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Foreword – Don’t Get Comfortable 

 

If you have been involved with politics and campaigning for a good portion of 

your life, you may feel comfortable with election strategy and technique. If you rely on 

commentary from the talking heads on the networks to figure out why some candidates 

win elections and others don’t, if you have taken courses on electioneering, studied 

campaigning, or delved into political theory, you may feel like you see the “big picture.” 

You may believe that you know why some candidates win and others lose. Don’t get too 

comfortable – you haven’t seen the whole picture yet. 

 

The purpose of this book is to round out your knowledge of the political process. 

If you are just getting started in politics, then this book is going to show you a way to 

think about the process that will benefit you as you build your practical know-how. If 

you are a seasoned political veteran, then this book is going to explain phenomenon you 

have already seen in campaigns, but were probably unable to fully understand or 

replicate. 

 

This is not your standard “how to run for office” volume. This book is going to 

talk about winning elections, but it is not going to tell you how to do media buys, or 

probe the complexities of polling data. Certainly, polling and advertising are important 

parts of winning campaigns. But they are not the most important part. Neither is 

fundraising, voter contact technique, or demographics. All of these things play a pivotal 

role in winning elections, put they are all just weapons in the campaign’s arsenal. 

 

Despite what you have heard, campaigns that raise tons of money don’t always 

win. The candidate that looks the best on TV or sounds the best on radio is not always 

victorious. The best consultants can’t ensure victory, and the backing of the political 

establishment can’t guarantee a win. Not one of these tools can promise success. 

 

Read the current literature, attend today’s political classes, and you’ll learn a lot 

about campaigning. Talk to an old hand or work on a campaign, and you’ll perfect the 

tools you need to win elections. But even the world’s best fundraiser, number one 

political strategist and media buyer, people who succeed completely in one of these areas 

in numerous campaigns, have worked for candidates who lose. 

 

The knowledge in this book is different. No, I’m not telling you that this book 

guarantees success. I can’t promise that if you read this book, you’ll never be part of a 

losing campaign again. This book does, however, make a promise that no other 

technique or literature can make: if you succeed in this one area, if you gear your other 

tools and techniques towards this strategy, and succeed in this lone technique, then you 

will win your campaign. Like I said, don’t get too comfortable. 

 

This book should encourage everyone who follows politics. Anyone who has 

worked on a campaign, run for office, or avidly followed an election cycle knows that the 

current political literature doesn’t adequately explain what happened. There is something 

else, a process that takes place that campaign professionals, volunteers, candidates and 
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political junkies can feel – you know it happens, but you can’t explain it. 

 

This book does just that – it explains this unexplained phenomenon - the nebulous 

political force that President George Bush (41) called “the Big Mo” – momentum. 

Without it, campaigns sink. With it, candidates surge. 

 

This book is not theoretical. It’s important to know what momentum is, but it is 

more important to know how to get it. This book presents the practical formula you need 

to inject momentum into your campaign – starting today. This book will show you how 

to design your campaign to optimize it for momentum. It discusses the necessary 

elements you need to unleash momentum, and the arsenal of tools you can use to build 

political momentum into an unstoppable force. 

 

No, reading this book won’t guarantee success. But unlike any other single 

element of a campaign, succeeding in building momentum, strong and sustained, will 

guarantee victory. Don’t get comfortable. 
The Big Mo 
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How to Use This Book 

 

Every campaign is different. For that reason, there can be no concrete formula that can 

be applied to build momentum in every campaign. While this book does lay out a 

complete program to help you build momentum, different campaign will find different 

strategies more useful than others. 

 

The best way to use this book is to read through it once, completely, to get an overview 

of what political momentum is all about. Then, go back through the book a second time, 

this time picking out strategies that will or won’t work in your campaign. Make notes in 

the margins. Jot down how each part of the momentum formula can be implemented in 

your campaign, and which of the momentum arsenal’s tools can be used in your 

campaign or organization. 

 

Special Features 

 

Throughout the book, there are sidebars to point out information that is important to 

know, but doesn’t quite fit in without breaking the flow of the book. There are two 

different types of sidebars: 

 

 

 

 

“The Local Angle” sidebars point out information that is especially of note to very 

local, smaller campaigns. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

 

 

“Joe’s Notes” sidebars point out notes that I thought were particularly important to 

share as I read through the finished book. These notes were added after the book 

was complete and contain additional thoughts that can help you as you plan out 

your own momentum-building strategy. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Use these sidebars to gain more insight as you plan out your momentum-building 

strategy. 
The Local Angle

The Local Angle 

Joe’s Notes 
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1. What is Momentum? 

 

Momentum is a buzzword, a term of art, and a misunderstood catchphrase. Every 

consultant, volunteer, staff member and candidate who has ever worked on a campaign 

has known momentum, whether consciously or not. Momentum is often felt, often talked 

about, and seldom understood. 

 

Momentum is the single most important concept in any political campaign. When 

it is present, poll numbers surge, pundits talk, and donations pour in. It springs up 

seemingly overnight, and a renewed sense of optimism pervades the campaign. When 

the campaign lacks momentum, it stagnates. A sense of dread fills the volunteers, the 

bank accounts dry up, and the consultants run for cover. Despite the central role 

momentum plays in every political campaign, however, it is hard to define, and even 

harder to create. Perhaps that is the reason why campaign books and experts so often 

teach the tools of campaigning, but fail to explain (or understand) the process of creating, 

gaining, and maintaining momentum. 

 

Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines “momentum” as “strength or 

force gained by motion, or through the development of events.” For the political 

campaign, this definition goes far, but not far enough. To be sure, political momentum is 

a force, a very real force, that surges through a campaign. This force indeed is created by 

the events of the campaign. However, the practical questions for the campaign still exist: 

How is this force created? How can we shape events to sustain momentum? What can 

we do to ensure that the momentum we create carries us through until election day? 

Momentum is often most noticed when it is absent. Have you ever been part of a 

campaign that was lifeless? Have you ever watched a campaign slowly sink, without 

making the fatal errors that end campaigns outright, but by slowly drifting into the sunset, 

so that when election day arrives the campaign’s assured loss becomes a self-fulfilling 

prophecy? These are the campaigns that lack momentum, that fail to spark and nurture 

forward motion, that never gather speed on the road to electoral success. 

 

Political momentum is forward motion. It is the combination of campaign tools 

and strategy into a giant push forward -- forward in terms of polls, money, support and 

coverage. Momentum seemingly springs from nowhere, surprises the public and the 

opposition, and often becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. With momentum, campaigns 

roll to victory, without it, they linger into defeat. It is surprising, then, that so few 

campaigns have a comprehensive plan to gain momentum, aiming their tools and strategy 

toward building this indispensable lifeblood of politics. Instead, the campaigns focus on 

the tools of campaigning, the building blocks, rather than the building. 

 

Of course, the tools that are used to wage a campaign are extremely important. It 

is important to know how to raise money, talk to voters, target and poll. Until now, 

however, the overarching strategy that the campaign employed to implement these tools 

ignored momentum. While the basic tools in the campaign and the strategies that control 

them will always remain an important part of political campaigning, the most important 

element of any campaign be it national, local, or statewide, always has been, and always 
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will be, positive momentum. 

 

The purpose of this book is to teach you how to redirect the tools you already 

have, develop new tools you definitely need, and redefine your political strategy, all with 

one goal in mind: to create and maintain the momentum you need to win on election day. 

We’ll discuss what tactics are used now, and why they don’t work. We’ll talk about the 

goals of building momentum, how to optimize your campaign for momentum and the 

tools you can use to make it happen. By the end of this book, you will be ready to build 

strong and sustained momentum in your own campaign. 
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2. Interruption Politics 

 

In order to understand why this book is different from all the other political 

strategy that has been written, and to see why building momentum is so important, it is 

necessary to understand how modern political campaigns are run. 

 

The goal of any campaign, of course, is victory – receiving more votes than your 

opponent(s) on Election Day. Polls are taken to check the mood of the electorate, 

targeting is done to determine which voters will receive the campaign’s message. Funds 

are raised to pay for campaign activities, and contact is made with the voters through 

television, radio, and direct mail. The candidate gives speeches, goes door-to-door, and 

holds rallies. More polls are taken, and the targeted groups and the messages they 

receive are redefined based on that polling. 

 

For all of the strategy that exists, though, the only real way that campaigns try to 

reach voters is by interrupting them. Modern campaign strategy is built on “interruption 

marketing.” The campaign puts its message before voters while they are in the midst of 

doing something else, whether they want it or not (the campaign “interrupts” them.) If 

they are watching TV, the campaign interrupts with a commercial. If they are reading 

their mail, the campaign interrupts with a direct mail card. If they are driving their car, 

the campaign interrupts with a billboard. If someone is a supporter and happens to tell a 

friend about the candidate, all the better, but the only campaign marketing that is done, 

the real meat of the campaign, is based on interrupting people. 

 

Is this effective? Sure – T.V. commercials sway opinion, billboards increase 

name I.D. But ask any political media consultant and he or she will tell you that 

interruption marketing is getting less and less effective every cycle. It used to be that a 

viewer would only have to see a commercial an average of three times before the 

message sank in. The average is now over ten. This growing trend exists across all types 

of marketing, including radio, TV, and direct mail. 

 

Why is it getting harder to get people to listen to your message through 

interruption marketing? Because there is so much of it out there. Everybody is 

marketing to everybody else nowadays, and the average voter is tuning it out. Not only 

does he or she have to deal with all of the political messages coming at them, but with all 

of the commercial messages from business as well. Simply put, voters are getting better 

at tuning your message out, and it’s taking more and more interruptions for them to 

actually hear your message. Yet every political campaign bases its strategy on using 

more and more interruption marketing to reach the ever-numb voter. 

 

 

 

 

Political advertising strategy has always lagged business-advertising strategy. In 

each and every media, it seems, political strategists won’t embrace a new concept 

until it has been proven effective by the business world. Just as it took longer for 

Joe’s Notes 
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political campaigns to effectively harness the power of television, or to learn how to 
Joe’s Notes 

use the internet effectively, it seems that it is taking political advertising a while to 

catch up with the business world in looking for an alternative to interruption 

marketing. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

As I said at the beginning, this is a practical book, so I don’t want to bore you 

with numbers. A few statistics, though, go a long way in illustrating why interruption 

marketing is getting less and less effective. In 1998, the number of television ads run for 

congressional candidates alone during the election cycle was over 302,000. This number 

rose to an astounding 420,000+ during the 2000 election cycle1. This number doesn’t 

even take into account all of the local, statewide, and presidential ads that yours may be 

competing with. 

 

In addition to the multitude to political ads on the television today, there are the 

ever-present commercial pitches, ads for everything from Energizer batteries to Colgate 

toothpaste. Between 1970 and 1999, the number of companies advertising on T.V. has 

nearly tripled2. In a recent Pew Center survey, 60% of the electorate said that they felt 

that campaign commercials were “not useful in helping them choose a candidate during 

the 1998 elections3.” The voters are being bombarded with messages. Each time, they 

are less able (and willing) to cut through the clutter to see your candidate’s ad. 

 

 

 

 

Local campaigns, of course, often don’t have the resources for massive interruption 

campaigns. They can’t afford T.V. buys or mass mailings. Instead, they rely on 

door-to-door campaigning, hanging up posters, volunteer literature drops and the 

like. This is interruption marketing at the most local of levels. Volunteers who you 

never met show up at your door to deliver a message in the middle of your family’s 

dinner, or you arrive at home to find the campaign’s flyer stuck on your door – 

interruptions all. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

For the modern campaign, momentum is built through interruption marketing. 

