


Praise for Politics the Wellstone Way

t
“ Paul Wellstone had a great ability to win by connecting his politics to people in a profound way. Paul can’t 
be replaced, but his formula for success can be passed on to others, and this book does just that. Writ-
ten by the people who guided his successful campaigns, it is a blueprint for those who are committed to 
making a difference, taking a stand, and winning.” —Walter Mondale

“ Paul Wellstone was a great American because he was honest and led with his heart. But he was a successful 
leader because he knew how to organize, and he showed ordinary citizens that they had the power within 
themselves to change our country.”

—Howard Dean

“ This book is the next best thing to going to a Camp Wellstone if, like me, you are too lazy, or too important.”
—Al Franken

“ This is a great book for progressives who want to win without compromising their principles. My friend 
Paul Wellstone was an expert campaigner and organizer, and it is fi tting that Wellstone Action is carrying 
on his work by training progressives in the tools of effective political action. The pages of this book are 
fi lled with smart advice and useful tools from Wellstone’s most trusted advisers. Highly recommended 
for those who are progressive and want to win!” —Senator Tom Harkin

“ A basic primer on how to do grassroots politics the very best way—the Wellstone way. Paul’s politics and 
values as embodied in Politics the Wellstone Way will infl uence a generation of Democrats. For that the 
country will be grateful.”  —Senator Bill Bradley

“ We all want our lives to mean something and, in some cases, change something. The life Paul lived did 
both and continues to do so in the essential work of Wellstone Action. As an expert organizer, Paul em-
powered ordinary people to do things they never thought possible, and in turn they work with others to 
do the same, the Wellstone way. This book is a great tool for progressive-minded people to learn how to 
take action in their communities and win.” —Robert Redford

“ Agitation is essential for progressive reform. But agitation without organization equals frustration. In 
this book, Wellstone Action shows you how to combine the two for success.” —Jim Hightower

“ The passion that Senator Wellstone brought to public service is an inspiration to all of us who carry on 
the cause of progressive politics. Working together, we can bring real change to our country when we 
reach out to the grassroots by standing up and standing tall for the progressive values we share.”

—Senator Russ Feingold

“ I think everyone who ever knew Paul Wellstone had the same reaction to his death, because we know what 
he would have told us: Don’t mourn, organize. This book tells you how to, and the right way—in that joy-
ous, battling spirit that so distinguished Wellstone’s politics. I’d just like to add to be sure and have lots 
of fun doing this work. Fun and laughter will whiten your teeth, clean your breath, and keep you sane. 
And we’ll never save the world without them.” —Molly Ivins 



“ For too long, progressive activists have thrown themselves into electoral politics every four years and then 
gone back to whatever they were doing before. Paul Wellstone knew that it is crucial to build a political 
movement that will endure after particular electoral contests, and that lesson is contained in the pages 
of this book. Politics the Wellstone Way prepares progressives for the political battles that will determine the 
future of our country.” 

—Robert Reich, former U.S. Labor Secretary and author of Reason: Why Liberals Will Win the Battle for America 

“ This book distills the lessons of Paul Wellstone’s remarkable career. Electoral politics is one path in the mas-
sive efforts that will be needed to restore democracy in America, and here is the blueprint for how to do it!”

—Frances Fox Piven, author of Regulating the Poor, The Breaking of the American Social Compact, 
and Why Americans Still Don’t Vote

“ Paul Wellstone made me believe again that politics and power are good things when you return them back 
to their roots—the people they are supposed to serve. This book shows you how to do it.”

—Mee Moua, Majority Whip, Minnesota State Senate

“ Senator Paul Wellstone’s brilliant legacy as a master grassroots organizer lives on through Wellstone 
 Action. Whether your campaign involves a local initiative or a bid for national offi ce, Politics the Wellstone 
Way provides a blueprint for victory. It’s a must-read for progressive activists.” 

—Donna Brazile, campaign manager for Gore 2000 and 
 author of Cooking with Grease: Stirring the Pots in American Politics

“ Having worked closely with Wellstone Action to train and mobilize progressives, I know fi rsthand the 
value of their work. This book shows how to put together an effective grassroots campaign using the 
power of volunteers, and it points the way for progressives who want to get to work and win.”

—Steve Rosenthal, Chief Executive Offi cer, America Coming Together

“ Working people who want to take our country back should read this book fi rst.”
—Leo Gerard, President, United Steelworkers of America

“ Paul Wellstone understood that mobilization can match money and that principle overcomes position-
ing. The ‘Wellstone Way’ is detailed in this terrifi c book and presents a road map for the next generation 
of Paul Wellstones—movement progressives who can transform America.” 

—Robert L. Borosage, chair of Progressive Majority, codirector of Campaign for America’s Future

“ It’s the next best thing to actually being at Camp Wellstone . . . a must-read for anyone who is committed 
to positive political and social change for America’s working families. . . . A practical guide for changing 
our country and transforming the powerless into the powerful.”

