that they vote, etc.  Remember, your opponent will most likely not be running an 

absentee voter program, so your absentee prospects will probably only be getting this 

information from you.  Keep in touch with them, include them in regular campaign 

communications like newsletters and direct mail, plus throw in a few “absentee voter 

only” mailings and reminders. 

 

Voter Registration Drives  
 
As with absentee voter programs, voter registration drives are campaign outreach efforts 

that may be helpful to your campaign, but which may not be necessary or wise, because 

of the time and resource investment they require in order to be successful. I would say 

that if your campaign only has the time, money, and manpower to do one or the other, do 

an absentee voter program.  If you can do both, fine, but make sure you are doing the 

absentee voter program well before you implement a voter registration campaign. 
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Weighing the Benefits and Costs 

 

As the name suggests, a voter registration drive is an effort to register new voters.  This 

strategy has definite pros and cons: 

 

First, remember that you can’t tell people how to register, or how to vote, and you can’t 

ask people who they are going to vote for and then only register those who support your 

candidate, so there’s a real risk that you may be registering more voters who are going to 

vote for your opponent than for your own candidate.  (We’ll talk more about how to 

avoid this later). 

 

Second, be aware that voter registration efforts take a lot of time.  As with anything in 

your campaign, your only questions when deciding whether to implement a campaign 

tactic are: (a) will this help me win? And (b) if I spend this amount of time and money 

elsewhere, will it help me win even more?  Question (b) is really the important one here – 

if you spend 40 man hours and $500 on a voter registration drive, would it be better, from 

a time and resource management perspective, to invest that time and money into another 

tactic, like going door to door or a coordinated yard sign campaign? 

 

Bear in mind that I am not suggesting voter registration drives are a bad thing, and I 

certainly support all of the non-partisan groups out there, like the League of Women 

Voters, that hold massive registration campaigns.  Getting people to register is a good 

thing… the only question, given the limited amount of time you have in your campaign, 

is… should your campaign be the organization that runs an event or campaign like this? 

 

There are, of course, some pros to running a campaign-sponsored voter registration drive, 

including new voters for your candidate (if you run the campaign right) and an 

opportunity to communicate with voters before your opponent even knows that they are 

registered to vote. 

 

The Impact of Motor Voter 

 

It is also important to note that with the passage of the Motor Voter law in the 1990’s, 

registering to vote in the United States has never been easier, and people now have 

opportunities to register all of the time – so voter registration drives have been garnering 

less and less attention (and fewer and fewer registrations) ever since. 

 

Legal Issues 

 

Before starting a voter registration drive or a registration campaign, check with your local 

board of elections to find out what the laws and regulations are that govern voter 

registration in your state and locality.  Some areas may have rules prohibiting who can 

run registration drives, what kind of information you can keep, and where new 

registrations should be mailed. 
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Voter Registration Drives: Seeking Out Your Voters 

 

As we noted above, one of the major problems with running a voter registration drive is 

that you don’t have any way of knowing, for sure, that you are registering more voters 

who will support you than those who will support your candidate.  This is important 

because, if you’re going to spend time doing registrations when you could be doing other 

activities, you need to be sure that the registration time is time well spent in helping your 

candidate win. 

 

Luckily, there is a solution: our old friend targeting.  Dust off the targeting data you 

completed earlier in the book, and look at the precincts that are most likely to vote for 

you, those where you are expecting the highest percentage of votes.  These precincts were 

labeled as your party’s “base precincts” during our targeting exercise (you can also 

include in this group some of your party’s best performing “lean precincts”).   

 

Remember what I said earlier – in politics, the best predictor of future activity is past 

performance.  That means that you can extrapolate information from your targeting to 

determine where to hold voter registration activities.  If, in your targeting, you 

determined that you are likely to receive 60% of the vote in the precinct, you can assume 

that any new voters you register are going to continue that trend… that is, 60% will vote 

for your candidate, 40% will not.  So, you can assume that for every 10 people you 

register, you will gain two net votes (six votes for you minus four  votes against you 

equals 2 net votes). 

 

This correlation can be assumed, but is not assured.  You’ll need to track your 

registrations carefully.  If you’re allowed by law to turn in the voter registration cards and 

to record the information, then analyze the trends.  If you’re a Democrat and you’re doing 

voter registration in a precinct where you are assuming that you’ll receive 65% of the 

vote, yet 60% of the registrations that are coming in are for newly registered Republicans, 

double check your targeting math and assumptions, and re-tool your voter registration 

activities as needed. 

 

Voter Registration and Your Grassroots Activities 

 

If your campaign decides to do some voter registration, this tactic should form a part of 

your overall grassroots activities, and can often be incorporated into them.  For example, 

one of the best ways to get new registrations is to go door-to-door.  But if you’re going to 

go door –to-door to register people, you may as well tie this in to your campaign’s overall 

door-to-door efforts.  Have your door knockers hand out literature and talk to voters at 

homes where people are already registered, and then knock on doors where people aren’t 

registered to get them signed-up.  Remember, only add the registration component into 

your best targeted districts.  If you’re going door-to-door in a swing precinct, you’re 

probably not going to want to do registration as well. 

 

Also, be wary of doing registration activities at a table set up outside a local grocery 

store, at the train station, or in a mall.  The reason is targeting.  While the location itself 
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may be inside of a targeted precinct, you have no way of knowing if the people that are 

shopping there or getting onto the train actually live in the targeted precinct.  When 

you’re knocking on doors, you can be pretty sure that you know where new registrants 

live. 

 

Staying in Touch 

 
As I mentioned in the section on pros and cons, one of the biggest reasons to do voter 

registration drives is that you get a leg up on your competition by allowing you to 

communicate with a voter whom your opponent doesn’t even know is registered to vote.  

Because your opponent is likely not going door to door or sending out direct mail to 

people who aren’t registered to vote, and because voter registration data takes time to be 

updated. Often those updates aren’t even ordered by the campaign after they get their 

initial data from the board of elections, you are in a great position to have that voter all to 

yourself. 

 

Again, be careful and check the law. Are you allowed to make copies of the voter 

registration cards that you get filled out?  Are you allowed to record the data?  Are you 

even allowed to collect the cards, or do you have to hand them out and ask people to mail 

them back in on their own after they have filled them out?  Find out!   Rules and laws 

vary by country, state, county, and town. 

 

If you are allowed to record the information or make copies, do so – write down the 

person’s name and address, and add them to your “new voter” file or database.  Then, 

stay in touch with them.  Send them a letter from the candidate welcoming them as a new 

voter.  Send them campaign mailings and info, invite them to events, send them 

newsletters and direct mail – remember, unlike almost any other class of voter, these new 

voters will likely be getting information and mailings only from your campaign.  It’s a 

great opportunity to break through the clutter, if you can. 

 

One final note: if your campaign is collecting voter registration cards and is then 

supposed to turn them in to the board of elections, be sure you do!  Keeping them, losing 

them, or holding on to them for more than a day or two is not only probably illegal and 

definitely unethical, but it also looks very, very unprofessional and is in poor form. 

 
Election Day: Getting Out the Vote! 
 
You may have noticed that, over the course of this book, I have spent a lot of time talking 

about getting out the vote, and we hadn’t even gotten to the Getting Out the Vote! 

Section of the book yet.  If you haven’t gotten the hint yet, here’s my point:  

 

GETTING OUT THE VOTE IS IMPORTANT. 

 

Not only is your get out the vote (GOTV) program a key part of your winning strategy, it 

is also something that needs to be woven throughout all of your other tactics.  And, 

because it needs to be part of everything you do, planning and starting your GOTV 
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activities (at least the list-building and planning portions) needs to begin at the start of 

your campaign, even though GOTV won’t become your primary focus until the final few 

weeks of the election cycle. 

 

What is a Get Out the Vote / GOTV Program? 

 

Even though some of the tactics are fairly difficult, the concept behind GOTV is simple:   

 

Getting out the vote means implementing a program in your campaign to (a) 

identify voters who support you and (b) move them to the polls on Election Day by 

motivating them to go vote. 

 

That’s it… two main concepts.  You’ve got to spend the entire campaign figuring out 

which voters support you (that’s why GOTV considerations need to be part of every 

tactic you use) and then you need to spend the last two weeks of the campaign reminding 

those people to go vote.  Of course, your communications team should be spending the 

intervening time communicating with these voters to make sure that they continue to 

support you, right up until Election Day. 

 

The 10% Rule 

 

The 10% rule is used by smart political campaigns to set their get out the vote goals.  The 

10% rule says this: The campaign’s goal should be to figure out how many votes it will 

need to win the election (this is figured out through your targeting – see the targeting 

section at the beginning of the book for a refresher course), and then to go out and 

identify 10% of that number in supporters during the course of the election, and try to 

move that group to the polls. 

 

For example, let’s say your team decides that about 4,000 people are going to go vote on 

Election Day.  You assume you will need 2,001 (50%+1) votes to win the election.  

Using the 10% rule, your campaign’s goal is to identify at least 200 supporters during the 

course of the campaign who are eligible to vote in your election and say they plan to vote 

for you.  Your campaign finds these 200 people, then motivates them to actually go vote 

on Election Day.  Likewise, if your campaign figured it would need 200,000 votes to win, 

your GOTV goal would be to identify 20,000 supporters (10% of 200,000) and move 

them to the polls 

 

Tracking Voters 

 

As you can see, tracking your voters (and specifically, your supporters) is key to your 

GOTV efforts.  Every activity you engage in should include tracking supporters, from the 

beginning of the campaign right down to the end.   

 

The best way to track your supporters is to start a campaign database, or at least a 

spreadsheet, right at the beginning.  If you start a database, make sure there is a field that 

you can use to indicate if someone has said they plan to vote for you or not.  If you’re 
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using an Excel or other type of spreadsheet, make sure it contains only those who said 

they will vote for you.  No one should be included in the spreadsheet (or be indicated as a 

supporter for GOTV purposes in the database) unless they (1) are registered to vote and 

eligible to vote in your election, and (2) have indicated that the plan to vote for your 

candidate. 

 

Once you’ve got your campaign database/spreadsheet set up, it is time to start populating 

it.  You have to get every single supporter into that database if you are going to meet your 

10% goal.  The first person in should be the candidate.  Then, his wife (after you ask if 

she is going to vote for you… you’d be surprised at the stories I could tell!).  Then, 

campaign staff that plan to vote for you and are eligible to vote in the district, and so 

on… 

 

Then, as the campaign gets underway, make sure that everyone knows about and 

understands the database and GOTV systems, and reports back all supporters to your 

database administrator, who should add those people to the list.  Every single campaign 

activity should include a GOTV component.  Every single one.  Some examples: 

 

• During your door to door efforts, make sure your volunteers write mark off, on 

their lists, the names of every voter who says they plan to vote for you. 

 

• When holding events, ask people to sign up for your newsletter “if you support 

Sean (or Marie, or whatever the candidate’s name)” and add these people to your 

list. 

 

• Add all donors to the list.  (Not all donors will end up supporting you, but most 

will) 

 

• If you’re doing telemarketing or phone banks, ask this question at the end: “Janet 

is very close to winning this election – can she count on your vote on Election 

Day?” and add the “yes” people to your list 

 

• Consider doing campaign phone banks for the sole purpose of finding supporters 

to add to your GOTV efforts. 

 

• Write down the names of all supporters who approach you, come into regional 

campaign offices, etc. 

 

In short, track your supporters from day one, using every means available to you, and use 

the results as part of your GOTV efforts.  If you’re knee-deep in the midst of a campaign, 

and haven’t started your supporter list yet, it’s never too late – start now! 

 

The Best Ways to Move People to the Polls 

 

Okay, you’ve got your list of supporters together.  Now what?  Whether your list contains 

1% of the number of votes you need to win, or 10% (or more), your task now is the same 
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– get those supporters to go vote.  You’ve got to gently remind your supporters to get out 

and vote for you on Election Day.  