The campaign hopes that through repeatedly bombarding a targeted group of voters with 

its message, it can build a forward motion that will lead to victory. The strategy doesn’t 

address how that motion is built, other than relying on interruption advertising to bring it 

about. Fortunately for candidates, consultants, and voters, there is a better way. 

 
_________________________________________ 

1 Goldstein, Kenneth and Jonathan Krasner. Facts About Television Advertising & the McCain-Feingold 

Bill. 2001. http://www.polisci.eisc.edu/tvadvertising/mccain-feingold.pdf 

2CMR Study, Television Bureau of Advertising, Inc. 2000. http://www.tvb.org 

3 Pew Commission. Report of the Task Force on Campaign Reform: Insights and Evidence. 1998. As 

quoted in Shanto Iyengar and Markus Prior. Political Advertising: What Effect on Commercial 

Advertisers?. 1999. http://www.stanford.edu/~siyengar/research/papers/advertising.html 

The Local Angle 



11 

 

3. Get the Voters to do the Campaigning for You 
 

Smart businesses have started to realize that interruption marketing isn’t the most 

effective way to market at all. In his innovative book, “The IdeaVirus” (available for free 

download at www.ideavirus.com), Seth Godin explains that many companies, big and 

small, high-tech and low, have discovered that the best way to communicate with 

consumers is to encourage the consumers to do their marketing for them. These 

companies carefully plan an idea and inject it into their target audience. The idea is easy 

to transfer, and consumers are encouraged to spread it amongst themselves. By spreading 

an idea that their consumers embrace, and enabling them to spread that idea to even more 

consumers, these companies have enjoyed unheard of success. Such an “ideavirus” 

multiplies like a virus, exponentially from consumer to consumer, because the company 

has created the idea to be easily transferred. 

 

This “viral marketing” relies on personal referrals. Think about it. Who do you 

trust? When you’re looking for a new doctor or a new restaurant, whose 

recommendation would you most likely follow: a paid spokesman on T.V. or your best 

friend? An ad in the paper or your co-worker? Recommendations from friends and 

associates (sometimes called “word of mouth”) are the most trusted, and the oldest, form 

of advertising in existence. 

 

The ideas of viral marketing, word-of-mouth advertising, and “ideaviruses” have 

been embraced by the business community, which has always used them, even if it 

wasn’t conscious of them. The e-business community has embraced these concepts in 

particular, mostly because the spread of new ideas over the Internet is rapid and cheap. 

The seminal example of successful viral marketing is “Hotmail.” 

 

Before there was free email from Yahoo!, MSN, and hundreds of other providers, 

there was Hotmail, a service that promised a free, private, lifetime email address to 

anyone who wanted it. Hotmail didn’t have a large advertising budget, though, so the 

company’s founders had to come up with another way to spread the word. They knew 

that once people heard about the free email accounts they were offering, they would 

signup.  What Hotmail needed was an easy way to transfer this idea over the transom of 

cyberspace. They found it. 

 

Attached to the end of each email that a Hotmail user sent out, the company’s 

computer system automatically attached a small message: “Get Your Free, Private Email 

at www.hotmail.com” -- Each time someone sent an email to their friends, associates, 

relatives, or anyone, they would be, in effect, endorsing Hotmail, encouraging others to 

sign-up, and telling them how to do so – all without any effort. In no time at all, Hotmail 

had ballooned to become the largest e-mail provider on the Internet, and was later bought 

by Microsoft (MSN) for a very large sum. 

 

Does this concept of “viral marketing” apply in politics? You bet. And it always 

has. Think about the last campaign where you truly saw momentum. It may have 

contained millions of dollars in advertising, dozens of mail pieces, network T.V. 

coverage or any other political tool. But when did the campaign truly start to pick up 
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momentum? It began to surge when the campaign was able to deliver an idea to the 

voters, and the voters began to spread the word among themselves. When conversation 

started to turn to that cycle’s race, and when voters were primed with a campaign’s 

message (idea) and compelled to tell others about it, even though they weren’t on the 

staff of the campaign, then momentum truly began to take off. 

 

Momentum is built on word of mouth. That is why it is so often unnoticed until it 

suddenly “appears”, and why campaigns have (until now) been so unable to effectively 

create it. The standard campaign today airs its commercials, drops its mail pieces, and 

hopes to create momentum. What campaigns fail to do is to optimize their message to 

make it “virus worthy,” ensuring that the voters not only want to pass their message 

along, but that they can easily and effectively do so. Campaigns repeatedly fail to gear 

their tools and strategy to create an idea, plant it in the minds of the voters, and let the 

voters do the campaigning for them. Instead, today’s campaign hopes this word of mouth 

campaign will happen, but relies on the same tired, and expensive, tactics of interruption 

marketing to try and incite momentum. 

 

 

 

The decline of interruption marketing does not mean, obviously, that there is no 

place in the modern campaign for interruption marketing to be used successfully. 

On the contrary, when a campaign designs its message to optimize for momentum, 

as shown in a few chapters, interruption marketing can be used to help spread that 

message. 

------------------------------------------ 

 

This book aims to change that. Instead of “hoping” for momentum, and wasting 

money on a barrage of interruption marketing that saturates the voters until a little 

momentum starts to kick in, campaigns can now plan their message and their media to 

generate strong and sustained momentum. While T.V. advertising, direct mail and 

telephone banks will always play a large part in political campaigns, they are just tools in 

a campaign strategy. Rather than building a strategy based on the tools, campaigns can 

and should optimize their tools based on their strategy – a strategy of building word of 

mouth advertising, and thus, momentum. 

 

The effectiveness of interruption marketing is on the decline. Campaigns can, and 

do, get the voters to do their campaigning for them, by passing the message by word of 

mouth. What campaigns fail to do is plan for this, and effectively gear their efforts 

towards creating this movement. Until they do, they will never be able to purposely and 

effectively create and control their own momentum. 
Joe’s Notes 

Joe’s Notes 
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4. Before You Begin 

 

As we have seen, momentum, whether in business or politics, is built by word of 

mouth. Once people start talking positively about your product or candidate, a buzz is 

created. If the momentum is strong enough, each person that hears your message will in 

turn tell others, and the message will multiply. Until now, however, political campaigns 

were not optimized to create word of mouth referrals (“buzz”), and momentum was only 

gained through the happenstance success of interruption marketing. 

 

In a few chapters, we’ll be discussing the formula that political campaigns can use 

to build momentum. Right now, though, it is important to understand one additional 

similarity between political and business word of mouth advertising. Both are based on 

an idea. The idea may be good or bad, big or small, but every product, and every 

candidate, is based on an idea. 

 

This is where we see the intersection of momentum and message. In traditional 

campaigns, the message is created to be the “idea” of the campaign – its theme and its 

appeal. This message is created to be effective in traditional marketing techniques – 

interruption politics. The key to building momentum, however, is to create the idea, the 

message, so that it is optimal for creating momentum – for creating a word of mouth 

buzz. Just how to do that is the topic of much of the rest of this book. 

 

For now know this: your campaign or candidacy is an idea that must be 

implanted into the minds of the voters. It must be packaged and optimized to be 

transferred from voter to voter with little or no input from the campaign. In other words, 

you must create your campaign around an idea that helps your voters do your 

campaigning for you, by spreading your message amongst themselves. 

 

One other point that bears on the success of a momentum-building campaign is 

interconnectivity. Years ago, interruption marketing made sense in politics. Why? 

Because there was no other effective way to reach the voters. It was impossible to create 

momentum by word of mouth in any large district outside of the big cities, because 

people just weren’t as connected back then. 

 

Suppose you wanted to create a word of mouth campaign in a presidential or 

statewide race around the beginning of the 20th century. Television was in its infancy, 

and you would have to rely on radio and newspaper ads for you interruption marketing. 

If someone saw one of these ads, heard you speak, or in some other way heard your 

message and wanted to pass it on (create momentum), then, unless they lived in a big city 

or town where they could tell a few neighbors, they would have to write a letter to be sent 

through the mail or wait until the next time they saw their friends at church to pass on 

your message. It is impossible to build a large-scale word of mouth campaign under 

these conditions. 

 

Today, though, almost everyone is connected, and everyone has the power to 

spread your idea. Through the power of e-mail, online communities, websites, hundreds 
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of radio talk shows, cell phones, and all the other tools we have to communicate with one 

another, everyone has the power to add to your momentum. One person can create a 

website that reaches thousands of voters. One email can be forwarded to hundreds of 

people at the click of a button. One comment in a chat room can be seen by dozens of 

people. And as we have seen, an endorsement of a candidate from a friend, associate, or 

even just a “chat buddy” online is considered far more trustworthy than the same 

endorsement would be coming from a stranger who is interrupting your life with his or 

her message. 

 

 

 

 

The power of word-of mouth advertising is even more apparent in local elections, 

where the top community leaders are neighbors, send their kids to the same school, 

and join the same civic groups. There is generally more contact between leaders at 

this level then at any other. This means that there is a greater opportunity for the 

sharing of ideas. 

--------------------------------------- 

 

Science tells us that “Momentum=Mass x Velocity.” Think of your idea, your 

message, as “mass.” The bigger your message, the more unique it is, the more pertinent 

it is, the more momentum it can build. Velocity, in layman’s terms, is speed. The 

quicker your message can travel, the more people want to talk about it, the easier it is to 

spread, the more momentum you can build. Take mass and velocity together, and you 

have the beginnings of a formula to build momentum in your campaign. 

 

The time is right for campaigns to use word of mouth to build and sustain 

momentum. By packaging your campaign “idea,” optimizing it for momentum, and 

utilizing all of the interconnectivity that exists between your voters, you can ensure that 

your idea will be put before the most voters, be seen in the most positive light, and 

generate a lasting buzz that will propel your campaign to victory on election day. 
The Local Angle 

The Local Angle 
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5. Momentum Does Not Have to Be an Accident 

 

Because momentum builds by word of mouth, it is hard to see as it grows. Even 

with the best polling data, momentum is nebulous and hard to measure. When a 

campaign has momentum, it often seems like that momentum appeared “overnight.” For 

these reasons, campaigns usually see momentum as a happy accident. Of course, 

campaigns don’t think momentum is completely an accident. The staff will tell you that 

its message is getting through to the voters, its advertising is working and its issues 

important – and everything just seemed to “click.” 

 

Whether they admit it or not, most campaigns cannot explain that “click.” To 

them, it is just the happy coincidence of events that build up momentum. The truth, 

though, is that nothing in a campaign is a random coincidence. Everything that happens 

in a campaign is built upon the actions (or inactions) of the candidate, the staff, and the 

volunteers. When the message a campaign is sending out “clicks,” and accidentally 

creates momentum, it is not a random event. Even though the campaign may not realize 

it, its actions have shaped a message (an idea) that was optimized for momentum. 

 

No, momentum does not have to be an accident. The campaign can, and should, 

create an idea that is ready to be spread by the voters themselves. If the campaign creates 

such a message, the word of mouth endorsements generated by the voters will grow 

virally, and build into lasting momentum. There is a formula to building momentum. 

There is a way to optimize for it and control it. While the next section of this book goes 

into each part of this formula in greater detail, the basic steps to building momentum are: 

 

1. Build a Message Worth Talking About – If your message is not worth 

talking about, no one will 

 

2. Use the Message Formula – Demonstrate a shared value with your voters, 

and why you are uniquely qualified to make a difference. Build an emotional 

connection with your target audience. 

 

2. Identify Your Target – Know your target audience, who they are and what 

motivates them. Certain people are more likely to spread your message than 

others. Find these people. 

 

3. Make Sure Your Message can Move Quickly – Make it easy for the voters 

to do the campaigning for you. If your message is hard to spread, it won’t. 

 

4. Define Your Medium – Choose the path you want your message to take as it 

is spread by word of mouth advertising. Optimize your message to take that path. 

 

5. Give Your Message a Hook -- Figure out how to encourage your target group 

to spread your message. Motivate the voters to do the campaigning for you. Build 

this motivation into the message itself. 
 



16 

 

By using this formula, as explained in the next section, to design your message, you can 

ensure that the right people will be motivated with the right incentive to spread your 

message quickly. 



17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Designing Your Message 

Part II 
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1. Understanding Activists 

 

The first step in creating the referral-ready idea that your campaign will inject into 

the minds of the voters is to understand the concept of “activists.” All voters are not 

created alike. Some will decide who to vote for and never tell another soul. Some will 

make up their minds by discussing it with friends and family. Others will decide, and 

then try and convince others to do the same. The key to designing a word of mouth 

campaign is to plant your idea in the “right” people – voters who are going to, at the least, 

tell other people about your idea, and hopefully not only tell them, but convince them as 

well. 

 

It is important that your idea - your message - reach as many voters as possible, as 

quickly as possible. We have seen that, although interruption marketing will deliver your 

message far and wide, the delivery is less credible than when delivered by a friend or 

trusted source. The most effective referrals, the propositions that people listen to and 

respect, come from people they trust. These trusted referrals may come from friends, 

family, celebrities, businesses – anyone who has earned the trust of the listener. This is 

why earned media (a newspaper endorsement, for example) is always more potent than 

an advertisement, and why an e-mail from a friend is always read, while an email from a 

business is often deleted unopened. 

 

In designing your message, you must have in mind those voters, the activists, who 

will not “break the chain,” by keeping your idea to themselves, but who will pass your 

idea along to as many other voters as possible. Your goal is to target the voters most 

likely to pass your message along effectively. I call these voters “activists.” Activists are 

people who, for the reasons we will discuss below, are most likely to do your 

campaigning for you, by spreading your message. In order to be an effective activist, a 

voter must not only be willing and able to spread your message, but must command the 

respect of those to whom he or she spreads the message. If the activist can not only tell 

people about your campaign or you message, but can convince them to become activists 

as well, then that activist is like gold for your campaign. You need to target him or her 

and motivate them to join your team. 

 

There are three major kinds of activists: the powerful, the prone, and the self-interested. 

Each group has different qualities, different motivations, and thus, different needs and 

wants. The questions for the campaign that is designing its message are “Why would 

these activists pass my message along to others, and how can I help them do that?” 

 

Powerful Activists 

 

Powerful activists are people who have the power to sway other activists. Their 

decisions effect large numbers of voters, because they have the power to endorse your 

idea to not only to regular voters, but also to other activists who can go out and influence 

even more voters. Powerful activists “preach to the choir,” influencing other activists, 

who in turn go out and influence other activists and voters. 
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Powerful activists are like McDonalds. The management of McDonald’s 

corporation sells hundreds of thousands of hamburgers and milk shakes not because the 

corporation actually goes out and sells the hamburgers itself (although it does do some of 

that) but because it controls hundreds, if not thousands, of franchisees. Each time 

McDonald’s introduces a new sandwich (a new “idea”), the corporation’s management 

directs the franchisees, who operate the actual restaurants, to sell the new sandwich. The 

franchisees, in turn, promote the burger (the “idea”) to their staff and customers. In turn, 

the customers, if they like the sandwich, will tell other customers, family, and friends. 

 

In time, millions of people will have heard about the new sandwich, many of 

whom will be motivated (by personal referrals) to try it – and it all started with 

McDonald’s Corporation, (the “powerful activist”) being motivated to spread the idea to 

other powerful activists (the franchisees) and customers. 

 

 

 

 

This factual situation provides an excellent example of the power of referrals over 

interruption marketing. Simply advertising a new burger on television generates 

interest, but motivating the franchisees to really push the burger in their contact 

with customers will be much more powerful in building momentum. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Politics is no different. There are some activists who can get other activists to 

listen. Powerful activists have lots of “franchisees” who listen to what they say, and then 

go out and influence other voters – the franchisees sell the powerful activist’s idea to the 

voters. 

 

Some powerful activists are involved in the local political organization, such as 

county and township chairmen or party directors. If you can sell your message to these 

people, they have large groups of politically active party members who take their cues 

from them, and who will in turn go out and sell other voters. For instance, if your 

campaign can motivate the local county chairman to spread your message, other activists 

who take their cue from the chairman, (such as the township party leaders, precinct 

captains, party regulars, etc.) will more than likely be motivated to spread your message 

as well. Similarly, political hopefuls who want to “stand with the party,” local activists 

and party staff will take their marching orders from the chairman and spread your 

message. 

 

Other powerful activists are involved in the media. There are always those 

activists who take their cues from the local newspaper endorsements or a favorite 

political commentator, and who will then go out and convert others. For example, there 

may be a popular radio talk show host in your community that local politicians, party 

leaders, and politically active citizens listen to. If your campaign targets this talk show 

host, and not only convinces her to believe in your message, but motivates her to spread it 

as well, other activists who take their cues from her will most likely be convinced, and in 

Joe’s Notes 



20 

 

turn spread your message even further. 
Joe’s Notes 

Powerful activists can be found almost anywhere – heads of community 

organizations, the president of the local bridge club, well-respected members of the 

community. This group includes online figures who are well respected, your friend who 

“everyone listens to,” and other people you may not normally think of as “powerful.” The 

key to identifying powerful activists is to find respected people who can influence other 

respected people, who can then go out and influence large numbers of voters. 

 

Below are some examples of people who may be powerful activists, though the list is far 

from complete: 

 

✓ Party leaders and staff 

✓ Business leaders 

✓ Local professionals (doctors, lawyers, accountants) 

✓ Celebrities 

✓ Media (newspaper writers and editors, radio and television talk-show hosts, 

etc.) 

✓ Leaders of community organizations 

✓ Clergy 

✓ Elected officials 

✓ Educators, principals, college professors 

✓ Barbers and hair-stylists 

✓ “Elders” in the community 

✓ Online chat room moderators 

✓ Newsletter publishers 

 

Prone Activists 

 

Like powerful activists, prone activists will tell large numbers of people about 

your idea. The difference is that prone activists don’t have lots of other activists within 

their sphere of influence. More likely, prone activists like to spread ideas in general (they 

are “prone” to spreading ideas.) 

 

Prone activists are talkers. They may be active in local politics, but for them, it’s 

probably just a hobby. More likely, they are “political junkies” who talk to their friends 

and neighbors about what is going on, but who a.) do not necessarily have influence over 

them and b.) do not have influence over other activists. For the prone activist, a new idea 

is worth talking about, if they can explain it. Political discussions get prone activists 

excited and interested, and they are usually not shy about speaking their minds. 

 

Sometimes, prone activists are “gossips,” people who talk about everything. 

More often, they are politically minded people who just don’t have a sphere of influence. 

For example, if you had an elderly neighbor who sits at the local diner all day, talking 

about town politics, he would be a prone activist. So would a local mom who liked to 

talk about politics with all the other local moms at play-dates. In both instances, the 
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audience that the prone activist talked to is not (necessarily) comprised of other activists, 

but regular voters. Similarly, these voters may not change their opinion “automatically,” 

site because the prone activists told them about your message, but at least they have been 

exposed to it. 

 

Because prone activists don’t command the respect that powerful activists do, 

they don’t have the ability to change opinions and motivate others as well as powerful 

activists. Because prone activists don’t preach to other activists, but to regular voters, 

they cannot reach as large an audience, either. Prone activists are still valuable, however, 

because of the sheer number of “regular voters” that will exposed to your message by 

them. 

 

Self-Interested Activists 

 

Self-interested activists may be like powerful activists, having sway over other 

influential people, or like prone activists, willing and ready to talk about your idea. 

Either way, the self-interested activist is always asking, “What’s in it for me?” 

This type of activist will be glad to pass along your message, so long as there is some 

personal return for their efforts. 

 

For the most part, there is not necessarily a monetary return for the activist 

(although that sometimes may be the case -- for instance, if the candidate writes a book, 

the bookstore may or may not fall into this category.) The return is usually less tangible. 

The self-interested activists may be looking for more power, prestige, notice or 

friendship. It’s important to know, that not all activist motives are altruistic, and the 

campaign should be prepared to show self-interested referrers “what’s in it for them.” 

 

Here are some common examples of self-interested activists. Again, this is an 

incomplete list: 

 

✓ Lobbyists – spread a message in return for political access 

✓ Political Aspirants – spread a message to appear “in the know,” or gain 

political leverage 

✓ Socialites – spread a message for popularity 

✓ Reporters – spread a message to be “first with the story” 

✓ Companies and Organizations – spread messages for candidates whose 

policies would benefit them financially 

 

Categorizing Activists 

 

Now that you know what the different types of activists are, it is important that 

you are able to categorize the activists that you are targeting in your campaign. First, 

choose the activists that you believe will be able to spread your message. Depending on 

the size of your election district and the office you are running for, your campaign may 

be targeting dozens (for a school board election) or thousands (for a presidential election) 

of activists. After choosing your target activists, you must decide which of the three 
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types of activists each is. This is important because each type is motivated by different 

factors (as we will see in the next section). 

 

In order to decide what type a particular activist is, ask yourself the following 

questions: 

 

1.  Why does this person spread ideas? 

✓ Powerful Activists – spread ideas because they can 

✓ Prone Activists – spread ideas because they like to 

✓ Self-Interested Activists – spread ideas because it benefits them to do so 

 

2.  Who does this person spread ideas to? 

✓ Powerful Activists – usually spread ideas to other activists 

✓ Prone Activists – usually spread ideas to people who are not activists 

themselves 

✓ Self-Interested Activists – may spread ideas to either activists or non-activists 

 

3.  Is this person a respected idea-spreader? 

✓ Powerful Activists – Yes 

✓ Prone Activists – No 

✓ Self-Interested Activists – Could be Yes or No 

 

You will notice that some activists, (such as political aspirants) fit into more than 

one category of activists. There is some overlap, and often multiple techniques will be 

needed to motivate activists who fall into more than one category. In the next section, we 

will look at how to attract and motivate all three types of activists. 
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2. Motivating Activists 

 

The goal of the campaign, when dealing with activists, is to motivate them to 

“take up the cause.” It is not enough to simply identify activists. The campaign needs to 

demonstrate why activists should pass the word on about the message or idea that that it 

has created. Because activist groups are different, they are motivated differently. 

Without presenting the proper motivation to the appropriate group, the campaign cannot 

expect a significant number of activists to receive its message, and deliver that message 

to other activists and voters. 

 

Powerful Activists 

 

Powerful activists are the most difficult to motivate. Because these activists are 

influential, they are pressed for time, and often bombarded with political messages. 

Powerful activists are usually jealous of their position in the community. They can’t 

recommend too many ideas, or else the power of their recommendations will wane. 

Similarly, they must be sure that the ideas they do recommend, the messages they do 

convey, are going to be accepted. If their referral is not well received, subsequent 

messages that they project will loose power and clout. 

 

Take the example of the radio talk show host that we mentioned in the last 

section. If this host recommended the Republican candidate for each and every political 

campaign year in and year out, her power as an effective activist would wane. The other 

activists who used to be persuaded by her recommendations would cease to be motivated 

just because she endorsed “yet another Republican.” On the other hand, this fictional 

host can continue to endorse only Republicans while maintaining her position as a 

motivator and activist by only endorsing a limited number of candidates that she really 

believes in. Because a radio talk show’s ratings depend on the influence of its host, the 

host will most likely want to maintain her power by taking this second tactic, and thus be 

difficult to motivate. 