 

You should start your Election Day operations at least one month before the big day.  

That’s when you’ll want to gather your get out the vote team, plan your efforts, look 

through your lists, and get your materials printed and in order.  Once your team is in 

place, write a workable GOTV plan, and implement it.  The cornerstones of a great get 

out the vote effort are: 

 

1. Stay in Touch – Hopefully, your campaign has stayed in touch with supporters 

during the entire election cycle, keeping your candidate’s name and message in 

front of them. 

 

2. Remind Them – You’ve got to remind your supporters when Election Day is, and 

who to vote for (your candidate!) 

 

3. Motivate Them – Tell your supporters why this campaign is so important, how 

close the election is going to be, and why every vote counts. 

 

4. Make it Easy – Set up systems to make voting easy for your supporters.  Have an 

Election Day hotline for voters who need a ride to the polls, or who aren’t sure 

where to vote. 

 

5. Nag ‘Em! – Seriously, sometimes, you’ve got to nag your supporters to get them 

to go vote on Election Day.  Many campaigns send out multiple mail pieces, place 

multiple calls, do lit drops on Election Day and more.  Get them to go vote!  

Many campaigns are decided by less than 2% of the vote – those are the elections 

that are won and lost with get out the vote tactics. 

 

Smart campaigns use a variety of tactics to move people to the polls on Election Day, 

including: 

 

✓ Mailings and Postcards – Start sending these up to two weeks before the polls 

open to remind people what day to go vote, and that they are part of your 

candidate’s team.  Reinforce how important their vote is to winning this election, 

and let them know why the stakes are so high. 

 

✓ Phone Calls – Either live or pre-recorded.  “Hi, this is Jim Smith, calling for the 

Ronald Rodriguez campaign.  This Tuesday is Election Day, and Ron is counting 

on your vote.  Polls are open from 7am until 8pm.  Do you know where your 

polling place is?” 

 

✓ Door Hangers – I love this method.  Campaign volunteers work all night the night 

before, and early on Election Day placing door hangers only on supporters’ doors 

that remind them that today is Election Day and to please go vote for their 

candidate.  This is a great reminder and one that not many campaigns pursue. 
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✓ E-mails – Send reminders out to your support list. 

 

✓ Door to Door – This is a tactic employed by many urban Democratic campaigns, 

but which can be employed by any campaign.  Sometimes called “knock-and-

drag,” this tactic uses staff and volunteers to actually knock on doors and take 

people to the polls, or at least remind them to go vote. 

 

Use a variety of tactics to help you move your 10% to the polls.  Many successful 

campaigns start sending out mailings two weeks before the election, make phone calls 

and send e-mails during the final week, place door hangers the day before the election, 

and go door to door on Election Day.  Your campaign may not be able to perform all of 

those tasks, but be sure to complete as many as possible.  Getting out the vote could spell 

the difference between victory and defeat on Election Day. 

 

Reacting to Election Day Data  

 

Being able to react in real time to Election Day data is the crème de la crème of get out 

the vote operations. This is an advanced tactic that very few campaigns utilize, usually 

just the largest and best funded national and statewide campaigns. However, in the past I 

have worked with a big city mayoral campaign and a state assembly race that 

successfully used this tactic, so don’t discount it for your campaign. 

 

Basically, reacting to Election Day data means that your campaign actually tracks who is 

going to vote in key precincts, and then takes action the afternoon and evening of 

Election Day based on that data.  Here’s how it works: 

 

Setting Your Goals 

 

First, the campaign should set its voter goals based on both your targeting and the list you 

are building.  Your goals are two-fold: (1) make sure all of the voters you have identified 

as supporters are actually going out to vote, and (2) make sure that enough voters from 

your party are going to the polls on Election Day.  You also need to decide, based on 

available volunteer manpower, whether you are going to try this tactic in all precincts in 

your district, or a smaller portion of targeted precincts. 

 

Tracking Voters 

 

Tracking is the key to making this tactic work.  In order to know who has gone to vote or 

not, your campaign will need a way to track voters.  The only effective way to do this is 

to place “poll watchers” in every polling place you are targeting with this tactic.  Poll 

watchers are campaign volunteers who are allowed into the polling place (not the voting 

booth) and who can sit right by the election officials who are marking people in who 

come to vote.  (Check with your local board of elections to determine the legal 

requirements for naming poll watchers, obtaining poll watcher certificates, and rules on 

what watchers can and can’t do). 
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Each poll watcher will need several lists of all voters that are registered to vote at that 

polling place.  As people come up to vote and give their name, the poll watcher should 

mark off that person’s name on their alphabetical list of voters.  This way, the campaign 

knows which voters have come to vote and which have not. 

 

Several times during the day, a campaign volunteer should come to pick up the voter list 

that the watcher has marked off (the watcher would then start marking off on a new list) 

and take it to the campaign headquarters. 

 

Taking Action 

 

Tracking voters in this way is not much good unless your campaign is ready and able to 

take action.  Starting in the early afternoon, your campaign should begin calling all those 

people who are on your “supporter” list who have not come out to vote yet.  Likewise, if 

you have the resources, you can look at your targeting data and see which precincts are 

“underperforming,” (i.e. where a smaller percentage of your party’s voters are coming 

out to vote than what you need to win… if you are a Democratic candidate and you know 

that you need 47% of the vote to win in precinct 37, but only 38% of the party-affiliated 

[non-independent] voters who have gone to vote that day are Democrats, that precinct is 

underperforming and you can get on the phones and start making calls to registered 

Democrats who have not yet voted).  

 

Should you use this tactic in your own campaign?  It depends on how many volunteers 

you have at your disposal and how many hours you can devote to training them.  You 

must use the get out the vote tactics noted in the previous section: calls, letters, door 

hangers, etc.  If you can add this reactive Election Day effort to the mix, all the better.  I 

actually think that reacting to Election Day data like this is toughest for mid-size 

campaigns.  Large campaigns often have lots of money and people.  Small campaigns 

may only have seven or eight polling places to cover, and can easily do these activities.  

Mid-sized campaigns will have to think long and hard before committing the resources 

necessary to make this type of effort a success.  

 

Working the Polls on Election Day 

 

Another key component of your Election Day activities should be working the polls – 

handing out literature, asking people for their vote one last time, making sure there are 

signs around the polling place.  Check with your local board of elections for the rules on 

what you can and can’t do at the polling place on Election Day (many states have a 

minimum number of feet you have to be away from the voting machines in order to hand 

out literature, etc.).   

 

I always advise campaigns to try to staff as many polling places as possible with 

volunteers shaking hands, wearing buttons, and handing out literature, and to always 

place lots of signs around the polling stations for Election Day.  You’d be surprised how 
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many voters come to the polls not knowing who they are going to vote for, particularly 

for down ballot races.  Be sure your campaign has one last chance to sway them. 

 

Ballot Security: Does Your Campaign Need a Plan? 

 

As election campaigns have become more and more contentious, many campaigns have 

started to realize the need for ballot security programs.  A ballot security program is an 

organized effort to make sure that there is no “funny business” on Election Day at the 

polls or with the voting machines or the vote counts.  Decide early on in the campaign 

whether or not you think your campaign needs a ballot security program depending on 

the shape and nature of politics in your area.  If you do need a strategy in place, the most 

common elements of political ballot security programs include: 

 

1. The Hotline – Your campaign can set up a staffed hotline at campaign HQ to take 

calls from volunteers, poll watchers, etc. about problems at the polls.  Be sure to 

train the hotline volunteers on what to do when they receive word of a problem, 

and make sure that your volunteers around the district know the hotline number. 

 

2. Poll Watchers – Train poll watchers to be inside all problem polling places 

looking for evidence of funny business.  Also, keep a close eye on how absentee 

ballots are handled, and make sure that only registered voters are coming to vote. 

 

3. Reporting the Count – In most states, when the polling place closes, the machine 

tapes (with the recoded vote totals for each candidate) are read aloud and the poll 

watchers can see the tapes to make sure what is read is what the machine actually 

recorded.  Have your poll watchers write down the vote totals and report them to 

campaign headquarters to make sure they match up with the officially reported 

totals. 

 

4. Quick Reaction Team – Have a team of lawyers and political professionals in 

place to react to any problems with the voting or individual polling places. 
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Part VI 
 

Political Fundraising 
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Ah, fundraising, at once both the lifeblood and bane of any political campaign.  Few 

candidates like to do it, because few candidates take the time to really understand what 

fundraising is all about, learn the concepts, and apply them in real life. 

 

Fundraising is like sales, everyone thinks they should be good at it, and that it shouldn’t 

take any work.  As with sales, most people think “I’ll either be great at fundraising or I’ll 

be awful at it – and nothing will change that.”  They try and make a few calls, feel 

awkward, and declare to themselves that they aren’t great fundraisers, and then spend 

time looking around for someone to do the calls for them… some magic “fundraiser,” 

“consultant,” or “money guy” who will make all of their problems with raising cash go 

away. 

 

If this describes you, or your candidate, then you may be surprised to learn that very few 

candidates or politicians… heck, very few people in general… are naturally good at 

fundraising (or sales!)  Most of the politicians you see who raise millions of dollars each 

cycle started out right where you are now, assuming that they weren’t good at fundraising 

and that there was nothing they could do to change that. 

 

What separates successful fundraisers from the non-successful masses isn’t innate talent, 

instead it is curiosity, study, and practice. That’s right, successful fundraisers aren’t born, 

they are made.  Candidates that raise lots of money do so because they took the time to 

learn how to fundraise.  Almost anyone can follow in their footsteps, because almost 

anyone can learn how to be a successful fundraiser.  But be warned, getting good takes 

time and practice… lots of it!   

 

Candidates, campaign staffers, supporters, and consultants who want to become 

successful fundraisers need to spend time in the trenches learning how to set up 

fundraising programs and make asks.  Then, they have to fight through the awkwardness 

of the first few (or dozen, or hundred) tries.  It won’t feel natural, it will feel scripted, 

embarrassing, silly, and strange.  But those political animals who get through their fear, 

learn the science of fundraising, and practice it over and over again will get to a place 

where they feel comfortable with fundraising, and are truly proficient in their craft. 

 

Fundraising Isn’t a Dirty Word 

 
The first concept aspiring fundraisers, candidates, and finance committee members need 

to learn is this: fundraising isn’t a dirty word.  Period. 

 

Sure, there have been lots of people throughout political history who have misused 

political fundraising.  There have been bribes, illicit payments, misuse of funds, quid pro 

quo donations, and all sorts of improprieties.  Add to these the fact that we have all seen 

candidates and elected officials who were so wrapped up in raising money that they 

forgot what they were sent to city hall or the capitol to do, and it is easy to see why 

political fundraising draws so much resentment and criticism. 
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That being said, to all of those who think that all fundraising is a dirty business I say: 

how can it be?  Think about this for a minute… I mean, really think about it.  The most 

important decisions of our day are decided in the political sphere.  Each day, parties, 

politicians, interest groups and communities duke it out in state houses and town halls 

around the country fighting for what they believe it.  And that is exactly the way it should 

be… I know, I know… it is very fashionable these days to talk about how un-civilized 

political discourse has gotten, and to decry that people who are elected don’t just get 

along. 

 

But wait a minute!  Do you really want people to go along and get along when they are 

deciding the future of our nation, our state, our city, our world?  Whether you are a 

progressive or a conservative, don’t you want there to be a battle over the size and role of 

government?  Or do you think we should just agree to disagree and come up with a 

lukewarm compromise?  What about civil rights?  Abortion?  Education policy?  Health 

care?  No matter which side of each of these debates you come down on, aren’t they 

important to argue about?  Aren’t they big enough, don’t they impact enough lives to 

warrant our passion and emotion?  Sure, if you’re talking about whether or not to put a 

four-way stop sign at the corner of Main and Elm Streets, take it easy and come up with a 

compromise.  But how to go about stopping the influence of drugs in our schools?  I say, 

get passionate and work it out in the arena through a battle of ideas. 