 

Because powerful activists are jealous of their influence, it is important for the 

campaign to create an aura of acceptance around its idea and message. When presenting 

a message to a powerful activist, be it a newspaper editor, county chairman, or well 

respected businessman, the campaign must make it look like other powerful activists 

have, or are likely to, accepted the idea. For most powerful activists, there is power in 

numbers. Even radio personalities who thrive on controversy know that they won’t be 

around for long if the listeners to not accept their ideas. Make sure they know that the 

public has already, or is likely to, accept the idea that you want them to project about 

your campaign. 

 

Powerful activists are also motivated, to a certain extent, by self-interest. While 

this is not their primary motivation, you most be able to show powerful activists that it 

would be “good for them” to spread your message – that they will become more popular 

with their readers, more influential in their organization, or benefit in some other way. 
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Take the example of a local party leader. Many times, the candidates he supports 

will be determined by self-interest: Who will be loyal to me? Who can win and thus 

build my party? Who will support me when I run for higher office? 

---------------------------------------- 

 

Prone Activists 

 

Prone activists are somewhat easier to motivate, because they are usually 

“addicted” to politics or to new ideas. These activists like to talk, and you only job is to 

give them something to talk about. To encourage them to go out and spread your 

message, your idea should be novel, and easily conveyed (more about this later). Prone 

activists need to feel comfortable spreading your message, so while the idea must be new, 

it can’t be so ahead of its time as to be revolting. Give prone activists something they can 

talk about, and they will. 

 

Take the example of the local political junkie. This is the guy or girl who talks 

about politics all the time, at family parties, at work, and after church. He or she watched 

all the Sunday morning political talk shows, reads the op-eds in the paper and freely 

shares his or her opinions on politics with their friends. In order to motivate this fictional 

prone activist, your campaign needs to come up with an idea that is new and worth 

talking about. Despite our political junkie’s love of politics, he or she knows that no one 

wants to listen to them to talk about a model educational program for at-risk teens. It 

would be hard to motivate a prone activist with that message. 

 

Instead, package your message as something novel, and easy to talk about. Let 

the prone activists know you are presenting a “major education initiative.” Let them 

know that your message is “big.” Instead of an “educational program,” you want an 

“education overhaul,” our kids are in trouble, and you are there to save them. You are the 

“education candidate.” Get the prone activists excited, give them something worth 

talking about, and they will. 

 

Self-Interested Activists 

 

Self-interested activists fall somewhere in the middle. They are easy to figure 

out, but it is often hard to organize your message in such a way that will motivate them. 

Before spreading your message, these activists want to know what benefit there is for 

them. Many self-interested activists are seeking political gain. They want to move 

through the local or national political ranks, and their only goal is speed. In order to 

advance, they need to be aligned with winners. Your goal is to show them that your 

campaign’s idea is a winner, and that your candidate will be a winner come Election Day. 

 

Other self-interested activists are seeking notoriety. These activists want to be 

seen as “in the know,” as political insiders. The campaign’s goal when dealing with this 

type of activist is to present the message in a way that makes it seem like the next big 

Joe’s Notes 
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thing, the idea that insiders already know. For these activists, there’s no point in being an 

insider if nobody knows about it, so they will gladly pass on your message in the hopes of 

gaining a little prestige themselves. 

 

No matter what your message is, no matter what idea you are presenting, you 

must design it to appeal to powerful, prone, and self-interested activists. By optimizing 

your idea to be spread by these activists, you can be sure that they will gladly adopt and 

pass along your message, jump starting the momentum that will carry you to Election 

Day. In the next sections of this book, we will look at the other considerations you must 

make when designing your own momentum-building message. 
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3. Your Message Must be Worth Talking About 

 

If you want the voters and activists to do your campaigning for you, your message 

(your idea) must be worth talking about. If your idea is not exciting, new, fresh, and 

pertinent, activists who hear your message won’t feel inclined to spread it for you. 

One of the biggest mistakes campaigns make is to assume that what is exciting to 

the candidate or staff will be exciting to the voter. This is usually not the case. For 

example, your candidate may be a former accountant who believes that the state 

government can save money by changing the way it accounts for tax revenue. Very few, 

if any, activists will be motivated to spread this message, no matter how exciting the 

candidate may think it is. 

 

The campaign must go into the process of message design by repeatedly trying to 

step into the average activist’s shoes. What idea will powerful activists want to promote? 

What message will prone activists want to spread? The idea you inject into the campaign 

must be so exciting that the activists you are targeting can’t help but tell everyone they 

know about it. 

 

I remember the first time I saw Star Wars as a kid. After it was over, I was so 

excited that I wanted to tell everyone about it. Sure, they had all seen it before, but I 

didn’t care. I talked about it all day. When I went into school the next day, I told my 

friends about it. Nothing could stop me from spreading the word. If your campaign is 

going to succeed in building political momentum, you must make the voters feel 

compelled to spread your message. Your targeted activists must be as excited about your 

message as I was about Star Wars. If you design your message right, the activists won’t 

be able to help themselves. 

 

One of the best examples of using an idea that was worth talking about to build 

momentum was John McCain’s “Straight Talk Express” in the 2000 Republican 

presidential primaries. Most of us never saw McCain advertisements, or saw very few. 

The McCain team simply didn’t have the resources to do large media buys (with the 

exception of a few targeted early primary states). Instead, they created an idea that 

spread like wildfire, quickly building momentum as the primaries approached. 

 

The idea that the McCain campaign came up with was worth talking about. It was 

exciting and new. McCain was able to cast himself as the straight talker among the 

candidates, the guy who said what he believed, and believed what he said. His idea 

appealed to the powerful activists in the news media, and McCain used it to gain their 

trust. Thus, they felt good about spreading his message, about covering his campaign, 

and didn’t feel as if they were endangering their reputations in doing so. McCain also 

was able to portray the idea that his success was possible. Powerful activists feel safety 

in numbers, and they knew that if he had the chance to win, the other activists in the 

media would be covering his campaign as well. It became a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

 

McCain was also able to appeal to prone activists because he gave them 

something to talk about. He took a bus tour from rally to rally, town to town; each time 
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pulling up to the event in the bus he dubbed “The Straight Talk Express.” His team was 

able to portray him as a maverick, someone who told the truth even though politicians 

“aren’t supposed to.” Political junkies had something to talk about, to tell others about. 

Suddenly, there was a horse race, and they could easily convey that idea with one image, 

the image of his Straight Talk Express Bus. Anyone who was at all interested in politics 

suddenly found the conversation centering on the maverick outsider who was making a 

race of the campaign. 

 

Like the McCain team, your campaign needs to design an exciting idea, a new 

message, one that gets people talking. If you are truly going to build momentum, 

activists need to hear your message and be so excited by it that they feel compelled to tell 

fellow activists and voters about it. Simply touting the same old program that every other 

politician is telling them about is not going to get the voters to do your campaigning for 

you. Simply put, your idea must be worth talking about. 

 

 

 

 

This is doubly true in local races, where your campaign’s message will often be 

overshadowed by the better-funded and more visible races up the ballot, such as 

congressional, presidential, and statewide campaigns. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Of course, this is easier to say than to do. The process of developing a message is 

one of the most “mysterious” and storied in all of politics. The next section focuses on 

helping with the nuts and bolts of building your message. 
The Local Angle 

The Local Angle 
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4. Some Assembly Required 

 

We are now at the point where you can begin building the message of your 

campaign. This message may change as you finish reading this book – that’s o.k. – 

message is a “work in progress.” By the time you finish this section, however, you 

should have a basic message for your campaign, one that you will continue tweaking to 

optimize for momentum. 

 

In the preceding sections, we have seen that word of mouth “buzz” is the 

cornerstone of a momentum-building message. We know that in order to build 

momentum, we must build a message that is optimized for momentum, one that is worth 

talking about. You may be wondering, though: what exactly is “message,” and how do I 

build one worth talking about? 

 

Message 

 

The “message” of your campaign is the idea that you want your campaign to 

communicate with the voters. In order to succeed, your campaign must have a clear and 

consistent message. The message of your campaign is comprised of all of the issues you 

concentrate on, and must be the focus of all of the various methods of communication 

you use. In short, the message is the “idea” of the campaign. 

 

When designing your message, it is important to remember that you don’t need to 

change what you believe just to give your campaign a “better” message – instead, you 

can tweak the issues that you concentrate on and the method in which you deliver your 

ideas to the voters. Dishonesty, flip-flopping, and being disingenuous will hurt your 

campaign far more than they will help. 

 

The Message Formula 

 

An effective message shows the voters that you care about something that is 

important to them, and are uniquely qualified to do something about it. Your message 

must be based on this formula. It must demonstrate to the voters that you share a concern 

with them, and have the ability to make a difference. Thus, the “formula” for your 

campaign message is: 

 

Message = Shared Value + Unique Ability to Make a Difference 

 

In order to be the basis for your campaign, the “shared value” has to be big… 

your campaign will talk about many different issues related to that value, but the message 

must be based on an overarching value that you share with your voters. Political 

strategists commonly list the following eleven values as the “basic human values” on 

which political campaigns are won or lost: 

 

1. Health and Safety 

2. Better Job(s) 
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3. Better Relationship with Family 

4. Better Relationship with God 

5. Financial Security 

6. Enjoyable Retirement / Golden Years 

7. More / Better Leisure Time 

8. Better Education for my Children 

9. Financial Security 

10. Ability to Own my Own Home 

11. Ability to be Proud of my Nation and its Government 

 

 

 

 

If you are running in a local election, don’t make the mistake of thinking that these 

basic human values are somehow less important than in national elections. Almost 

every issue, be it roads or garbage collection or plowing the streets in a snowstorm, 

can be tied by your campaign to one of these values. 

---------------------------------------- 

 

Almost every good campaign message emanates from one of these shared values. 

Solid campaigns build a message from these values, then use various issues to highlight 

that message. For example, a candidate for mayor of a large city may form a message 

based on the common value of good health and safety. He believes he is uniquely 

qualified to make a difference because he has spent the past 20 years as the city’s district 

attorney, prosecuting criminals. His message is based our message formula: 

 

Message = Shared Value + Unique Ability to Make a Difference 

 

His message focuses on the shared value of good health and safety, more 

specifically, personal safety. His unique ability to make a difference is based on his years 

as a criminal prosecutor. Our fictional campaign could choose as its message statement: 

“Anytown’s citizens don’t feel safe anymore. They are afraid to walk out on the street, or 

send their children out to play. John Doe knows how to deal with crime. He has been a 

prosecutor for 20 years. He can and will make a difference.” Of course, the general 

public wouldn’t see this long message statement. Instead, you would create a campaign 

slogan to communicate to them. For our fictional race, the slogan may be: “Tell the 

criminals their days are numbered. Elect John Doe, Mayor.” 

 

During the race, John Doe’s campaign would communicate a number of “issues” 

to the voters, all of which would be tied to the campaign message. Some of these 

“issues” could be: 

 

✓ Tougher sentences for repeat offenders 

✓ Drug and alcohol education in the public schools 

✓ Community police initiatives 

✓ Town watch programs 

The Local Angle 
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✓ Graffiti-Free zones 
The Local Angle 

Thus, the campaign chooses a message, and then relates all of the issues to that central 

theme. 

 

Emotional Connections 

 

The voters will vote for the candidate that they truly believe will make a 

difference. In order to build an effective message, you must make an emotional 

connection with the voters through the message itself. Use emotional language. Let the 

voters know you understand, you care, and you are able to deal with the issues 

effectively. Design every communication your campaign puts out around your message, 

using each to build an emotional connection between candidate and voter. Emphasize 

your shared values, your unique qualities, and the issues where you can make a 

difference, as related to your campaign theme. 