 

So what does all of this have to do with fundraising?  Well, if we can agree that the 

biggest questions of our day are decided in the political arena, and that these questions 

are so big and so important that they should be argued about, the next step is to realize 

that effectively arguing your position takes money.   

 

When two candidates are running against each other, they are presenting two different 

and competing visions for the future in front of the electorate.  They spend months, or 

even years, campaigning for the job, hashing out the issues in front of a public audience, 

trying to get their messages across.  These efforts take money – and lots of it.  The vast 

majority of candidates can’t self-fund, so they need to raise money in order to argue for 

what they believe in.  Fundraising isn’t an inherently dirty business, despite the presence 

of a few bad actors.  Instead, fundraising is the lifeblood of our national debate on the 

future of our country. 

 

If you’re running for office and you think raising money is bad, think of it this way: Your 

ideas are important, aren’t they?  Why are you running for office?  What do you want to 

accomplish?  Are the issues you are raising important?  Are they vitally important to your 

children’s future?  To your nation’s future?  Unless you can self-fund, you will not be 

able to get your message, issues, and vision out without fundraising.  If the issues and 

vision you are discussing are this important, isn’t it worth fundraising to get your 

message out?  You’re not fundraising for yourself, you’re fundraising to win the election, 

and make a better future for your children and your country.   

 

Fundraising needn’t be a dirty word. 
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Know the Law 
 
Few areas of political campaigns are more fraught with legal peril than fundraising.  

Before soliciting your first donation, know the law.  Spend time with your local elections 

code, call your local board of elections, ask a friendly election lawyer, and talk to 

previous candidates.   You must know the law before you begin.  Laws and regulations 

relating to political campaign fundraising differs by country, state, county, and 

municipality.  Get informed and make sure you follow the law.  Penalties for breaking 

campaign finance law can be steep, and in addition can ruin any political chances you 

have for the future. 

 

While the applicable law differs for each campaign, there are some basic legal restrictions 

you are likely to have to deal with (this list is in no way inclusive): 

 

1. Limits on the size of donations – Limits on the amount an individual, couple, 

PAC, company, etc. can donate. 

 

2. Limits on who can donate – Can corporations donate?  LLPs / LLCs?  

Government employees?  Banks?  Unions?   

 

3. Limitations on pass-throughs – Almost all campaigns are prohibited from 

soliciting or receiving donations made by one person but “passed through” 

another person (donations made in the name of another).  Do any other 

limitations apply? 

 

4. Campaign finance reporting requirements – This is a biggie.  Every state and 

locality has different rules on what must be reported, when, and by whom (not to 

mention dozens of forms).  Get familiar with campaign finance reporting law 

before you begin. 

 

5. Disclosures – What disclosures need to be made on your campaign solicitations? 

 

6. Spending limits – Do they apply? 

 

Again, this list is not exhaustive, so check your local laws and consult an election 

attorney before beginning your campaign. 

 
Political Fundraising 101: Basic Concepts 
 
Before we get into the individual strategies and tactic that you should carry out as part of 

a professional political fundraising operation for your campaign, it is important to 

understand some key basic fundraising concepts: 
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You’ve Got to Ask 

 

You’d be surprised how many political campaigns (and non-profits!) think that once they 

set up shop, money will just come pouring in.  The truth is, it never does.  The only way 

to raise money is to go out and ask for it.  Also, bear in mind that asking for money does 

not mean saying, “I hope you will support my campaign.”  Fundraising is always a 

question, not a statement.  “Will you support my campaign?” is better, but not quite there.  

“Will you contribute $1,000?” is a real fundraising ask. 

 

The Closer the Contact the Better Your Chances 

 

People are more likely to donate when they are asked by someone close to them.  If your 

mother or brother or best friend asks you to contribute to a candidate, you are very likely 

to do it, even if you don’t really know the candidate.  If a stranger on the phone asks you 

to make a donation, you are very unlikely to do so.  Campaigns should always try to find 

the person closest to the prospect to make the actual ask, if such a person exists. 

 

If You Won’t Fundraise, No One Can Do It for You! 

 

Political operatives know that the surest sign a candidate will lose is when he or she tells 

their staff, “I’m going to focus on the big picture issues, and the staff and finance 

committee will handle the fundraising.”  Guess what?  That candidate will almost surely 

lose.  While a great fundraising staff, top notch consultants, a dedicated finance 

committee, impressive event hosts, and good direct mail can all drastically scale your 

fundraising efforts, the truth is that if the candidate won’t do the heavy lifting of 

fundraising, no amount of other tactics can make up for the shortfall.  As we will learn 

later in this section, the candidate must be the fundraiser-in-chief. 

 

Viral Fundraising / Building Fundraising Networks 

 

The candidate must be willing and able to do her own fundraising, but the candidate that 

can raise a million dollars on his own is few and far between.  Most candidates don’t 

know enough great contacts to be able to raise their full campaign budget, no matter how 

dedicated they are to the process.  For this reason, the campaign must build fundraising 

networks (sometimes called “viral fundraising”) to help it reach out into other 

demographic, geographic and business circles.  As we will see in the major donor and 

minor donor sections below, the way to build a fundraising network is to convince your 

supporters to reach into their own rolodexes to fundraise on your behalf, and then to 

convince those new contacts to do the same, and so on, and so on. 

 

Your Own Donors are Your Best Prospects 

 

Never stop at just one ask.  Your own donors are your best prospects.  Depending on how 

long your campaign cycle is, donors may be asked for additional contributions (up to the 

legal contribution limit) three, four, or five times or more each cycle.  Once people 

donate to your campaign, they feel like part of your team and have a vested interest in 



143 | P a g e  

 

seeing you win.  Be sure to stay in touch with them and let them know when you need 

your team to contribute again to push you further on the road to success. 

 

Always Ask for a Specific Amount 

 

An ask without an amount is not a very strong ask.  Always include an amount, or a range 

of amounts, in your ask.  Simply saying, “will you make a donation?” assures that any 

resulting donation will be small indeed.  I can’t tell you how many times I have spoken 

with a candidate who just got off the phone with a very wealthy contact who said they 

would make a donation. The candidate is often very excited about the size of the gift.  

When I ask the amount, the candidate replies that they don’t know, because they didn’t 

ask for a specific amount, but they are sure this person could contribute several thousand 

dollars to the campaign (or more).  The way this usually goes is that three days later the 

campaign gets a check from the donor for $100.  This is truly a wasted opportunity.  

Always ask for a specific amount.  Aim high – the prospect can always talk you down, 

but will rarely try to talk you up.  “Will you give $1,000 to my campaign?” works… so 

does, “Will you contribute $500 or $1,000 to our effort?” 

 

Say Thank You 

 

Donors are doing you a big favor by contributing to your campaign.  Don’t be stingy with 

your thanks.  When someone makes a contribution, send them a thank you note ASAP.  

When someone makes a big contribution, call them to personally say thanks.  No matter 

what the size of someone’s contribution, add them to the mailing list to keep them in the 

loop, and invite them to future campaign events and rallies. 

 

How to Set Your Overall Fundraising Goal 

 

Most candidates go into a campaign saying, “I’d like to raise $10,000,” or “We’re going 

to raise $50,000,000,” but they have no idea why they are setting those amounts, other 

than that these amounts sound about right.  This is the wrong way to set your campaign’s 

fundraising goal.  I always tell candidates:  first, write your campaign plan and see what 

you need to do to win.  Then, develop a budget based on your plan – what are your 

minimum, middle, and maximum budgets in order to carry out the strategy you detailed 

in your plan?  Finally, write your fundraising plan based on your budget. That budget 

should become your fundraising goal. It’s what you need to raise in order to carry out 

your plan and win your election. 

 

The Beauty is in the System 

 

Successful fundraising is, in large part, about setting up systems.  No matter how many 

wealthy people the candidate knows, or how many events you plan to hold, you will 

never reach your goals unless you are able to design and implement systems: event 

systems, direct mail systems, call systems, thank you procedures, prospect list 

development systems, etc.  The beauty is in the systems you devise. 
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The Political Fundraising Pyramid 
 
Modern political campaigns use a variety of fundraising tactics to meet their goals.  

Those tactics form the remainder of this section.  Before delving into how to plan and 

implement each of these individual fundraising tactics, however, it is important to 

understand how each tactic fits into the overall fundraising plan. The best way to 

visualize this is through The Political Fundraising Pyramid, a concept developed by 

Local Victory: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

This diagram represents all of the various tactics that most campaigns will use to raise 

money.  At the bottom is personal solicitation, which raises a comparatively larger 

portion of an average campaign budget than any other tactic.  Then comes major donor 

and affinity groups, which raise less than personal solicitation, but more than the 

remaining tactics.  Then comes events, then direct mail, the Internet, and grassroots 

strategies, plus minor donor groups and grassroots fundraising. 
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Also note that those tactics at the top of the pyramid, like grassroots and Internet 

fundraising, raise money from lots of donors, but in very small chunks.  As you progress 

down the pyramid, the number of donors per tactic gets small, while the average donation 

gets higher, until you get to personal solicitation, which results in high average 

contributions from a relatively small number of donors. 

 

Some of these tactics may be puzzling at this point, but once you have read through the 

entire fundraising section, come back and look at this diagram again, and you will have a 

better understanding of how all the pieces fit together in the Political Fundraising 

Pyramid. 

 
Personal Solicitation 
 
Let’s start right at the bottom of that fundraising pyramid, with personal solicitation.  

What is personal solicitation?  At its most basic, it is the candidate  making phone calls 

and doing visits, personally soliciting (asking) people for money, usually large donations. 

 

It sounds simple, at in some ways it is, but most campaigns make it more complicated 

than it needs to be, and many candidates simply don’t like raising money.  Unfortunately, 

if your candidate isn’t making fundraising calls to ask for large contributions, your 

campaign will not win.  It’s that simple.  Without a strong personal solicitation program, 

your campaign won’t have the money it needs to implement its plan, and without the 

money to implement your plan, it is very, very unlikely that you will give a victory 

speech on Election Night. 

 

You’ll notice that I said that personal solicitation involved the candidate making calls and 

asking for “large donations.”  Bear in mind that what constitutes a large donation varies 

from campaign to campaign.  In a race for town council in a small rural town, $100 may 

be a large donation.  In a race for governor in a state that doesn’t have limits on the size 

of individual donations $5,000 may be considered a “small ask,” with the candidate only 

doing calls for $10,000+ solicitations.  It depends on the race and your overall 

fundraising goals. 

 
The Candidate: Fundraiser – in – Chief 

 

No matter the size of your campaign or your fundraising goals, the candidate must be the 

fundraiser-in-chief in your campaign.  The candidate must be making the biggest asks, 

must be working the phones, and must be doing the meetings that will lead to major 

donor contributions to your campaign. 

 

In any campaign, the candidate should be spending 25-50% of his or her time 

fundraising.  During the start-up phase of the campaign, when money is the most difficult 

to come by and the grassroots efforts haven’t really started, the candidate should be 

spending 50-75% of his or her time fundraising.   If you want to know the health of a 

campaign during its start-up phase, take a look at the candidate’s daily schedule.  If the 

vast majority of her time is not blocked out for fundraising calls, meetings, and events, 
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the campaign is in trouble.  When I see a candidate who spends the majority of his time 

early in the campaign going to political meetings, holding non-fundraising rallies, and on 

the phone in “strategy” calls, I know that the campaign is headed for trouble.  The 

candidate, any candidate, must be the fundraiser-in-chief for his or her own campaign. 

 

Of course, other key people can and should be involved in the campaign’s personal 

solicitation fundraising efforts.  In many campaigns, the candidate’s spouse, parents, 

siblings, and other family members can raise money on the campaign’s behalf.  Anyone 

who is raising money from their contacts, but is not part of an official major or minor 

donor group for the campaign, is technically engaged in “personal solicitation.”  Get your 

key supporters to give to the campaign, then get them raising money on your behalf.  

 

Give Before You Get 

 

It’s a difficult pill to swallow for some candidates, but it’s true in almost every campaign: 

the candidate has to give to his or her own campaign before they can expect to raise 

money from others.  If you’re not willing to make a significant personal contribution to 

your own campaign, why should someone else?   

 

Your personal contribution doesn’t have to be a lot, but it does have to be what we would 

call in the non-profit fundraising world a “stretch gift.”  That means your personal 

contribution to the campaign shouldn’t bankrupt you or take food off your table, but it 

should “hurt” just a bit.   

 

Don’t fool yourself – people will know how wealthy you are (or not), at least to a degree.  

In many campaigns, you will be required to file financial disclosure reports that are 

public information, and your campaign will be required to file campaign finance reports 

that are public information.  In these campaigns, people will know exactly how much 

money you have and exactly how much money you contributed.  Even if these reports 

aren’t public in your area, people will have a ballpark idea of what you are worth, and 

will find out what you contributed to your own campaign (sometimes, your donors will 

ask you outright!)  If you didn’t make a gift commensurate with your worth, people will 

wonder why they should stretch to contribute, when you haven’t done so. 

 

The first major contributor to your campaign should be… the candidate. 

 

Where to Start 

 

Okay, you’ve got your campaign finance rules and regs memorized, and your candidate 

understands the need to make fundraising calls.  Where should he start?   

 

The first people that the candidate should call to raise money is her own holiday card list.  

The candidate should start by calling the people who are closest to her, and who almost 

can’t say no (but believe me, some will).  This means digging out your holiday card list 

and starting your fundraising list using that as your base.  Add additional friends and 

family to that list.  Then add in your “rolodex,” including your closest business contacts. 
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This list becomes your “start-up” fundraising list.  Your goal is to get started with those 

who know you best and to dedicate a significant amount of time to calling those people to 

ask for money for your campaign.  The best way to do this is to be upfront… call each 

prospect and let them know the good news that you are running for office.  Then, give 

them a sentence or two about the campaign and why it is so important.  Let them know 

that the campaign is going to cost a lot of money to win, but that you are committed to 

winning.  Then, ask them for a contribution. 

 

What to Ask For 

 

Remember, when you make your ask, it actually has to be an ask.  That means it has to be 

a question, and you have to ask for a specific amount.  What amount should you ask for?  

My best answer is to ask each person for slightly more than you think they can afford to 

give.  (Notice that I say, “can afford to give” – you want to base your ask on what you 

think your contact could afford to give if they really wanted to, not on what you think 

they will give). 

 

I advise candidates to sit down with their initial fundraising list, and after adding 

contacts’ phone numbers, jot down an “ask number.”  This is the amount you are going to 

ask the person to give at the end of your fundraising call.  I like to tell candidates to take 

the amount they think the person could afford to give if they really wanted to, then add 

10% (and round to a reasonable number – don’t ask for $527, ask for $500 or $600).  

Then, don’t count any fundraising call as “complete” unless you ask for that number at 

the end of the call by saying something like, “Jim, would you contribute $500 to our 

campaign?” 

 

Another key tip is to always send out a note within 24 hours to anyone who agrees to 

make a contribution.  Your note doesn’t have to be long, just something quick, like: 

 

Tracy,  

 

Thank you so much for agreeing to contribute $1,000 to our campaign.  Your 

support will mean so much in making sure we run a strong, winning effort.  I have 

enclosed a stamped envelope with this note.  Please make your check payable to 

“Franklin for Mayor.” 

 

If you need to get a hold of me for any reason, please call me at 555-1212. 

 

With gratitude, 

 

Donna Franklin 

 

Send the note within 24 hours, along with a self addressed (and possibly a pre-stamped or 

BRE) envelope.  This note will remind the person that they made a pledge and what the 

amount of the pledge was, and provide an easy way for them to respond quickly. 
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Once the contribution actually arrives, send another note thanking them for sending in the 

check. 

 

The Ever-Growing Call List 

 

Of course, at a certain point, the candidate will exhaust all of his or her personal contacts, 

but that doesn’t mean the personal solicitation work is done.  The candidate’s fundraising 

“call list” should be an ever-growing list of names and phone numbers.  In large 

campaigns, this list is usually managed by the finance director, and in smaller campaigns 

may be managed by the campaign manager or the candidate.  In either case, be sure to 

have such a list and to constantly add to it. 

 

Who should get added to the call list?  Anyone who is a reasonable prospect to give to the 

campaign.  Each person on the call list should be marked as a “prospect” or a 

“supporter.”  Supporters are those who already support your effort, these are people the 

candidate can call and ask for an immediate contribution.  Prospects are people who 

should like your campaign, but haven’t committed to support you yet.  These people 

should get an introductory call (or “feeler”) call from the candidate. 

 

The candidate should constantly be working on the fundraising call list.  Specific times 

should be set aside for the candidate to make fundraising calls, and down time while 

travelling, waiting for meetings, etc. should like likewise be used to work down the list. 

 

Mixing in Fundraising Meetings 

 

While calls are always preferable, for some donors, your campaign may want to do face-

to-face fundraising meetings between the candidate and the potential donor.   That’s fine, 

–each donor is different and has different preferences.  If you’re doing a meeting, the 

same rule applies: make an ask at the end of the meeting, make sure it is framed as a 

question, and that you ask for a specific amount. 

 

Three Touch Fundraising 

 

I’d like to close this section on personal solicitation by noting that almost all fundraising 

asks are one touch or three touch processes.  Calls and meetings with people the 

candidate already knows, or with people who have already indicated they support the 

campaign, are generally one touch processes – that one touch (or step) is an “ask.”  With 

these people, you can make an ask in your first phone call or meeting with the prospect. 

 

On the other hand, there will be lots of potential supporters who the candidate doesn’t 

know, and who haven’t been referred by any close supporter or haven’t indicated they 

support your campaign.  For these people, your ask will generally be a three touch 

process: 
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TOUCH 1 – The initial call or meeting – In this step, you introduce yourself, tell 

the prospect about your campaign and how you think you can win.  At the end of 

the call, you ask the prospect for permission to send them more information about 

the issues they indicated were important, and then you do so. 

 

TOUCH 2 – The follow-up call – Whether touch 1 was a call or a meeting, touch 

2 is almost always a call.  During this call, you ask the person if they received the 

information you sent, and ask if the have any questions.  Then you ask them if 

they would consider getting more involved in your campaign (you are asking 

them to get involved, but not asking them for money).  If they say “yes,” ask them 

what they would be most interested in (some suggestions you could make include 

jotting down thoughts on issues and sending them to you, coming to some non-

fundraising events, volunteering, doing some research, etc.  Then, have your staff 

follow up to get them more involved. 

 

TOUCH 3 – The ask – Finally, after your staff follows up and starts to get the 

person more involved, you call back to ask for a donation.  When you do, mention 

how glad you are that the prospect is on your team, and how much their support 

means to you.  Then ask for a specific amount. 

 

Using this three-touch process, your campaign should be able to move away from cold-

call fundraising asks, and should be able to move people down the pipeline from initial 

call to final ask in 30-60 days.  This process is extremely handy for candidates who don’t 

have lots of contacts, or who exhaust all of their contacts and are wary of making other 

fundraising calls to people they don’t know.   

 

Using this process, you will never be making a financial ask to someone you don’t know 

– by the time you are asking for money, you have already spoken to the person twice and 

gotten them involved in the campaign.  Of course, if at any point someone says “no,” that 

they don’t want more information or that they don’t want to get involved, then remove 

them from your list – it is unlikely that they will give financially at this time (though you 

may start over with touch 1 at a later date). 

 
Raising Money with Major Donor Groups 
 
Very few candidates personally know enough people to be able to raise their entire 

campaign’s fundraising goal just by calling their own network.  But what if you could 

leverage your network, and the networks of your friends and supporters, to increase your 

reach?  This is the power of a major donor group. 
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This is the candidate, fundraising by him or herself: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As you can see, when the candidate is the only one doing the solicitations, he or she can 

only reach a small portion of the total universe of donors – those prospects residing in the 

candidate’s own network.  Sure, over the course of the campaign, the candidate’s network 

will get bigger (as he or she meets more people and gains more supporters), but the 

candidate’s range will never come near the total prospect universe. 

 

Here’s what it looks like when the candidate puts together a major donor group to help 

her fundraise: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the above diagram, each circle represents a major donor group member (a supporter) 

who is out fundraising on behalf of the campaign.  Some of these supporters have large 

networks (the large circles) and some have small networks. Some of them have networks 

that overlap with the candidate (represented by the star) and/or other people in the 

fundraising program, and others don’t.  As you can see, starting a major donor program 

allows the campaign to reach out and solicit from far more people, and cover much more 

of the total universe of potential donors than if the candidate is doing the calls all by 

himself. 
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What is a Major Donor Group? 

 

A major donor group is a group of people, put together by the campaign, who support the 

campaign and who also go a step further, and agree to go out and fundraise on behalf of 

the campaign from their own group of friends and colleagues.  These groups exist in most 

professionally run campaigns, and usually go by the name “Finance Committee,” or 

“Friends of Smith,” or something like that. 

 

Every campaign, no matter how large or how small, should have at least one major donor 

group to help it reach its fundraising goals.  Raising money is an uphill battle without 

using a major donor group. 

 

Fundraising is the Goal 

 

As you are putting together your major donor group, you need to remember that the goal 

of the group is fundraising.  If people want to help you stuff envelopes, great, sign them 

up for a committee of volunteers who are stuffing.  If people want to help you write 

position papers, great, get their names and contact information to your research 

department.  Only people who are ready and willing to fundraise for the campaign should 

be asked to join the Finance Committee or other major donor group. 

 

Setting Expectations 

 

When someone is asked to be on a major donor group, it should be explained that the 

goal of the group is fundraising.  You should also set an individual fundraising goal that 

is expected of each member of the group.  This goal will vary depending on the size of 

your campaign.  It may be “raise $250 for the campaign,” or it may be, “raise $250,000 

for the campaign.”  No matter the size of the goal, one should definitely be set so that 

members understand what you are expecting of them. 

 

You can also consider starting multiple major donor groups, with different goals for each 

committee.  One structure I like to use is to have a Finance Committee, which has a lower 

goal, and an Executive Finance Committee, which has a higher goal.  For example, you 

could have a Finance Committee which is tasked with raising $25,000 each for the 

campaign, and an Executive Finance Committee, which is tasked with raising $100,000 

each for the campaign. 

 

Finding Members 

 

The real trick with making major donor groups a success is finding people who will serve 

on them and have the capacity to fulfill their commitments.  Where should you look for 

members? 

 

The first place to look is the candidate’s own rolodex – who are your closest friends, 

biggest supporters, and most influential contacts?  Which of these people has the capacity 
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to raise the kind of money you will be asking them to raise and have networks that only 

minimally overlap with the candidate’s?  (This last criterion is important – you don’t 

want to have a Finance Committee full of people who are raising money from people the 

candidate could call on her own.  You want to use your major donor groups to expand the 

reach of your fundraising efforts, not duplicate it. 

 

Once the candidate has gathered his prospect list of his own contacts that could serve on 

the committee, (and after he has already asked them to make their own contribution to the 

campaign), he should call each person on the list and ask them to be part of the major 

donor group.  You can also consider appointing a very influential person (or key 

fundraiser) as chairman, vice chairman, or co-chairman of each of your committees. 