 

 

 

 

This is extremely important. In order to make sure that your message is heard, you 

must be consistent, and hammer your message home every chance you get. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Thus, to build your message, pick a value you share with the voters, one, which 

resonates with them and in which you are uniquely qualified to make a difference. Put the 

value into emotional terms, and highlight the issues where your experience and shared 

value can make a difference. Work this message into each and every one of your 

campaign communications, making an emotional connection with your voters. 

 

In the next sections, we will continue to refine your message, optimizing it for 

momentum, targeting the activists who will receive it, and looking at various tools you 

can use to aid your campaign in building and sustaining momentum through out your 

election. 
Joe’s Notes 

Joe’s Notes 
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5. Identify Your Target 

 

Political campaigns are no strangers to targeting. Media buys, door-to-door 

canvassing and literature drops are done based on the targeted groups and demographics 

that the campaign is attempting to reach. The idea behind targeting is simple: the 

campaign has limited resources, and thus must carefully where it will expend those 

resources for maximum benefit. The campaign uses targeting to find voters likely to vote 

for its candidate, and finding voters who can be persuaded to vote for its candidate. The 

campaign directs its resources to these two types of voters. There is no use wasting 

resources on voters who will not vote for your candidate, no matter what. 

 

When the campaign is using word of mouth to generate momentum, there are two 

different target groups that the campaign must define. The first is the broad group of 

targeted voters, similar to the traditional targeting that the campaign does. Simply put, 

this group contains the entire universe of voters that the campaign intents to reach with its 

message. For consistency, this book refers to this first group as “targeted voters.” The 

targeted voters are a subgroup of all of the voters that reside in your district, the ones you 

plan to reach with your message: 

                                           
 

Again, this group consists of voters who are likely to vote for your candidate, as well as 

voters who can be persuaded to vote for your candidate. 

 

The second group that the campaign must target is the activists that it wishes to 

reach to spread its message to the larger targeted group. This book refers to this second 

group as “targeted activists.” This group contains the powerful activists who have 

influence over the campaign’s targeted voters, the prone activists who communicate with 

them, and the self-interested activists who can be motivated to reach them. The campaign 

attempts to reach the targeted activists, who in turn reach the targeted voters. The 

campaign also conducts activities to reach the targeted voters directly: 

 

Campaign 

 

 

Targeted Activists 

              Targeted Voters 

 

Targeted Voters 

 

All voters in the 

district 
Targeted voters 
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6. Make Sure Your Message Can Move Quickly 

 

Every election starts with its end in mind. Election day is only weeks, or months, 

or in the case of presidential elections, years away. On Election Day, the gig is up, the 

contest ends and a winner declared. Campaigns are always pressed for time, always 

slowly marching down the road that ends on the day the voters go to the polls. You have 

a limited amount of time to get our idea out and build momentum, so you must be sure 

that your message can move fast, that it is optimized to be spread quickly and effectively. 

 

Momentum won’t be built by a slowly moving message. If your message does not roll 

through your targeted group quickly, it will stagnate, people will forget to pass it 

along, not enough people will have heard it by Election Day, and your opponent will 

have an opportunity to respond. Get your message to spread quickly, and it will grow 

and excite, your entire target group will have heard it several times, and your opponent 

won’t know what hit him. 

 

In order to ensure that the message builds momentum quickly, the campaign must 

design it to be “spreadable.” The message must be easily transferred from activist to 

voter, and from voter to voter. Your voters are busy people, your targeted activists are 

even busier. If it takes someone ten minutes to explain your message, then it either won’t 

get passed along or it will get passed along but will be quickly forgotten. Either way, 

your campaign won’t build momentum. 

 

To be easily transferable, your message must be able to be summed up quickly, 

and communicated efficiently. The most effective way to do this is to attach to an image, 

a phrase, or a word to your message. This image, word, or phrase should sum up the 

message and be easy to communicate. 

 

Looking again at the example of John McCain’s “Straight Talk Express,” we see 

that the image that quickly called the message of the campaign into the mind of the voter 

was the bus. The campaign also used the phrase “Straight Talk Express,” to allow 

activists to quickly communicate the message of the McCain campaign. These words and 

images summed up the message of the McCain campaign: I’m honest, I’m a straight 

shooter who “tells it like it is,” I’m down to earth (I ride a bus!) and you can trust me to 

do what is right. All of those ideas were summed up in that one image of the bus. It was 

easy to tell your associates about the McCain message, and every time they saw that bus 

or heard that phrase, they would recall the ideas that the McCain team wanted to project. 

 

Be careful not to “dumb down” your message or idea. The voters can see when 

you’re oversimplifying, and they resent it. If, for example, your message revolved 

around the environment, making your candidate wear all green all the time would be 

going to far. It would be dumbing down the message just to make it move quickly. 

People would talk about your “Mr. Green” approach, but much of that talk would be 

negative (“Do you believe that guy? He looks ridiculous in that green suit and green 

hat!”) Make sure message moves, but make sure it is substantial and worthy of your 

candidate. 
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In the McCain example, the message was more than the bus: it was honesty, 

integrity and grit. Each activist or voter that wanted to spread the message would tell the 

whole story, but the story was easy to tell. It’s easy to say, “This guy is honest and down 

to earth.” Every time the voter heard “Straight Talk Express,” that’s what they would 

remember. It’s not easy to say, “John Smith wants to lower the marginal tax rate two 

percentage points and make up the difference in increased spending cuts.” Very few 

activists will be able to spread that message. It is not easily transferred. 

 

In designing its message, the campaign must make sure that anyone who wants to 

spread the word can do so easily. The message must be easy to say, easy to understand, 

and, if possible, summed up in a key phrase or phrases, an image, or something similar 

that makes the voters remember the message you are trying to project. 
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7. Define Your Medium 

 

It’s not enough to simply send out a message that is easily transferred and expect 

it to reach the voters you want it to reach. Nothing in a campaign’s momentum building 

efforts should be left to chance. In order to ensure that the message reaches the right 

voters and activists, the campaign must define the path it would like the referrals to take. 

 

Of course, it is not possible to completely control the path your message will take 

as it travels from voter to voter. But by designing your idea with the targeted voters in 

mind, you can optimize the message to reach the targeted group. 

 

For instance, your campaign may have designed a message dealing with 

eliminating the sales tax in your state. That’s certainly an idea people will think is worth 

talking about and passing along, it’s easily transferable and to make sure that it can be 

summed up in a few words your campaign has dubbed your candidate “The Tax 

Terminator” (that’s a little over the top, but you get the idea). You now have to decide 

what medium (path) you want your message to take as it spreads. One group you have 

decided to target is the blue-collar swing vote that makes up a good portion of your 

district. To effectively reach these voters by word of mouth, you have to decide: 1) What 

activists to utilize, and 2) What substance to add to your message. 

 

The first decision is straightforward: you must use activists who reach these 

voters, who influence their decisions. These activists may be union leaders, church 

officials, daytime radio personalities, civic group leaders, etc. Your message must be 

attractive to these activists. 

 

The second decision takes a little more effort. After hearing your message, there 

certainly will be questions and the need to follow up with in-depth research and 

substance. How will we make up for the lost revenues? How will this effect business? 

You know the answers, and the answers support your campaign. The question now is 

how you will frame those answers to make sure that they travel to your target audience. 

If you use scientific formulas and two-dollar words, your blue-collar target will tune out, 

and your word of mouth referrals will end there. Instead, you should frame your answers 

in a way that appeals to your target. Will ending the sales tax lead to more jobs or pay 

raises? Will the local church bake sales benefit? Remember your audience, and target 

your message to reach them. 

 

 

 

 

Again, don’t dumb down your message – simply “package” it in a way that will 

resonate with your targeted groups. 

------------------------------------------ 

 

The key is to always keep your target audience in mind. Use communications 

tools, language, and images that appeal to the target group you want to reach. 

Joe’s Notes 
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Communicate with activists that influence your target groups. For an example of this in 

action, look at Ronald Reagan’s presidential campaigns. Reagan new that he had the 

conservative Republican base locked up, and targeted moderate Republicans and 

conservative Democrats (Reagan Democrats). He chose a value that appealed to them – 

fiscal conservatism – and communicated it to them not in the lofty language of 

economists and policy wonks, but in the everyday language of middle-class Americans. 

Instead of extolling “supply-side economics,” he used images that they would understand 

(“A rising tide lifts all boats”). He created an emotional connection with his target voters 

and activists by defining his medium. 
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8. Give Your Message a Hook 

 

Earlier, we discussed knowing what motivates the activists you are targeting. 

That knowledge must be designed into the idea you are attempting to spread. The 

motivation must exist within the idea itself. The best messages not only are exciting and 

easy to spread, but by their very nature entice activists to spread the word. For example, 

the powerful activists in the news media are motivated by breaking news, by developing 

stories they can report on to their viewers, readers, or listeners (your target voters). If 

you are targeting these powerful activists, you need to weave an aura of immediacy, or 

news-worthiness, right into your message. 

 

Some great examples of giving a message a “hook,” of making the message itself 

a motivation to spread the word, are the donor membership groups that the Republican 

National Committee and other party organizations have set up. These donor groups have 

provided great motivation to their own members to spread the word, to get other people 

to join, and to increase the amount of donations coming in to their parent organization. 

The RNC was able to do this by providing motivation for activists to join and to spread 

the message, particularly self-interested activists. 

 

For the self-interested activist, these groups provide a way to increase in prestige, 

and to be perceived as a political insider. As we saw in an earlier chapter, self-interested 

activists often are seeking prestige, honor, power, and often want to be perceived as 

political “insiders.” We also saw that these desires require the self-interested activists to 

spread the word about the message, because increased prestige and power requires others 

to have a perception of the activist as an insider. The RNC donor groups allow the self-

interested activist to become a member of a group of “insiders,” to receive “special 

updates” and attend meetings with powerful political leaders. The groups give the 

member lapel pins and medals to proudly display in his or her home. 

 

 

 

 

Many city and county party organizations are now emulating this approach and 

offering their own spin on the donor-group strategy. 

--------------------------------------- 

 

The activist who joins one of these groups feels compelled to tell others of their 

activities, because they are proud of membership in the group. They talk about the 

meetings they went to, they show off the pins and medals they have received. They 

spread the word, and convince others to join in the process. The message that the RNC is 

putting out is “Join the group and you will be a political insider.” By joining, an activist 

is compelled to spread the word. Thus, the hook. 

 

It is important to make your message one that, when heard, motivates the activist 

to action. When Bob Dole first ran for Congress many years ago, he was worried that his 

physical impairment, gained during his heroic service in World War II, would be an 

The Local Angle 
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impediment to getting elected. He wanted to show the voters that he wasn’t someone to 

feel bad for, that he was a real politician, a real “local boy made good,” who just could be 

the next Congressman from his district in Kansas. That was his message. “I’m strong, 

I’m one of you, and I’m going to be your next Congressman.” 

 

To build momentum, he effectively built a hook into his message. His campaign 

would roll from town to town, with the aura of a circus parade. He had bands, drum 

majors, flags, and banners. The campaign would march to the town hall or county 

courthouse, where Dole would give a rousing speech. He looked like a Congressman. 

He looked like he had the support of the people, like he was strong and in command. 

People who saw the campaign come through town felt the need to tell other about it. 

What good is seeing something exciting if you can’t tell others about it? So they would 

go home, excited by the parade and speeches, and tell their friends about the vibrant, 

strong young man who looked like he was already a Congressman. The hook was built 

right into Bob Dole’s message. 
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9. Your Goal: Getting the Voters to Campaign for You 

 

The number one goal for your campaign in making your message ready to 

generate momentum is to ensure that the voters will pass it along, in essence, 

campaigning for you. Build your message around a value, using the formula: 

 

Message = Shared Value + Unique Ability to Make a Difference 

 

Then, identify the issues you will use to highlight your message. 