 

After the campaign exhausts the candidate’s own personal list of major donor group 

prospects, there are several other groups of prospects you can approach: 

 

1. Key business leaders and influentials in the district – these asks will take time, 

as they may be 3 touch processes 

 

2. The usual suspects – who are the most politically active people, the biggest 

donors, and the political party leadership structure in your area?   

 

3. Friends of friends – Once the groups get going, you can also ask your biggest 

supporters, large donors, and other major donor group members who they would 

recommend you ask, and see if they will provide an introduction for you. 

 

As with your call list, your list of major donor group prospects should continually grow 

and be cultivated.  Every time you receive a large donation, ask yourself, “Would this 

person be a good fit for one of our major donor committees?” 

 

Activities and Outreach 

 

Major donor groups can engage in a wide variety of fundraising activities and perform 

amazing amounts of outreach for the campaign.  Generally, you will want to give your 

groups a list of suggested ways to raise money for the campaign, and keep track of who is 

doing what.  Some of the most common ways major donor groups raise money for 

political campaigns are: 

 

✓ Personal Asks – Making calls, doing meetings, and asking for money 

 

✓ Events – Either a major donor group member hosting an event, or several major 

donor group members teaming together to host an event or sell tickets to a 

campaign-sponsored event 

 

✓ Letters – Sending out personally signed letters asking for donations 

 

✓ Setting up Fundraising Meetings for the Candidate 
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The possibilities really are endless.  Be creative, but also make sure to closely supervise 

your major donor group members to assure that they are following the law and the wishes 

of the campaign, and to track their progress towards their individual goals.  The campaign 

should also be prepared to support major donor group members in their efforts (for 

example, drafting a letter, helping them set up an event, etc.).  Remember, the more you 

help and motivate them, the more they will raise for your campaign. 

 

Recognition 

 

The final piece of the puzzle for major donor group success is offering recognition and 

benefits to group members.  Note: I’m not talking about offering fundraising group 

members any illegal benefits.  What I’m talking about is offering them much praise and 

recognition, as well as a package of campaign-related benefits in return for being a 

member of the group.  While most people will join your groups because they know you, 

support you, and believe in your cause, some will join for the benefits and recognition, 

and no matter their reason for joining, all members will appreciate the benefits and 

thanks. 

 

What types of benefits and recognition should a campaign offer to its major donor group 

members?  The most important is face time with the candidate, hold meetings and events 

where the candidate is present.  This will motivate your group more than any other single 

benefit. 

 

You can also offer your group free tickets to campaign events, recognition on the 

campaign website, special lapel pins, business cards, or other “members only” items, 

Election Night party “VIP” tickets, etc.  The goal is to make your major donor group 

members feel like part of a special group, one that sticks together and works towards a 

common goal. 

 

Some of your benefits can also be tiered in recognition for hitting milestones, such as, 

“When you raise $1,000 for the campaign, you will receive a silver lapel pin.  When you 

raise $5,000 you will receive a gold lapel pin.  When you hit your overall $10,000 goal, 

you will receive a campaign logo fleece jacket and 8 VIP tickets to our Election Night 

Party Suite.”   

 
Minor Donor Groups 
 
Much like major donor groups, minor donor groups exist for one purpose: fundraising.  

Unlike major donor group members, however, minor donor group members are normally 

not asked to raise money for the campaign, but only to make a contribution.  These 

groups target donors who can afford to make a contribution in the range of $50-$500, 

depending on the campaign size and structure. 

 

Minor donor groups are “clubs” within a campaign that seek to engage and motivate 

small and mid-level donors by making them feel like they are an appreciated part of the 
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campaign team. Of course, your campaign would never call the group a “minor donor 

group,” (you don’t want to offend anyone!) but would instead give the group a catchy 

campaign related name, offer benefits for membership, and set the minimum giving 

requirements.  One great way to run these programs is on a recurring billing system, 

where you ask people to sign up and give $10 or $25 per month, automatically debited 

from their credit card.  You could also set your group up with only a one-time 

contribution required for membership (I would still make asks of these members at later 

dates, however). 

 

For example, let’s say that Jim Rodgers is running for city council, and sets up a minor 

donor program called “Team Rodgers.”  He could ask members to donate $100 to the 

campaign to join, or he could ask members to sign-up to give $20 per month on 

automatic re-bill. 

 
Finding Members 

 

Your campaign can use the following methods to find members for your minor donor 

program: 

 

• Direct mail 

• Sign-up directly on your website 

• Mailings to current donors 

• Sign-up at campaign events and rallies 

• Appoint captains in each precinct to help find members 

 

Remember, because your prospects for a minor donor program are not big contributors, 

and because the minor donor program only contributes a small fraction of your overall 

campaign budget, you won’t want to have the candidate spending time making calls to 

prospects.  You will want to automate as much of this program as possible, including 

asks (things like mail and sign-ups at events), and activities. 

 

Activities and Outreach 

 

As mentioned above, your activities for this program should be on auto-pilot as much as 

possible.  You can hold large rallies for this group, invite them to campaign meetings, 

send out e-newsletters and updates, and provide stickers, buttons, yard signs, etc.  The 

members of this group are also great prospects to get involved with your grassroots 

organization as precinct captains and volunteers. 

 

Recognition 

 

It is important to keep your minor donor group members active and engaged by offering 

them lots of thanks and recognition. For example, thank the groups as a whole at 

campaign events (“Thank you to everyone who is here from Team Rodgers!”), send them 

campaign buttons designed just for the group (“Team Rodgers Charter Member.  Vote 

Rodgers!”), and send them a thank you note for their contribution to your effort. 
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Affinity Fundraising 
 
Affinity group fundraising is a lot like minor donor group fundraising, except with 

affinity groups, you are trying to build a fundraising group based around a specific 

demographic.  Some common affinity fundraising groups include: 

 

• Young Professionals 

• Neighborhood Groups 

• Industry or Business Area Groups 

• Ethnic Groups 

• Special Issue Related Groups 

 

For example, the hypothetical Jim Rodgers for city council campaign that we mentioned 

above could start a “Downtown Businesses Organized for Rodgers” group, an “Italian 

Americans for Rodgers” group, and a “Less Sprawl Now!” group, each of which would 

work to raise money for the Rodgers campaign.  

 
Building Groups 

 

The best way to effectively use affinity fundraising groups in your campaign is to 

supercharge them to grow virally, picking up members, and generating activity with very 

little interference or resources from the campaign.  The best way to get them to grow 

virally is to find “champions” to help you build your groups. 

 

Champions are those people who are part of the target group, and who are willing to do 

the hard work, find new members, plan events, and really roll up their sleeves and get 

involved.  I’ve been involved in campaigns where we were able to build huge affinity 

fundraising groups that held 1,000 person low-dollar fundraising events, sent out direct 

mail (with help from the campaign), and placed three people on our Finance Committee, 

all with very little involvement from our end.  The way we were able to do this was by 

finding five champions who were willing to co-chair and spearhead the group. 

 

In order to build these groups in your own campaign, find supporters who are members of 

your targeted demographic, and ask them to co-chair an affinity fundraising group for 

your campaign.  

 

Keeping Your Groups Active and on Task 

 

Of course, even if you are able to find effective and motivated champions, your campaign 

will need to closely monitor the groups’ activities to make sure they are keeping busy and 

not straying from your campaign’s pre-designed message and plan.  I recommend 

someone from your staff meet with the group champions at least monthly during the 

beginning of the campaign, and at least bi-weekly or weekly, once the campaign really 

starts to ramp up. 
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Fundraising Events 
 
Fundraising events are an integral part of every campaign’s finance plan.  While all 

events are different, there are several key components that every event will call for in 

order to succeed.  This section will walk you through the process of planning and 

executing your campaign’s fundraising event strategy.  As with all fundraising activities 

your campaign plans, have your attorney review campaign finance rules and regulations 

with you, and advise you on your event strategy. 

 

The Event Strategy 

 
Before holding your first event, it is crucial that your campaign writes an event plan, 

detailing your strategy for organizing and holding fundraising events.  Your event plan 

should answer several questions: 

• What is your overall goal for your fundraising events? 

• How many events can you reasonably organize and hold before Election Day? 

• What groups are you going to target as event attendees? 

• Who do you know that can help you host and organize events? 

 

Plan the basic structure of your events before you begin organizing them: when they will 

occur, what you will charge for admission, what groups will be targeted with invitations 

and who will be responsible for organizing each event?  Planning your event strategy in 

advance will allow you to seamlessly integrate your events into the overall strategy for 

your campaign.  The remainder of this section will guide you through the process of 

organizing and holding each individual event.   

 

Choosing What Type of Event to Host 

 
Every type of event takes the same amount of preparation, planning, and hard work.  It is 

up to each campaign to decide what types of gatherings would appeal to their own 

supporters.  Choose what type of event you want to have based on your prospective 

attendees and the type of event that would be most appealing to them.  Remember, the 

goal of a fundraising event is to raise money.  In order to do that, you will need to get as 

many people as possible excited about attending your event. 

 

While there are an almost infinite number of event types you could host, some of the 

more popular categories include: 

 

Informal Dinners – This type includes spaghetti dinners, buffets, beef and beers, etc. 

 

Formal Dinners – You might also choose to have a more formal, sit down dinner. 

 

Receptions – This is one of the most popular types of events, and includes cocktail 

hours, hors d’oeuvres receptions, meet and greets, etc. 
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Barbeques – including clambakes, chili cook-offs, outdoor and indoor events, etc. 

 

Breakfasts – Sit down or buffet. 

 

This is just a small sampling of the types of events you may choose to hold.  Remember 

to keep in mind the fundraising goal for the event, the people that you are inviting, and 

the facilities that are available when choosing the type of event you are planning to host.  

Choose a method that fits your audience, your budget, and your fundraising goals.  

 

Setting Up an Event Host Committee 

 
As you begin planning your event, you definitely will want to recruit some campaign 

supporters to serve as your host committee.  You may think that you won’t need to 

appoint a host committee, but as your event planning develops, the host committee can 

help share work planning and setting up the event, inviting guests, and raising money.  

 

Host Committee Goals 

 

The first and most important role of the host committee is to sell tickets / get donations 

for the event.  Each host committee member should be given a specific goal – a certain 

number of tickets that they are pledging to sell.  Host committee members are usually 

asked to buy a ticket themselves as well as sell anywhere from 3-10 other tickets, 

depending on the cost of the ticket and on the committee members’ sales abilities.  

 

The other major role of a host committee is paying the costs that are associated with 

holding the event.  If you plan to have your host committee pay for your event, ask your 

attorney to explain the rules for tracking and reporting these in-kind contributions to your 

campaign. 

 

When recruiting a host committee, try to find members who have a large network of 

possible contributors to whom they would be willing to sell tickets.  If you can, fill your 

committee with people who move in different social circles, work in different 

professions, and live in different geographical areas.  Because selling tickets is one of the 

most important tasks of your host committee, you want them to be connected to as many 

different people and groups as possible. 

 

Making Sure Your Committee Meets Its Goals 

 

No matter how many tickets you are asking the members of your committee to sell, it is 

best to set a specific goal and ask each member to meet that goal.  Hosts sometimes 

simply ask committee members to “sell some tickets.”  This usually does not work well.  

In order to be successful, ask each host committee member to pledge to sell a set number 

of tickets.   

 

As the event draws closer, stay in regular contact with your host committee to make sure 

the members are on track to meet their goal.  Keep your committee motivated by giving 
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them regular updates on your progress, contacting them to offer support and guidance, 

and gently reminding each member of their individual fundraising goal and how close 

they are to meeting that goal 

 

Other Committee Roles 

 

Another possible role for your host committee is helping you organize the event.  While 

using a host committee to sell tickets is always important for success, using them to help 

organize your event is not.  The decision as to whether to ask your committee to help 

organize the event is completely up to you.  If you do ask your host committee to help 

organize your event, break down the responsibilities into bite-sized chunks, such as 

asking one committee member to be in charge of printing invitations and another to be in 

charge of catering, etc.   