 

After creating your message, optimize it for momentum. Make sure your message 

is worth talking about, or no one will. Identify your target group of voters, and the 

activists who reach them. Target these activists with a message that appeals to them. 

Give your message a hook that will create a desire in your activists to share your 

message. Make sure your message is easy to pass along. Optimize your message for 

momentum before delivering it, and momentum will grow surely and speedily. 

 

In the next part of this book, we will discuss various tools you can use to help 

build momentum by spreading your message quickly and efficiently. 
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1. Tools You Can Use 

 

By this time, you should have a good understanding of message and momentum. 

You should be able to design a strong message, optimize it for momentum, and identify 

your target voters and activists. In this part, we will be discussing various ways of 

injecting that message to get the momentum ball rolling. 

 

The most obvious way of injecting your message, of course, is by interruption 

marketing: television commercials, radio spots, newspaper ads, etc. Even after knowing 

the shortcomings of interruption marketing, as discussed earlier, many larger campaigns 

will still find it necessary to use some interruption campaigning. That’s o.k. If your 

message is optimized for momentum, your interruption marketing will be more effective 

and will aid your quest to build momentum. Just because interruption marketing is less 

effective than ever does not mean it is not necessary, only that it is increasingly important 

that campaigns use additional tools and tactics, in conjunction with interruption 

marketing, to build momentum. 

 

Interruption marketing techniques have been around for decades, discussed at 

length in books, seminars and essays. I will not be rehashing the “how-to” of interruption 

marketing here. Instead, this section will focus on various tools for building momentum 

that you may not have thought of. These tools will show you new ways of injecting your 

message the campaign, and new spins on old topics that will give your campaign an edge. 

 

No one tool, of course, will be enough to win a campaign by itself. By combining 

the tools appropriate for your campaign with an appropriate amount of interruption 

marketing, however, you can optimize your campaign for the momentum that will carry 

you to victory on Election Day. 
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2. Write a Book or Pamphlet 

 

One of the best ways to make a message more spread-able is for the candidate to 

write a book, or in smaller races, a pamphlet that the campaign can use to spread its 

message. Books and pamphlets are ideal because they are easy to spread. The campaign 

can fit its entire message into one package, which can then be easily passed from voter to 

voter indefinitely, hopefully sparking conversation as it goes. During the 2000 

presidential election, George W. Bush employed this strategy with his book “A Charge to 

Keep.” Other candidates in state and local races have done so as well. There are several 

things that a campaign must do, though, to be sure that this exercise is completed 

successfully and has the desired momentum building effect. 

 

First, like all momentum-building ideas, the book or pamphlet must be worth 

taking about. No voter will willingly read through a copy of “Marginal Tax Rates and 

Their Effects on Medium Size Business.” Similarly, who could resist talking about 

“Build a Skyscraper on Main Street.” This example may be a little outrageous, but you 

get the idea. 

 

The book or pamphlet must be written in conversational language, contain a fresh 

idea, and be, in a word, exciting. A well written pamphlet of a dozen or so pages can be 

just as effective as a longer book, sometimes even more so, because it is a quicker read. 

Present a bold new idea in your pamphlet, one that will compel any reader to talk with 

friends and family about the contents and message. The book or pamphlet must be 

completely focused on your campaign and its message. When you write a book, 

highlight your key issues, and flesh out your message in detail. If your campaign uses a 

pamphlet, instead of a book, you may only want to focus on one key issue or difference 

between your candidate and her opponent. 

 

For example, suppose you are working on a campaign for the local city council. 

Your candidate has no political experience, while her opponent, like all of the council 

incumbents, has been on the city council “forever.” Your message is clearly that of an 

outsider – your candidate is campaigning as a fresh face, as a real “citizen legislator.” 

Your campaign could publish a pamphlet, written by the candidate, focusing on the need 

for change on the city council. Your pamphlet could be titled something like, “Clear the 

Cobwebs,” or “New Blood for a New Millennium.” – it should be packed full of fresh 

ideas that will excite your activists to conversation about your campaign. 

 

Second, the book or pamphlet must be easy to spread. For this reason, the campaign 

simply cannot charge for the book, no matter how expensive it was to print.  The book 

must be easily accessible. There can be no barrier between your target and the pamphlet 

you want them to read. Give your book or pamphlet away free, add it as a free download 

from your campaign website, and ask your readers to pass it along when they are done 

with it. Send your work to newsmakers, give it to your precinct captains, pass it out at 

fundraisers. Whatever you do, make it free. 
 

This may seem hard to swallow at first. Printing fees can be high, especially for a 

quality book or pamphlet. Think of the goal of the book, though – the goal is to spread 
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your message. You want your message to spread as far as possible as quickly as possible. 

This requires you to let your book travel the “path of least resistance.” Making people 

pay for the book will only hinder your efforts to build momentum using this tool. 

 

 

 

 

Some campaigns try to use books and pamphlets as a fundraising tool – don’t. You 

won’t make much money for the campaign and you will never get a momentum-

building message out by making voters purchase a book to learn about the idea. 

Unless you have a really unique reason for charging for the book, give it away for 

free. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Third, your book or pamphlet must be professional. It must be well researched 

and edited, with no misspellings or errors of grammar. Your book should be 

professionally printed, on quality stock. It would be better to forgo writing a book than to 

put out one that will be the cause of ridicule for the campaign and candidate. 

 

Finally, your book or pamphlet must be well targeted. In order to build 

momentum, the book or pamphlet must make it to the right activists. Do this through 

content. If you are running for city council, don’t write about a problem that confronts 

the whole state or nation, but one that is specific to your city or town. Target your book 

to make it into the right hands. In our earlier example of the city council candidate 

running as an outsider, it would not be of great benefit to the campaign for the candidate 

to write a pamphlet about U.S. Foreign Policy. Not only is the candidate most likely less 

than qualified to write such a piece, but the pamphlet will not make it into the right 

hands. Instead of being read and talked about by the city’s activists and voters, the 

pamphlet will be talked about by national activists interested in foreign affairs (if it is 

talked about at all.) Target your book or pamphlet to the activists you most want to 

reach. 

 

One question that often comes up about political pamphlets and books is: “Does 

anyone actually read them?” The answer to this question is not important, because your 

campaign’s goal is not to have people read the book, but to have people understand and 

pass along the candidate’s message. Most people who pass the book along probably will 

not have read it in its entirety. Make sure that your promotions of the book include an 

overview of the book and your message. Include an executive summary and some form 

of talking points in the book, either on the back cover of in the first chapter. Make it easy 

for people to “get the drift” of your book or pamphlet – subtly tell them what you want 

them to say when they pass along your message. If activists get excited by the message 

of your book without even reading it, you won’t need to worry about how many people 

“read” it, only how many people “spread” it. 
Joe’s Notes 
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3. Create an Image 

 

What do people remember when they see an ad on T.V. or receive a piece of 

direct mail? If they remember anything at all, it is the visuals. Pictures and images are 

what stick with the voters after they have turned off the T.V. or thrown out your mail 

piece. Use this. Draw a picture in your voters’ minds. Create an image they can’t forget. 

Build momentum by making your image worth talking about and easy to spread. 

 

In his 1980 presidential campaign, Ronald Reagan wanted to present an image of 

rugged individualism, of toughness, of being an outsider. This is a hard concept to 

convey to the voters, who are used to hearing more about policy and issues than about 

character qualities. His campaign needed an image (or set of images) that would capture 

the imagination of the voters and convey this message effectively. 

 

The campaign found their image in photos of Reagan in blue jeans and 

shirtsleeves, with a cowboy hat slightly askew on his head. The campaign printed up 

mail pieces and posters showing this photo. The campaign said through one picture what 

it would have taken dozens of words to say. The image stuck with the voters. It was 

worth talking about. Unfortunately, this image was hard to spread, because it wasn’t 

easily summed up into a quick word or phrase. Luckily for the campaign, the image was 

so striking that it overcame that deficiency, and Reagan was so popular that nothing 

could stop his Election Day romp. The best images (like McCain’s Straight Talk 

Express) can be summed up quickly in both words and pictures. 

 

The picture you paint for your voters not only must be worth talking about, it 

must be easily transferable, and ready to move fast. The image that you create need not 

be solely a picture. It can be a unique idea created by a speech, a few choice words, a 

clever phrase. Whatever it is, your target activists must be able to quickly pass it along. 

In the 1980 example above, the campaign could have put out little cowboy hats with 

Reagan’s name on them, and passed them out every where they went. The image on the 

poster would then have been easily transferable. Instead of having to explain the whole 

message to friends, the voters could simply have given them a little cowboy hat that said 

“Reagan.” 

 

The Bush campaign did something similar in the 2000 election. The message for 

the Bush campaign was that George W. Bush was different. He was a Texas cowboy 

businessman, not a political insider. He would ride into Washington and “change the 

tone.” To reinforce that idea, the campaign created a miniature Texas Rangers (the peace 

officers, not the baseball team) badge that conjured up images of the old west, and said 

“Bush 2000.” Instead of having to explain the whole Bush message, activists could 

simply wear (and pass along) the sheriff’s star with Bush’s name on it, and their friends 

would understand. 

 

When you are looking for an image (both words and pictures) to sum up your 

message, think about the following questions: 
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✓ What is my message? 

✓ What five words best describe my message? 

✓ What physical images are associated with these words? 

✓ What are the issues our campaign will use to highlight our message? 

✓ What physical images are associated with these issues? 

✓ If a movie studio was making a flattering and exaggerated movie about our 

candidate, who would play him or her? 

✓ In the movie, what physical items would be associated with our candidate 

and/or our campaign? 

✓ What is our campaign slogan? 

✓ If I had to draw a “picture” of our message, without using any words, what 

would it look like? 

 

Design the image so that it “makes sense.” Your image words and pictures 

shouldn’t be a stretch, and you should not have to spend much time explaining to the 

voters what your image means or why it is associated with your candidate. The image 

and the campaign should “click.” 

 

Don’t let your opponent paint a picture of your for your voters, and don’t make 

your voters paint it for themselves. Create an image that is worth talking about and easily 

transferable, and that reinforces your message. Present it to your target voters and 

activists, and let them do the rest. 
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4. Build Coalitions 

 

Coalition building is nothing new in politics. Most campaigns target certain 

groups that are receptive to their message, trying to bring in enough groups to reach that 

magical 50% +1 that the campaign needs to be victorious. There are two basic types of 

coalition building that occur in campaigns: “pre-built” and “homemade.” 

 

Pre-built coalition building refers to the campaign going out and recruiting the 

support of coalitions that are already built: interest groups, labor unions, Church groups, 

local political parties, etc. These groups already have members who are united by a 

common concern, and have a means of communicating with those members. Some 

examples of these types of groups are: The National Rifle Association, The United Auto 

Workers Union, and The Allentown, PA Republican City Committee. 

 

To generate momentum through pre-built coalitions, the campaign needs to 

actively court these groups, seek their support, and ask for their help. These groups 

generally help candidates in different ways – some can only legally do so much, others 

are limited only by their imagination. The most important kind of help that pre-built 

coalitions can offer you include donations, endorsements, publicity, and manpower. 

 

First and foremost, be sure to ask the coalition or group for a donation. While this 

won’t help build momentum per-se, the additional financial support will certainly benefit 

your campaign. Some groups (like Church organizations) cannot legally, or ethically, 

make political donations. Research each group that you are interested in forming 

coalitions with before approaching them – if they are not able to make financial 

contributions, don’t waste your time asking them to. Instead, focus on what they can do 

for you. 

 

Whether or not the pre-built coalitions you approach can give you money or not, 

ask them for an endorsement, if this will be of benefit to your campaign. You can use the 

endorsement of a group to both gain publicity and help with your recruitment efforts. 

Both are great ways to build momentum. For example, if you gain the support of the 

National Rifle Association and you are in a very pro-gun area, get an official 

endorsement. Hold a press conference with local NRA leaders to gain publicity. You 

can also tout your endorsement when you call or do mailings to gun-owners, asking for 

donations, volunteers, or votes. 

 

Also ask the pre-built coalition you approach for manpower help. These 

organizations often have large numbers of activists in their ranks, many of whom may be 

persuaded to become volunteers for your campaigns. Others can be solicited for 

donations. If the group won’t actively recruit manpower for your campaign, ask them for 

their membership list – they may not give it to you, but if they do, you can recruit from 

among their members yourself. 
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Volunteer manpower and group membership lists are among the most powerful 

ways any pre-built coalition can help your campaign. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

Homemade coalition building, on the other hand, refers to the campaign building 

coalitions from the ground up, spinning off groups and setting up organizations to 

perform specific coalition functions for the campaign. 

 

For example, let’s assume that the candidate’s message would appeal to parents 

who have children in the local public school system, and its strategy calls for garnering 

votes among this group. In order to reach them, the campaign should create a “Better 

Education Committee,” or similarly named coalition that seeks to get the campaign’s 

ideas out to this important group of voters. The campaign should appoint a parent (one 

who is a volunteer, staff member, or concerned citizen with ample time) as chairman of 

this committee, and encourage the chairman to start building an organization based on 

this theme. 

 

The candidate should appear at the committee’s meetings, the campaign should 

send out the “Better Education Newsletter,” and can make specific fundraising appeals 

targeting this group. The group could set up tables at PTA meetings, pass along the 

candidate’s pamphlet “Better Schools...Now!” to concerned parents, and organize 

petitions to present to the local school board calling for implementation of the candidate’s 

ideas. 

 

Organize your coalitions the same way you organize a political campaign. 

Appoint a captain for each coalition who is responsible for the organization of that group, 

and has the power to appoint sub-captains and delegate authority to them. Send 

coalition-specific newsletters out, and do voter-contact activities aimed at the coalition. 

Write a plan and develop a strategy for reaching the members of this coalition. 

 

Make sure to keep your homemade coalitions excited, and they will be sure to 

generate buzz for your campaign. Sponsor coalition-only events to rally the troops, give 

them free info and updates, and liberally hand out awards and commendations. The more 

excited your coalition is about your campaign, the further they will be willing to spread 

your message for you. 

 

To be effective, each coalition must operate as a “mini-campaign” targeted at that 

specific group. The campaign should retain control over the coalition organization, but 

the coalition should have its own “campaign plan” in place to deliver the message to 

members and potential members. The plan is crucial, because it focuses the group and its 

message and provides a blueprint for action. 

 

Another key to success in building coalitions is maintaining contact. Your 

Joe’s Notes 
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campaign must be able to effectively communicate not only with the leaders of the 

coalition, but with the members as well. Publishing a coalition newsletter (by e-mail or 

regular mail), developing a coalition website, and having coalition meetings allows you 

to continually reinforce your message and image with the target groups. 

 

To build momentum, campaigns must build coalitions to be proactive. The 

coalitions that the campaign builds must be ready and able to spread the campaign’s 

message by bringing in new members and actively spreading the word. Many campaigns 

are resistant to the idea of active coalitions because they fear giving up control of the 

message. The campaign knows that if it relies on using interruption marketing to reach 

the coalition, it can keep a tight grip on the message it is projecting. Unfortunately, this 

also stifles the ability of the coalition to build momentum for you. Instead, the campaign 

should make it easy for the coalition to spread its message, tell them what to say, and let 

them say it. By giving up a certain amount of control over the process, the campaign can 

make sure that the coalitions it builds are able to get the word about the candidate out to 

its members, and even further. 

 

Why are coalitions so important? The coalition aids the campaign in building 

momentum because it motivates people to action (membership, activities), packages the 

idea for easy transfer and encourages referrals. Small campaigns might have two or three 

targeted coalitions that are potentially big enough to operate on this level, while statewide 

campaigns may have up to a dozen. These larger campaigns should have a person on 

staff whose sole responsibility is managing the coalitions and funneling the campaign’s 

resources and message to them. Even national political parties are realizing the value of 

creating coalitions that are run as “mini-campaigns.” The RNC, DNC, and numerous 

state parties are creating coalitions appealing to Hispanics, Blacks, Catholics, teachers, 

doctors, lawyers, and every other targeted group imaginable. 

 

To effectively build momentum through homemade coalition building, start with 

a plan, then build the group as you would a campaign, with defined goals and tactics, 

appoint a leader, and maintain contact with the members. Encourage members to tell 

their friends and spread your message, and use the coalition as a source of press coverage 

and financial support. 

 

The best strategy, even for local campaigns, is to use both types of coalitions 

during the course of the campaign. Forge partnerships with pre-existing coalitions where 

possible, and start homemade coalitions where it is practical to do so. No matter what 

type of coalition you are dealing with, though, it is important to make the coalition’s 

leaders and members feel important. The coalition wants to be “in the loop,” make sure it 

feels like it is – keep the leadership informed and active. Contact the coalition regularly. 

Above all be sure to say, “thank you.” 
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5. Use the Internet and E-Mail – The Right Way 

 

There has been so much hype around the internet’s impact on politics that many 

local campaigns think simply having a website is going to magically generate 

momentum. Many local candidates think that once their website goes up, the donations 

will pour in and the polls will shoot through the roof. This is not case. It is important to 

establish a web presence, but it its equally important to use your website and email 

campaigns in the right way. Building momentum on the web is hard work, but that work 

will pay off if you design your web presence right. 

 

Permission Marketing on the Web 

 

Websites are like no other tool in politics. Most forms of advertising and most 

political tactics are active – they go out and “get” the voter where he or she is at, and 

present the campaign’s message. A campaign website, on the other hand, just sits there. 

The website is a passive tool – it is there, but you have to “push” your voters too the site. 

Most campaigns think that the number one goal of a political website should be to 

collect donations or sign-up volunteers. Most campaigns are wrong. The single most 

important goal for your website is to convince the reader to give you his or her email 

address. Donations of time and money are just icing on that cake. 

 

You need to get the email addresses of the visitors to your site so you can keep 

contact with them, draw them back to the site, and build an in-house email list. If you 

don’t collect email addresses, and your visitors leave, then that’s it – no donations, no 

volunteers, and the visitor may never return. If you build a list of email addresses, 

though, you can go out and make contact yourself: send a newsletter, make fundraising 

appeals, call your voters to action. 

 

Each and every page of your website must contain a box where your visitors can 

give you their email address. Ask your visitors to sign-up to receive your campaign 

newsletter, or campaign updates. This is permission marketing – you are asking readers 

to give you permission to contact them in the future. Make it easy for them to sign up. 

Don’t ask for lots of info, just an email address, or at the most, name and email address. 

That’s it – ask for more and the number of people who will give you permission to 

contact them will drop off substantially. Never, ever, require passwords for any part of 

your site. 

 

In addition to making it easy for people to give you their email addresses, you 

need to motivate them to do so. Offer a freebie or some other incentive that you will 

offer only to people who sign up on your site. Give away a special “insider strategy” 

report, or even a letter from the candidate in .pdf format (more on this later) that the 

subscriber can print out and display. Make your visitors want to give you their email 

addresses. 

 

As you build up your email list, make sure to use it regularly. Getting the 

addresses is only half the battle. You need to keep drawing people deeper into the 
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campaign. Send out a newsletter regularly, with good information that your readers will 

appreciate. Invite them to come back to the site, ask them for donations, but don’t abuse 

their permission by sending them an email every day or every other day, except perhaps 

during the last couple of days before the election. Encourage people to pass the emails 

along to friends – thus spreading the word about your campaign even further. 

 

 

 

 

Even the most local of campaigns can benefit from using the internet to build an 

email subscriber list. E-mailing your supporters who have given you permission to 

contact them is far cheaper and far more persuasive then unsolicited direct mail or 

phone calls. 

--------------------------------------- 

 

Website Design and Content 

 

When you design your website, resist the temptation to make it flashy, with 

music, movies, or animation. The truth is, most people have slow internet access, and 

didn’t come to the site to see all the latest technology anyway. The reason a visitor will 

come to your site is to hear about the campaign. Make sure you tell them about it. 

 

When I go to most campaign websites, I feel like they have wasted my time. If 

your website only has the candidate’s bio and a place to donate money, your visitors will 

feel like you have wasted theirs too. Make your site information rich – post everything 

the campaign puts out on the site, including press releases, position papers, and news 

clips that the campaign has generated. Post information that you have created 

specifically for the website. Put up the candidate’s schedule. Give people something to 

read. You must make sure, though, that your information is fresh. Nothing will turn 

away visitors faster than last week’s schedule and last month’s news. 

 

Think about this example: There are two candidate websites. Website A was 

written at the beginning of the campaign. It has a picture of the candidate, along with a 

brief bio and a note that says “Vote for Patrick Mulchahy.” At the bottom there is a big 

flashing banner that says, “Click Here to Contribute to Our Campaign.” The website 

never changes during the course of the campaign. Then there is Website B. On this 

website has every press release and position paper that the campaign has ever put out. 

There is a complete candidate schedule that is updated every week, along with a copy of 

the most recent radio commercials the candidate has done. There is a section with 

regularly updated “insider news” about local politics. Users can print out campaign 

posters, flyers, and buttons right from the site. Which of these two sites do you think is 

more likely to generate momentum for the campaign? 

 

Generate Movement 
The Local Angle 

After designing an informative, fresh site and building your email list, your 

campaign is ready to generate momentum using the web. The key is to utilize your list 
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and site to target and motivate the activists you have identified. The people who have 

signed up for your list are activists. They went so far as to give you their email address, 

and they are probably willing to go further. 

 

There are numerous ways to use these activists to generate momentum. One way 

is to have printable campaign fliers or brochures in .pdf format available from the site. 

The .pdf format uses the adobe acrobat reader that is on most computers, and is available 

free to anyone at www.adobe.com - This is a great way to post your fliers because the 

software is easy to use, compresses the document for easy download, and will print out a 

great looking poster or flier no matter what computer your activists are using. The adobe 

reader that your activists will use is available free at the adobe website, and you should 

include a link from your site to the adobe page where the activists can download the 

software from, in case they don’t have it. To create the .pdf, you need the full version of 

acrobat, which currently costs around two hundred dollars. Check with your supporters, 

staff, and local party headquarters to see if they have the software already and would let 

you use it, saving this expense. For more info on using .pdf, visit the Adobe website. 

 

You should also use your email lists to generate momentum for the campaign. 

The McCain team used their email lists to alert supporters when John McCain would be 

in the area. Hundreds of supporters would show up for the cameras, at no cost to the 

campaign. Use your email campaign to advertise rallies, respond quickly to attacks, and 

to let your activists know what your message of the week or month is. Tell them what 

you want them to say, and how you want them to say it. 

 

Of course, you can also use your email campaigns to generate fundraising dollars 

and volunteers for the campaign. By getting permission to contact the voters and 

activists over and over again, you can deliver your message in various ways and at 

different times. Each email will strike a chord with some of the activists you send it to. 
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6. Invent Something New 

 

One very effective way to give your campaign momentum is to invent something 

“new”: a word or phrase, an image, a concept or idea. This tactic is extremely effective 

because it makes your message worth talking about, makes your candidate instantly 

identifiable, and makes sure that your activists can not only convey your message 

quickly, but are motivated to do it well. Regrettably, this tactic is also one of the hardest 

to pull off. 