 

If you choose to use your committee members to help organize the event, you must stay 

on top of their progress to make sure each member completes his or her appointed tasks. 

 

Recruitment 

 

Recruiting your host committee need not be a stressful affair.  Start by calling your list of 

supporters that would qualify for the job.  What makes someone qualified to be on your 

host committee?  A large personal network and an ability to sell tickets.  You want to get 

people on your host committee who are going to be able to easily meet the ticket-selling 

goal you are setting for them.  Choose people who have friends that are likely to 

contribute to your campaign and who can sell tickets to these contacts.  Your host 

committee should consist of anywhere from 5-10 members. 

 

Fulfillment 

 

In order to help get people to sign up for the host committee and allow them to feel 

appreciated, it is important that you create some campaign-related benefits for them as 

members of your committee.  Such benefits could include being listed on the invitation 

and/or the program, being thanked during a speech, etc.  In addition, your campaign 

should provide each member of the host committee with a personal “thank-you” letter 

from the candidate after the event is completed.   

 

Setting the Ticket Price 

 
Setting the ticket price for your event is an important decision.  To set the price for your 

event, let the type of event and the fundraising goal be your guide.  Establish a ticket 

price based on how many tickets you think you and your host committee will be able to 

sell.  For example: 

 

• If your fundraising goal is $1,500 and you sell 20 tickets, the ticket price would 

need to be $75 to meet your goal.  However, if you sell 50 tickets, the price would 

only need to be $30. 
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• Similarly, if your fundraising goal is $5,000 and you sell 25 tickets, the ticket 

price would need to be $200.  However, if you sell 100 tickets, the ticket price 

could drop to $50. 

 

Planning the Event 

 
There are several key considerations that need to be made when planning the actual 

affair: 

 

• Location – Will the event be held in your home or at another location?  Will you 

need to rent an outdoor event tent or will additional seating be needed to 

accommodate guests? 

• Food and Beverages – Will the event be catered?  If so, by whom and how much 

will it cost? 

• Parking – Does your location have sufficient parking for event attendees? 

• Dress – Will your event be casual, cocktail, business, or formal attire? 

 

Another key planning consideration is the program (the flow of the event).  The usual 

structure of a campaign fundraising event is: 

 

1.  Guests arrive and pay at the door or present tickets (more on this later). 

2.  Guests enjoy meal, cocktails, buffet, or whatever food and beverages are being 

offered. 

3.  The host (or a person the host designates) gets the guests’ attention, thanks the host 

committee for its hard work, and introduces the first speaker. 

4.  The speakers offer brief remarks to the guests and thank them for coming. 

5.  Guests continue to enjoy beverages and entertainment, if offered. 

6.  Guests depart. 

 

This sample program is merely a guide.  Because each campaign and event is different, 

your event structure may differ from the sample program above. 

 

Event Speakers 

 
Early in the planning process, it is important to determine who will be speaking at your 

event.  Speakers are more than just a program-filler.  Often, choosing the right speakers 

will allow you to sell more ticket.  People are drawn to events where they know the 

speaker and are eager to hear from him or her. 

 

One of the best speakers for your event is your candidate.  Be sure to have your candidate 

deliver brief remarks at as many of your events as possible.  Other possible speakers for 

your event include civic and community leaders, well known business people, elected 

officials, etc.  You may choose to have more than one individual speak at your event.  It 

is best not to have more than three speakers, however, and it is important to let every 

speaker know that only brief remarks are required (three to five minutes). 

 



160 | P a g e  

 

Ticket Selling Structure 

 
It is up to your campaign to set up a ticket selling system to be followed by your ticket 

sellers and host committee.  While there are any number of ways you could collect 

checks and set up your ticket selling system, there are really only two methods that work 

efficiently and effectively.   

 

The first possible way to handle selling tickets and collecting checks is by selling actual, 

tangible tickets to your event.  With this scenario, you will need to print up tickets well in 

advance and distribute them to your host committee for sale.  You should also be 

prepared to mail out the tickets as you sell them.  If you choose this route, make sure you 

keep a watchful eye on your ticket sellers and committee to make sure they actually sell 

the tickets and deliver the money to you on a timely basis.  You should collect all of the 

money for all of the tickets they sell and have it in your hands-on event day. 

 

If you are selling actual tickets, set up a ticket collection table at the entrance to your 

event.  At this table, a volunteer or member of the host committee collects tickets and 

distributes nametags.  This volunteer should also be prepared to sell tickets to spouses 

and friends that ticket buyers have brought along. 

 

The second method (and probably the best way to go) is by using a “guest list.”  In this 

scenario, you use a “reply card” or “reply envelope” to collect checks.  When you mail 

out an invitation, you include a reply envelope that allows the person to write on it the 

number of people attending and place a check inside.  Your host committee can hand out 

these reply envelopes to their contacts and have them either mail them back to the 

campaign, or give them back to the host committee member.   

 

When you receive the check and response form, add the attendees’ names and the number 

of guests to a guest list.  Then, set up a table at the door and when guests arrive, they can 

sign in and receive a nametag as a visible sign that they have paid.   

 

You may also decide to sell using both of these methods.  No matter which of these 

structures you choose, be sure to keep accurate records and a keen eye on your ticket 

sellers. 

 

Finding Attendees 

 
One of the most important ways to get people to contribute and attend your fundraising 

event is by setting up a host committee.  For some events, your host committee alone will 

be able to sell enough tickets to meet your entire fundraising goal.  There are several 

other methods, however, that you can use to get contributors to attend. 
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Personal Calls 

 

The single most effective way to get people to come to your event is with a phone call.  

People find it easy to say “no” to mailed invitations, but it is hard to say “no” to a friend 

or contact who calls on the phone and invites you to come to their event.  

 

One of your first activities after setting up the event structure should be to sit down and 

list the names and contact information of everyone you know who might attend (and who 

could afford to attend), including family, friends, business and social contacts, etc.  Then 

take a few hours per night, or on the weekend, and call each one individually to ask them 

to attend.  When you call, tell them about the event and why you are excited about it, and 

make the sell: ask them to pledge to come.  When they say “yes” ask them to mail you a 

check as soon as possible.  You should also mail them a reminder the next day just in 

case they forget to mail the check.  If you don’t receive the check in a week, call them 

again just to make sure it is on the way. 

 

Mailed Invitations 

 

Another worthwhile method, though less effective than phone calls, is mailing out 

invitations to your event.  This is a great tool for getting people you don’t know quite as 

well to attend.  Just make sure you mail out the invitations in plenty of time to get a 

response. Send them four to six weeks before the event, and don’t be afraid to follow up a 

week later with a phone call.  Calling the person after sending them an invitation can 

double the number of people who actually buy a ticket. 

 

Turning Pledges into Dollars 

 
No matter what type of event you are holding or how well you know the people on your 

prospective attendee list, there are some people who will pledge to buy a ticket when you 

call them but will, for whatever reason, not send in a check.  Here are some strategies for 

making sure that everyone who makes a pledge actually buys a ticket: 

1.  Follow Up Immediately 

The most important strategy for turning pledges into dollars is to follow up immediately 

with every person who makes a pledge.  Each potential donor who promises to buy a 

ticket should receive a thank you note from the host that mentions the event, the date the 

pledge was made and the amount of the contribution promised. 

2.  Make it Easy 

Whenever you follow up on a pledge, make it easy for people to send you a contribution.  

Send them a pre-addressed envelope along with the thank-you note, and along with any 

other follow-ups you make.  You can also consider sending postage-paid envelopes to 

those who make pledges thus making it even easier for them to respond. 
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3.  Follow Up Again 

Many hosts are wary of sending out reminders or making follow up calls to potential 

donors for fear of offending them.  Don’t be.  Remember, people who make pledges to 

buy tickets have invested in you and your event.  More often than not, the reason pledged 

contributions don’t come in is because donors simply forget.  Use common sense, but 

don’t be afraid to remind contributors one, two, three times or more about pledges they 

made  

4.  Make it Personal 

The single most effective pledge collection tactic in your campaign’s arsenal is a personal 

call from the host.  When letters and reminders don’t work, the host should make a call to 

the donor thanking them for their pledge and letting them know why their contribution is 

urgently needed by the campaign.  Whether used as a last resort or as a simple follow up, 

a personal call from the host is your number one tactic for turning pledges into dollars. 

 

For Those Who Can’t Attend… 

 
If someone tells you they can’t attend your event, don’t be afraid to ask for a contribution 

anyway.  Soliciting contributions from those who can’t attend, but would be willing to 

help, can go a long way toward meeting your fundraising goal. 

 
Follow Up 

 
Once your event is complete, don’t forget to thank those who helped to make it a success 

– remember, you may be calling on them to help you again some day soon.  Mail 

personal thank you letters to all members of your host committee.  Send, at least, a 

personally signed thank you card to everyone who purchased a ticket to the event. 

 

Fundraising Event Checklist 

 
More than Six Weeks Before Event 

• Choose event type and begin planning event structure 

• Decide on event food and beverages, entertainment, etc. 

• Choose event speaker(s) 

• Appoint a host committee 

• Print up invitations and programs 

• Print up tickets and deliver to host committee 

 

Three to Five Weeks Before Event 

• Mail invitations 

• Contact host committee to check progress 

• Make personal calls to solicit attendees 

• Set up catering, entertainment, parking, tents, chairs, etc. 



163 | P a g e  

 

 

Two Weeks Before Event 

• Contact host committee to check progress 

• Make personal calls to solicit attendees 

• Make follow up calls for invitations 

• Decide on decorations for event space, if any 

• Solicit volunteers to work ticket/name tag table 

 

One Week Before Event 

• Contact host committee to check progress 

• Last minute ticket sales 

 

Day Before Event 

• Call caterer and other vendors to confirm 

• Meet with host committee to collect checks or call to check on sales 

 

Day of Event 

• Collect all checks 

• Set up ticket / name tag table 

• Decorate space (if necessary) 

• Hold event 

 

Week After Event 

• Pay final vendor bills 

• Mail thank you cards 
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Sample Invitation #1 

 

 
 

 

 

Sample Invitation #2 

 

 

 

You are cordially invited to join 

 

Bernard Samuel 

 
at a cocktail reception benefiting his campaign for City Council at Large 

 

Saturday, May 29, 1945 

at 7:00 pm 

 

One South Broad Street 

Philadelphia, PA 

 

Host:  George Washington 

Host Committee:  Benjamin Franklin, Abigail Adams, Thomas Jefferson, 

Alexander Hamilton, Dolly Madison, Robert Morris 

 

Tickets:  $20 per person or $35 per couple 

 

 

 
 

George Washington invites you to a reception benefiting 

 

Bernard Samuel for City Council at Large 

 
Saturday, May 29, 1945 at 2:00 pm 

 

One South Broad Street 

Philadelphia, PA 

 

Host Committee:  

John Adams, John Hancock, Martha Washington 

 

Tickets:  $75 per person 



165 | P a g e  

 

Sample Reply Card 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
A Note about Hosted Fundraising Events 

 

In addition to the campaign hosted events (both large and small) that your campaign will 

be working on, finding supporters to host fundraising events in their homes and 

businesses, at local restaurants, at catering halls, etc. can be a great addition to your 

campaign bottom line.  

 

Look for people who (a) support you, (b) have great fundraising networks, and (c) are 

motivated and organized, and ask them to host an event for you.  Be sure to share your 

event strategy (and perhaps the above fundraising event guide) with them, and get them 

to follow the same procedure with hosted events as you are following with your own 

campaign-sponsored events.  Stress to your event hosts the necessity of putting together a 

host committee to help them sell tickets and find sponsors for their event, as many hosts 

neglect to do this, and it has a strong negative impact on the event’s bottom line. 