 

In 1994, Newt Gingrich and his Republican congressional team came up with two 

new ideas that propelled the GOP to majority status in the Congress for the first time in 

fifty years. First, Gingrich nationalized the election. Rather than presenting the 

Republican candidates as individuals running in individual districts as had been done 

previously, Gingrich unified the Republican team and presented it to the American 

people as a whole, similar to British parliamentary elections. For the first time in modern 

American history, the message to the voters wasn’t simply “Vote for Victoria Smith, 

Republican for Congress” it was “Vote Republican, whoever that maybe.” 

 

In order to get the American voters to quickly understand and adapt to this 

concept, the Republican came up with their second new idea, “The Contract With 

America.” The voters were presented with a choice: vote for the Democrats who made 

you promises, or vote for the Republicans who gave you a signed contract.” The 

Republican candidates signed the contract, which listed the steps the Republicans would 

take if they were elected. The idea was novel, easily spread, exciting to talk about, and it 

worked. 

 

 

 

 

This tactic can and should be applied on the local scale. For instance, a local school 

board candidate may be searching for a way to get out his message that schools need 

to be more accountable for the results they produce. He could invent a new “school 

report card,” and promise the voters that if elected, he would make sure that each 

time parents receive a report card for their children in the mail, they would also 

receive a blank report for the school that the parents could use to rate the school, 

and mail it back directly to the school board. This “new idea” would be useful in 

generating buzz and momentum for the local school board candidate. 

----------------------------------------- 

 

The campaign needs to be careful in planning its new idea to ensure that it is 

packaged in a way that is acceptable to the voters. Focus groups and polling will tell the 

campaign if it needs to rethink the way it is presenting the idea, if the image it creates 

fails or if the idea is simply not exciting enough to generate momentum. They key is to 

be bold, think outside the box and not be afraid to present an exciting alternative to the 

voters who are used to hearing the same political messages over and over again. 
The Local Angle 

The Local Angle 
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7. Activist-Centered Events 

 

How do you generate excitement and activity in your activists, give them 

something to talk about, and package your idea for them at the same time? Hold a 

targeted event aimed and generating buzz among your targeted group. I know what you 

are saying. “Political events have been around since Julius Caesar. What’s new about 

it?” The answer is that, unlike standard campaign events, which aim for media publicity 

or fundraising dollars, an activist-targeted event is aimed at motivating activists to go out 

and generate momentum for your campaign. In order to get your targeted activists to 

build momentum through an activist-centered event, you need to package your message 

in a way that appeals to them, give them the tools to spread the word, and encourage 

them to do so. 

 

For example, if one group of activists you are targeting are local political leaders, 

precinct chairmen, local party committee members, and the like, your campaign could 

hold a “Campaign College” on a weekend well in advance of the race. Your campaign 

would invite the targeted group to spend a day, or weekend, learning campaign tactics 

and strategy from experts and consultants. Make it clear that the school is sponsored by 

your campaign, and during the last session, have your candidate speak about what the 

local leaders can do to help him or her win, why they should help, and present your 

message to them. In one single event, you have given your targeted activists your 

message, told them what you wanted them to say, and given them the tools (campaign 

tactics and strategy sessions) to spread it effectively. 

 

This tactic can be used with almost any group of targeted activists. Do you have 

an education message, with teachers as a targeted activist group? Hold a teacher’s town 

meeting to get your message out and motivate the teachers to speak on your behalf. Is 

your campaign targeting business people? Hold a countywide business expo to showcase 

your local businesses and talk about how to make the county friendlier to small business 

people. The possibilities are endless, but the formula is simple. Hold a targeted event, 

present useful information and exciting message, tell your activists what you want them 

to say, and encourage them to spread the word for you. 
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8. Use Permission Campaigning 

 

We briefly discussed permission campaigning (the political version of 

“permission marketing”) in the section on websites and email, but its effectiveness is not 

limited to a campaign’s online activities. Permission campaigning is using an incentive 

to get voters and activists to give you permission to contact them. This type of 

campaigning is effective, because, as we have seen, there is so much interruption 

marketing and campaigning going on. When you send a letter or an email to someone 

who has requested that you continue to contact them, and who expects that letter to come, 

you will be light years ahead of all the other campaigns that send their literature 

unsolicited. 

 

One of the biggest strengths of using a word of mouth campaign to build 

momentum is that almost all personal referrals are permission based. When an activist 

tells a friend about your candidate, there is an implicit “permission” that already exists 

between the activists and his or her friend that allows for those types of referrals. 

 

The campaign should not stop there, though, in utilizing permission campaigning 

techniques. In addition to the word of mouth techniques discussed throughout this book, 

the campaign should employ permission campaigning in all of its activities. Getting 

permission from a voter to contact them again won’t in and of itself generate momentum, 

but will ensure that the campaign’s messages are well received, expected, and desired, 

thus allowing you to better utilize the other techniques in this book more effectively. 

 

To use permission campaigning in all of your activities, be prepared to ask voters 

who support you for permission to re-contact them. When going door to door, carry 

cards that a voter can fill out requesting the campaign’s newsletter, a special report on the 

town’s traffic problems, or even just a campaign button or bumper sticker. While calling 

voters at home, have your volunteers ask for supporter’s email addresses so that they can 

receive special updates. Have sign up sheets at events and rallies, and cards that voters 

can fill out at candidate coffees and meetings. Offer the voters something of value to 

motivate them to give you permission: an informative report, campaign paraphernalia, a 

newsletter with great content, etc. 

 

If you do get permission to contact a voter, use it! It’s important that the voter not 

feel like you are abusing his or her permission, but it is also important that the voter is 

contacted (by regular mail, e-mail, door-to-door, etc.) often enough that they not only 

remember giving your campaign permission, but that your campaign’s message stays at 

the forefront of their thoughts. No matter how often you contact the voter, make sure that 

the contact is positive. If you promise an insightful report, it had better be insightful. If a 

voter signs up for a bumper sticker, make sure it arrives in good shape, and in a timely 

manner. Remember – you’ve got permission now, but that permission can always be 

taken away. 
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9. Create Incentive Groups 

 

People, especially activists, love to be part of a “special” group, to be “in the 

know,” and get the chance mingle with other like-minded people. Setting up incentive 

groups for your campaign and encouraging membership will build momentum by 

motivating activists and packaging your message for easy transfer. 

 

What is an incentive group? An incentive group is a committee or “club” that 

attracts members with the trappings of membership. These trappings include “insider” 

status, “special” information and newsletters, pins and buttons identifying the activist as a 

member of the group, members-only reception, etc. Earlier, we briefly discussed the way 

the RNC has set up special activist groups to increase their fundraising operation, but 

these groups can and should be used for all aspects of your campaign, not just 

fundraising. 

 

Incentive groups can be used for attracting volunteers, such as setting up a 

“Friends of Betty Franklin” committee. Such a group could offer special coffee 

gatherings with the candidate, an imprinted t-shirt, or any other suitable incentives to 

members who gather once a week to address envelopes and make phone calls. Incentive 

groups can also be used for voter contact activities. Candidate Bob Walker might set up 

“Walker’s Walkers,” a group that goes door-to-door twice a month. In return, the 

campaign might set up Walker’s Walkers Night at the local bowling alley, and mail the 

“Walker’s Walkers Newsletter” once a month. 

 

Use of incentive groups need not be limited to the local scale. This tool can be 

utilized on any size campaign, big or small. The most obvious use on the largest of 

campaigns, of course, is in the fundraising arena. National and statewide campaigns and 

party committees have been using fundraising based incentive groups for years, setting 

up different levels of membership for increasing donation amounts, with higher level 

groups receiving more prestigious perks. 

 

It is important to be creative when designing incentive groups for your campaign. 

The crucial thing is to figure out what would motivate your target activists to join, what 

the campaign can reasonably offer, and how easy it will be to attract new members. Once 

members start to join, it is imperative that they be encouraged to enlist new members to 

the group. The campaign should endeavor to create a real sense of community in these 

groups, particularly the non-fundraising based ones. Provide motivation, encourage 

membership, and let your activists do the campaigning for you. 
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10. Build Fundraising Networks 

 

One of the best ways that campaigns can expand the reach of their fundraising 

operation is to build extensive fundraising networks that are ready and able to grow 

exponentially, generating fundraising momentum as the campaign steams towards 

election day. The premise of momentum building is to let the voters do the campaigning 

for you. When we’re talking about fundraising, the goal is to let the donors gather more 

donations for you. 

 

Setting up fundraising networks is similar to building coalitions. Each 

fundraising network is a hierarchy, and should be organized like a precinct. Start by 

naming a finance committee, composed of donors who are able to both contribute a large 

sum to the campaign as well as convince their wealthy contacts to do the same. The 

committee should be headed by a chairman, and each committee member should be 

encouraged to start their own “downline,” or network of donors, each of who solicits 

more donors from among their personal contacts and business associates. As new 

members sign up, they both contribute to the campaign and get their friends to do the 

same. 

 

The campaign should actively encourage the fundraising networks to spread the 

word by having the candidate make calls to larger donors, appear at events, and provide 

administrative support. Set-up various levels of accomplishment towards which your 

fundraisers can strive. For example, your campaign may start a group called the 

“Trailblazers,” composed of fundraisers who pledge to raise $10,000 for the campaign, 

and another group called the “Pioneers,” who pledge to raise $5,000. 

 

In order to make this work, the campaign should allow the finance committee 

(and other donors, if possible) to run their own organizations, setting up events (in 

consultation with the campaign) distributing materials, even having meetings for their 

personal group of fundraisers. The campaign must make sure that the fundraisers 

understand the pertinent campaign finance law and regulations, and no donations should 

be accepted through the networks unless the campaign first determines that they were 

given in compliance with all applicable laws. 

 

 

 

 

Re-read this last paragraph! You must consult an election attorney or someone 

knowledgeable with local campaign finance laws to be sure you keep your 

fundraising operation 100% legal. 

---------------------------------------- 

 

The campaign must make sure that it follows all the rules of momentum building, 

including ensuring that the fundraisers have the tools and knowledge to be able to 

effectively spread the message. The campaign may want to hold “Fundraising Schools” 

to help teach effective solicitation, and should publish a network newsletter, always 

Joe’s Notes 



56 

 

remaining in contact with the group. By staying in constant contact, the campaign can not 

only motivate the fundraisers, but also ensure that they are spreading the message that 

the campaign wants them to put out. 
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Afterword – You Can Do It 

 

If there is one thing that you should take from this book, it is this: Momentum 

does not have to be an accident. It can be planned for. It can be optimized for. It can be 

controlled. Most campaigns simply hope for momentum to “strike.” After reading this 

book, you should be ready to make momentum happen. 

 

You know that in order to create momentum, you have got to design a message 

that is momentum-ready. Your message must be targeted at a specific group of voters 

and a specific group of activists. You understand activists, and you know how to motivate 

them. You have a cadre of tools to help you inject your message. You can do it. 

 

The biggest hurdle to any part of a campaign, of course, is actually getting out 

there and doing it – getting your hands dirty, designing a message, working the targeting 

numbers and injecting your idea. Now, though, you have the knowledge you need to not 

only to do it, but to convince others in your campaign that optimizing for momentum is 

the right thing to do, the smart strategy for your candidate and campaign. 

 

If you need more information on building momentum, or on any aspect of running 

and winning elections, be sure to visit my website, Local Victory, at 

http://www.localvictory.com - I really do believe that, armed with this book and the 

knowledge on the Local Victory site, you can build momentum and win your campaign. 

 