 

Fundraising Direct Mail       
 
Unless your campaign is extremely small and the time left until Election Day is 

extremely short, your campaign will want to engage in fundraising direct mail.  Why?  

Because it is quick, easy, and scalable.  Direct mail doesn’t require time-consuming 

phone calls, can be mass-produced to target 100, 1000, or 1,000,000 voters at a time, and 

can be almost completely outsourced, or volunteer-driven. 

 
 

Bernard Samuel for City Council Reception 

at the Home of George Washington 

 

Saturday, May 29, 1945 • 7:00 P.M. 

 

_____Yes, I/we will attend the reception honoring Bernard Samuel.  Enclosed  

           is my check for $________ for _______ reservations at $50 per person. 

 

_____  No, I/we will not be able to attend the reception honoring Bernard Samuel,        

but I want to make sure the event is a success.  Enclosed is my contribution 

of $________ . 

 

Name:_____________________________________________________________ 

Address:___________________________________________________________ 

City, State, Zip:_____________________________________________________ 

Phone Number: __________________________ Email: ____________________ 
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Prospect Mailings vs. Housefile Mailings 

 

The most important concept you will need to understand in order to run a successful 

fundraising direct mail campaign is the difference between prospect and housefile 

mailings. 

 

Housefile Mailings 

 

Letters sent to your current list of donors are called housefile mailings.  These letters are 

mailed to your “housefile” (or a segment thereof) which is composed of people who have 

already contributed money to your campaign.  With a well-designed letter, these mailings 

are almost always “winners,” because people who give you money once are likely to do 

so again.  You know they support you, and have the capacity to give, because they have 

done so already. 

 

Prospecting Mailings 

 

Letters that are mailed to borrowed, created, or purchased lists of people who have never 

given to your campaign before are called prospecting mailings.  These letters are sent to a 

list of prospects in the hope that some portion (anywhere from .25-3%) of the recipients 

will give, and then those people who do will be moved into the housefile list for future 

mailings. 

 

Prospecting is both an art and a science, and even the best political direct mail shops in 

the business are shooting for mailings that break-even, or slightly better.  Because you are 

mailing to a brand-new list, your goal for these mailings is to simply make your money 

back – but in addition to making your money back, you get something very, very 

valuable:  a group of people who are willing to contribute to your campaign, and who you 

can re-solicit over and over again.  

 

The Money is in the Follow-Up! 

 

As you can see, the real money with prospecting mailings are in the follow-up.  You 

(hopefully) break-even on the first mailing, but then re-mail those who do give over and 

over again during the course of the campaign. 

 

Because the real money with prospecting mail is in the follow-up, don’t use this tactic if 

your campaign is only going to be a couple of months long – that’s not long enough to be 

able to re-solicit people more than one or two times.  If you are running a campaign in a 

short cycle, you still should use housefile mailings, but avoid prospecting mailings.  If 

your campaign is at least one year long, then you should be able to profitably use 

prospecting mail. 

 

 

 

 



167 | P a g e  

 

Structuring Your Housefile 

 

Building your housefile is easy. Everyone who has ever given to your campaign, by any 

method, is on your housefile.  Thus, your housefile is basically your entire donor 

database.   

 

While building your housefile is easy, structuring your housefile for mailing purposes 

may be a bit of a trick.  Basically, you will want to segment your housefile donor 

universe in constructive ways to make sure they are receiving the right messages.  The 

most common example of this is having a low-level donor housefile, that receives lots of 

low-level direct mail, a mid-level donor housefile, that receives some direct mail and 

some event invitations, and a high-level donor housefile, that only receives a few 

significant asks through the mail, then lots of other non-ask communications from the 

campaign. 

 

I have also seen campaigns structure other sub-lists in their housefiles based on 

demographic and geographic factors. 

 

#1 Tip for Prospecting Mail 

 

If your campaign decides to engage in prospecting direct mail, my best advice is to hire a 

fundraising direct mail consultant to help you write your letters and pick your lists.  

Prospecting direct mail is a science, based on testing, re-configuring, and testing again, 

all based on raising conversion rates (the number of people who donate in relation to the 

number of letters mailed).  Prospecting can be expensive – you’ve got to rent the lists, 

design and print the letter, stuff the letter, and pay for postage.  The best way to see a 

positive return on investment is to use a professional. 

 

Designing Direct Mail that Works 

 

Whether you are engaging in prospecting mailings or housefile mailings, your direct mail 

should be designed so it grabs the readers’ attention and convinces them to give.  To 

achieve those ends: 

 

Design for Both Scanners and Readers 

 

Remember way back in this book, when we talked about good old fashioned “regular” 

(non-fundraising) direct mail?  We said that most people will walk your piece to the trash 

and look at it for only a few seconds, others will scan it and then throw it out, and only a 

few will actually read the whole thing? 

 

The same rules apply here. While we’re not as concerned with the “immediately throw 

out” crowd when we’re talking about fundraising mail, because it is unlikely that these 

people will give money, we do want to design our fundraising mail to be compelling for 

both scanners and readers. This means including lots of white space, lots of bolded and 
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italicized text, and lots of bullet points and pull quotes, as well as great text content (for 

deep readers). 

 

Remember what People Read First 

 

Your average reader looking at a direct mail piece will read the first line, the bolded and 

italicized words, any headlines, captions on pictures, and the P.S. – What does this mean 

for you?  It means that you should design your direct mail piece so that a person who 

reads the text this way can understand what you are saying and hear the call to action.  

Use the first line, bolded words, captions and your P.S. (and P.P.S., and P.P.P.S.) to tell 

your story and ask for money.  Then, use the rest of the letter to fill in the gaps. 

 

Ask for Specific Amounts 

 

Have you ever received a political fundraising direct mail letter that included words like 

this? 

 

Please give your most generous contribution of $50, $100, $250 or more today to 

help us win this campaign! 

 

Did you ever wonder why so many campaigns use formulas like that for their asks?  The 

answer is: because it works!  People give more when they are asked to give a range of 

specific amounts.  Those amounts can be determined either by what they have given in 

the past (for housefile folks), what they can most likely afford to give (for prospecting 

folks) or be based on some general numbers.  No matter what way you go about it, ask 

for a range of specific amounts. 

 

People like Variety 

 

When you are mailing to your housefile, keep it varied!  You can reasonably, and with 

very little complaint from the folks on the list, mail to your housefile once per month 

(meaning that you send them one piece of fundraising direct mail once per month, in 

addition to the campaign’s other non-fundraising communications).  If you do so, people 

will soon get tired of reading the same types of direct mail letters over and over again.  

The solution is to change it up – be creative, and send your housefile various types of 

fundraising direct mail.  Some popular themes include: 

 

✓ The Questionnaire – Ask your donors to send back in their thoughts, as well as 

their donations 

 

✓ Polling Memo – If you’ve got good polling news, write it up into a memo and 

mail it out with an ask 

 

✓ Good News / Bad News – If you’ve got either really good news (we’re up in the 

polls!) or seemingly bad news (our opponent just got a major endorsement and we 
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need your help to combat it!) send it out with a request for contributions 

 

✓ Certified Letter – One of my favorites.  Send your mid- and high-level housefile 

donors each a certified letter (yes, an actual USPS certified letter) with hot, 

breaking news and an urgent ask.  If you’ve built a great housefile and 

communicated with them regularly, this could be your biggest housefile mailing 

of the year (do not try this unless you have a large enough high-level housefile 

segment and you have communicated regularly with them for at least six months). 

 

Direct Mail Consultants 

 

As I mentioned above, fundraising direct mail, and particularly prospecting mail, is a 

science that has been perfected over the past 40 or 50 years by professional practitioners.  

Today, there are hundreds of qualified (and some not-so-qualified) political direct mail 

shops in the United States, and many in other countries as well. 

 

If you’re going to be using lots of prospecting mail (and if you’ve got a year or more 

before your election, you should!) then I recommend you use a qualified political direct 

mail shop.  Depending on the scope of your contract with them, these firms will write 

your letters, cull your housefile, choose which prospect lists to mail to, work with the 

print shop to print, stuff, stamp, and mail letters, and help you analyze the returns, all for 

a reasonable price.   

 

In order to work successfully with a direct mail consultant, I suggest the following: 

 

1. Check references.  Interview potential consultants in-depth, and then check at 

least three to four references.  There is no licensing in this industry, so the rule is, 

“buyer beware.” 

 

2. Remember that everything is negotiable.  Be sure to negotiate your fees before 

you sign the contract. 

 

3. Trust but verify.  Your consultant may be a professional, but he or she isn’t 

infallible.  Check and double check the lists, the letter, and the returns. 

 

4. You have to be comfortable with the letters.  Have someone on your staff review 

each and every letter before it goes out.  Don’t approve any mailings where you 

are not comfortable with the language or theme of the letter. 

 

5. Watch your return on investment. If your letters are consistently losing money or 

not performing the way they should be, change course, change the text, change 

the lists, or change consultants. 
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Telemarketing: Dialing for Dollars 
 
Fundraising telemarketing is a tricky subject – it works well for some campaigns, and not 

so well for others.  Over time, the trend has been that fundraising phone banks have 

worked less well for campaigns than they did in the past, for the simple reason that 

people just don’t trust telemarketers, and are wary of dealing with them, even if it is for a 

candidate they believe in.   

 

That’s not to say that fundraising telemarketing shouldn’t be a part of your overall 

fundraising mix, rather, it means that you should double check your return on investment 

and the response you are getting from the voters before rolling out a large telemarketing 

campaign. 

 
Three Types of Fundraising by Phone 

 

Generally, political campaigns utilize fundraising telemarketing in three distinct ways: 

 

Cold Calls 

 

Fundraising cold calls are when campaigns take a list (either one that they purchased, one 

that they built, or simply a voter list for targeted precincts) and just start “dialing for 

dollars,” calling the list, talking about the candidate, and asking for a donation.  These are 

tough calls, because there hasn’t been any trust built up between the caller and the person 

who answers the phone.   My advice is that if you plan to do this type of telemarketing, 

you use a professional fundraising telemarketing firm who knows the ropes, has tested 

what works and what doesn’t, and has a trained staff on hand to make the calls. 

 

Event and Other Solicitation Follow Up 

 

This type of call is when the campaign calls people who have received a solicitation 

through the mail (snail mail or e-mail), and the caller is asking the person if they got the 

mailing and if they would be willing to give (or to come to the event). 

 

Telemarketing for this purpose is quite common in campaigns, and can be adequately 

performed by either a professional firm or by a volunteer in-house phone bank. 

 

Upgrades 

 

Upgrade calls are calls to your housefile (your list of previous donors) to ask them to give 

again.  Upgrade calls should only go through the campaign phone bank (or professional 

telemarketing system) if they are low-level or mid-level donors.  High-level donors 

should always receive a personal call from the candidate, Finance Chair, or other key 

campaign personnel. 

 

Upgrade calls can be made by either a professional firm or by a volunteer in-house phone 

bank. 
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In-House vs. Outsourcing 

 

If your campaign is planning to do fundraising cold calls, you should use a professional 

political telemarketing firm.  Be sure to check references and be careful in approving the 

script they plan to use and the lists they plan to call, and always be sure to constantly 

watch your return on investment (ROI). 

 

For event / solicitation follow-ups and upgrades, you can use either a professional 

fundraising telemarketing firm, or utilize a volunteer-staffed in-house phone bank using 

the tips below.  

 

Running an In-House Fundraising Phone Bank  

 

Many campaigns have successfully run in-house fundraising phone banks to make 

follow-up calls for events and other mailed solicitations (doing so will dramatically 

increase your response rate) and for re-soliciting people who have already donated to the 

campaign.   

 

The keys to using volunteers in your in-house effort are: 

 

1. Training – Most of the volunteers who will be making your calls will have no 

experience in sales, fundraising, or telemarketing.  For many, this will be their 

first time asking for money for anything.  Offer them lots of training to make sure 

they feel comfortable and know the scripts and messages you are planning to use 

in your effort. 

 

2. Supervision – You absolutely have to have paid staff members there at the phone 

bank to supervise the efforts of your volunteers.  The supervisors should make 

sure that no one is arguing with the people they are calling, and that everyone is 

staying “on script,” and “on message.” 

 

3. Follow-Up – The day after your phone bank, send out thank you letters to 

everyone who made a pledge, asking them to send in their check and giving 

instructions how to do so.  This will drastically increase the number of people 

who make good on their pledges. 

 
Raising Money Online 
 
As voters have become more technologically savvy, and as more and more people 

become comfortable with making purchases (and thus, entering their credit card numbers) 

online, the number of people making political donations over the Internet has 

skyrocketed.  Every campaign needs to have the ability to accept donations online. 

 

Don’t be fooled, it is highly unlikely that your campaign will raise a majority (or even a 

significant minority) of your overall fundraising revenue online.  Calls and events will 
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still be the campaign’s bread-winners.  That being said, money raised online can provide 

a nice additional revenue stream for the campaign.   

 
Raising Money on Your Website 

 

The first step in raising money through your campaign website is to make sure your 

website looks professional.  Even though people are now more comfortable than ever 

with entering their credit card information online, they still are wary of doing so on sites 

that look amateurish or “hand done.”  Either use a professional developer to create your 

campaign website, or utilize an easy-to-use content system that can be modified to fit 

your campaign needs.  One such (free) content system is WordPress.org, but there are 

others.  Your site doesn’t have to be flashy, it just needs to look clean and safe. 

 

Once you have your website up, you’ll need to decide how to accept contributions on 

your website.  Some campaigns set up donation systems through PayPal and other “do it 

yourself” web-payment systems, but I usually recommend contracting with a company 

that specializes in processing political donations online.  These companies will walk you 

through the process of setting up your donation page, then they will handle the back-

office work of processing the credit card information, sending out a confirmation e-mail 

to the donor, and then will either deposit the contributions directly into your bank account 

or cut you a check, always minus a small processing fee.  If you go this route, remember 

that everything is negotiable, including the fees charged by these companies. 

 

After you get your payment system in place, make sure that you have a “Donate Now!” 

button right up front on your website’s homepage, and a donate link on every single page 

on your site.  Make it easy for people to give! 

 

Also, remember that just putting up a website and placing a “Donate Now” button up on 

the page won’t get people to the site, and won’t get people to give.  You’ve got to 

promote your website and online donation option.  Be sure your website is listed on 

everything your campaign sends out, submit your website to the major search engines, 

ask your state and local political party to link to your site, and remind people at events 

and rallies that they can go to your website to make a much-needed donation at anytime. 

 

Raising Money through E-mail 

 

Web-savvy campaigns have discovered that the best way to drive online donations is 

through the one-two punch of your campaign website and targeted e-mails.   

 

Much like their old-fashioned cousins (snail mail letters), e-mail fundraising letters can 

be sent out to your housefile, or to a prospect list, asking the recipient to click on a link 

and go to your website to make a donation.  Like snail mail letters, these fundraising e-

mails should not be walls of text, rather they should use bullet points, headlines, white 

space and a P.S.    
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Housefile mailings to your current e-mail supporters list works great for this type of 

effort, particularly if you can make the e-mail focus on funding once specific thing – we 

have found that e-mails that say, “Please contribute $25 today to buy 25 yard signs for 

our Election Day effort, which starts in three days!” work better and have higher donation 

rates than e-mails that simply say, “Please give $25, $50, or more today!” 

 

If you are planning to do prospecting e-mails, beware of sending spam.  People hate 

when they get unsolicited e-mails in their inboxes, so the only “clean” way to do 

prospecting e-mails is to get a supporter, like a fellow politician, to send out a one-time e-

mail to their own list asking them to support your candidacy, and including a link to your 

donate page.   

 

Using Social Networks 

 

I’m also a big advocate of campaigns using social networking sites like Facebook and 

Twitter in their campaign efforts – just don’t spend too much time on these tactics, 

which, while desirable, will only help around the edges.  You can use social networking 

sites to build up lists of followers, and keep them updated on your campaign.  You can 

also (once in a while – far fewer times than you can with e-mail – perhaps once every two  

or three  months) include an ask for a donation for something your campaign is working 

on. 

 
Raising Money from PACs 

The acronym “PAC” stands for “political action committee.”  PACs are special 

organizations that are set up for the purpose of collecting contributions from large 

numbers of people, aggregating those contributions into one giant pool, and then making 

contributions from that pool to campaigns and organizations. 

PACs are generally based on one special issue or party interest.  Thus, PACs exist that 

donate solely to Republicans in Missouri, to candidates who are pro-life, to candidates 

who are supported by the United Auto Workers Union, and a myriad of other causes. 

There are two very different types of PACs under modern campaign finance law.  The 

first is the federal PAC, which collects donations to distribute to candidates who are 

running for federal office such as congress or the presidency.  The second type of PAC 

collects “state money” for use in state elections, such as races for governor, the city 

council, or any other non-federal elections.  This distinction is important.  Due to the 

various campaign finance laws promulgated by the Federal Election Commission and the 

state agencies responsible for this area, a federal PAC generally only makes contributions 

to federal candidates and vice versa. 

Why PAC’s Are Important 

PACs are important for several reasons. First and foremost, in many states, as well as in 

federal elections, PACs may contribute more money to candidates than individuals.  For 
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example, in one state, individuals may only contribute $500 to candidates running for the 

state legislature per election, while PACs in the same state may contribute five times that 

amount, or $2500.  Of course, in some states, both PACs and individuals may contribute 

unlimited amounts to candidates. 

The second reason PACs are so important, even in states with no contribution limits, is 

that PACs often have plenty of money to spend on candidates.  Whereas individuals may 

not be able to spend large sums on political activity, PACs raise money from a large 

donor base through direct mail, fundraisers, and the like, and spend a good chunk of that 

money solely on funding campaigns.   

How to Raise Money from PACs 

PAC contributions are harder to get and take more work, especially for the local 

campaign. PAC managers are political professionals, and demand much more 

information from the campaign than the average individual donor. It takes hard work, 

creativity, and persistence, but contributions from political action committees can prove 

to be a great tool towards reaching the campaign’s fundraising goal. 

If your campaign is “too local,” or your district too small, it may not be worth the amount 

of time and money it takes to solicit donations from PACs. Generally, PACs do not give 

to the most local of campaigns, even in big districts, and do not give to even middle tier 

candidates in smaller districts. If you are running for school board or mayor of a small 

township, your campaign’s fundraising budget will be better spent encouraging 

individual donors to give to your campaign. 

Political action committees also like to “go with the winner.” They are much more likely 

to give to incumbents than challengers, and rarely give in contested primaries unless one 

candidate is the clear favorite. Simply put, if you are running in a very local election, are 

challenging a popular incumbent, running in a primary or are a “long-shot,” don’t waste 

time trying to convince PACs to donate. There are plenty of individuals in your district 

who are much more likely and willing to help your campaign. 

After deciding that your campaign may qualify to receive PAC donations, you must 

choose which PACs to approach. Start with associations, clubs, and groups that the 

candidate or his or her family is involved in. Make a list of these organizations, and 

research whether they have their own political action committees or are part of a larger 

organization that does. Your campaign is much more likely to receive contributions from 

groups that the candidate has a pre-existing relationship with. Also look into regional 

PACs and groups that generally donate to candidates like yours. Finally, contact 

committees that are interested in issues that your campaign is interested in, or that 

strongly oppose your opponent. 

When contacting a PAC to ask for a contribution, it is tempting to simply call the 

Chairman, or the national office of the PAC, if it has one. Resist this temptation. The best 

person to call when soliciting donations is the political action committee’s local 
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representative. Most national PACs have regional or state reps, even local PACs may 

have a person in your town or county.  Call the main number and ask for the local 

representative The local contact will not only be easier to get on the phone, but more 

likely to be sympathetic to your cause. 

The PAC Kit 

Most political action committees will want you to send them a “PAC kit,” a portfolio 

with basic information about your campaign including the candidate’s bio, a list of the 

key staff, what your causes are (issue summaries, etc.) and why you think they should 

contribute to your particular campaign. Most of the information in the kit is the same for 

every PAC you contact, but some personalization should be done to each portfolio you 

send out. Not only should the kit be addressed to a particular person, but it should contain 

information on issues that particular committee may be interested in. 

Do not make the mistake of designing your PAC kit to be too flashy. If you have full 

color printing, glossy photos and engraved portfolios, the PAC directors who you solicit 

will think your campaign is awash in money and does not need his help. Instead, keep it 

simple, but professional. The kit can be black and white and copied on your office Xerox, 

with a single-color portfolio holding it all together. 

Relationships Matter 

Fundraising from political action committees is all about relationships. The candidate 

must develop a relationship with the leaders and local representatives of the PAC that the 

campaign is soliciting from. This relationship starts with a phone call, and usually ends 

with several face-to-face meetings. Of course, this is not just any kind of relationship – it 

is a sales relationship. You must “sell” your candidate and your campaign, and make the 

PAC believe in you. 

PAC Fundraising Ethics 

No matter what happens during the campaign, or how far your fundraising has fallen 

below your goal, never, ever compromise your or your candidate’s principles by agreeing 

to take any action, specific or not, in return for a PAC contribution. PACs should donate 

to your campaign because they believe in you, or know that you are passionate about an 

issue. If a PAC chairman or manager ever approaches you and says, “we would like to 

make a contribution, but we need ______________,” – walk away. Tell him or her that 

you don’t need their contribution. When dealing with political action committee 

fundraising, you must not only be ethical and legal in all of your dealings, but have the 

appearance of playing legally and ethically as well. 
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Part VII 
 

Epilogue: It’s Time! 
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Okay, you’ve read this book, and all the supporting materials that came with it.  You’ve 

learned about setting up your campaign, working the grassroots, fundraising, messaging, 

targeting, and more.  If you’ve read this book from cover to cover, you know more than 

90% of the people who are involved in politics, including the professionals. 

 

Now, it is time to take action!   

 

If you read this book because you wanted to run for office, now is the time to get your 

campaign started.  If you read this book because you are a professional consultant or 

political operative, or because you want to be one, now is the time to find those clients 

and win those campaigns.  If you’re a party leader or want to be, now is the time to up the 

stakes.  If you read this book because you are helping on a campaign, running a 

campaign, or want to get involved in a campaign, now is the time to step it up, armed 

with the knowledge that you know your stuff.  You’ve done your homework, you’re 

ready.   

 

Guess what?  You can do this!   

 

Do you know how I know that?  Because I’ve seen it done.  I’ve seen people who never 

ran for office before, and had no idea how to even get their names on the ballot win tough 

elections, all because they took the time to learn, and were willing to put in the hard 

work.  I’ve seen first-time campaign managers deal with tough races, no money, a 

difficult candidate, and bad press stories and push through to victory on Election Day. 

I’ve seen political consultants no one ever heard of run the statewide campaign of a 

candidate no one ever hear of, and win. 

 

You can do this.  Now is the time.  This is the place.  It’s time to take control of your own 

destiny and make your dreams a reality.  And for those who are faced with nay-sayers, 

remember: 

 

“It's not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man 

stumbled, or when the doer of deeds could have done better.  

The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; whose face is marred 

by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes short 

again and again; who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions and 

spends himself in a worthy cause; 

Who at the best, knows in the end the triumph of high achievement; and who at 

the worst if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall 

never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory or defeat.”  

Theodore Roosevelt 

  