—Andy Stern, President, Service Employee International Union

“ Politics the Wellstone Way is the politics of hope made practical. It is the politics of organizing for people 
and by people. It is about how vision and action can help us not only to dream of a better world but to 
actually build a winning plan to see those dreams come true. In reading and following Politics the Wellstone 
Way, we help Paul’s spirit to keep on.” —Heather Booth, President, Midwest Academy
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About This Book
Jeff Blodgett, Executive Director, Wellstone Action

t
Twenty-five years ago, when I was a fresh-

man at Carleton College in Northfi eld, Minnesota, I was lucky 
to be randomly assigned to Professor Paul Wellstone’s introduc-
tory Political Science 10 class. The class was very different from 
what my friends encountered with the other political science 
professors teaching the introductory course. Instead of a boil-
erplate course about the Constitution, Congress, and Ameri-
can presidents, I had an introduction to the ideas of progressive 
social change and the study of people building power through 
organizing and social movements. This course and the others I 
took from Wellstone changed my life and set me on a career path 
as a political and community organizer.

I remained Paul Wellstone’s friend after graduating and 
ended up managing his three U.S. Senate campaigns. During 
the years that I knew him, I saw Paul Wellstone the teacher, 
the community organizer, the successful candidate, the U.S. 
 Senator, and the national leader. As a teacher, Paul taught that 
democracy works only when large numbers of people participate 
and exercise their power, and that organizers can help this pro-
cess. As a community organizer, he put those ideas into practice 
and helped build organizations of poor people and small family 
farmers. Through these efforts, people organized to advocate for 
themselves, and in the process new community leaders emerged. 
As a successful statewide progressive candidate, Paul knew how 
to harness the energy of a large, energized, and diverse base. He 
brought his organized base together with a powerful message, 
smart strategy, and grassroots tactics to persuade enough un-
decided voters to win. As a U.S. Senator, he saw his job going 
beyond legislating, and he used his offi ce to highlight the work 
of other progressives and empower others to build a broader 
long-term progressive movement. 
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In each of Paul Wellstone’s phases of work and accomplish-
ment, he developed, taught, and practiced a model of political 
action that was distinctive and successful. It is a model that com-
bines grassroots organizing with effective electoral campaigns. 
It is a model that emphasizes the development of new leaders 
and candidates. And it is a model that endures today because it 
can help progressives rebuild political power in our communi-
ties, in our states, and in our country. That is what Politics the 
Wellstone Way is about—the Wellstone model of winning elec-
tions and winning on issues, down to the nuts and bolts.

Paul Wellstone died tragically in a plane crash twelve days 
before he was to be reelected to a third term in the U.S. Senate 
(both public and private polls had him leading going into the 
fi nal days, just when his massive grassroots organization was 
kicking in). Also killed in the crash were his wife, Sheila, a leader 
in her own right on issues of domestic violence, their daughter 
and popular high school teacher Marcia Wellstone Markuson, 
and loyal campaign aides and friends Tom Lapic, Mary McEvoy, 
and Will McLaughlin. Soon after this devastating event, it be-
came clear to Paul and Sheila’s sons, Mark and David Wellstone, 
along with many friends and colleagues, that what Paul Well-
stone stood for and brought to public life should be continued 
and built on by others.

So we started Wellstone Action, an organization whose pri-
mary focus is to teach effective political action skills and train 
people to build their capacity and become better advocates, or-
ganizers, candidates, campaign workers, and citizen activists. 
The main vehicle for this ongoing work is Camp Wellstone, a 
two-and-a-half-day training program that Wellstone Action 
puts on regularly in locations around the country. 

Politics the Wellstone Way is based on the manual distributed to 
participants at Camp Wellstone. It uses the Wellstone model to 
present the idea that citizen activists, organizers, and issue ad-
vocates on the one hand, and candidates for offi ce and electoral 
campaign people on the other, should learn from each other 
and work better together. 

This book is written to help political progressives win on 
issues and elect good candidates to offi ce. It is intended for citi-
zen activists, electoral campaign workers, future candidates, and 
anyone interested in getting more involved in civic activism. If 
you want to work on issues in your community, help elect can-
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didates you can believe in, or run for offi ce yourself, this book 
is for you. 

Throughout this book we draw on lessons learned and the 
sensibilities of long-term community-organizing work, but it 
is not intended as a primer for the community organizer. For 
that there are other great training books and manuals that you 
should seek out. Community organizing—building long-term 
relationships, giving people a voice in the issues that affect them, 
and organizing to challenge power structures—is an essential 
component of political action. We need community organizers, 
and we need a long-term, sustained approach to social change. 
We also need to win electoral and issue victories, and that is 
the focus of Politics the Wellstone Way. We know that grassroots 
organizing works, and we know that when the principles of or-
ganizing are applied to electoral and issue-based campaigns, 
progressives can win. 

In this book we like to use the word campaign to refer to both 
electoral campaigns and campaigns focused on issues (such as 
education, the environment, and health care). For example, an 
organizing drive that seeks to reduce class sizes in schools or 
to protect a local wetland from development is a campaign. An 
effort to pass a referendum on stem-cell research is a campaign. 
While there are certainly differences between electoral and 
 issue- based campaigns, the similarities outweigh the differ-
ences. Both electoral and issue campaigns operate on a set time 
frame, both require strategic management of scarce resources, 
and both need to effectively communicate a message that reso-
nates with people. In the end, both are about reaching victories 
that move progressive politics forward. Having said that, we 
also recognize that Wellstone Action’s particular expertise lies 
more in electoral campaigns than in issue campaigns, so you 
may see more of an emphasis on the electoral side.

The book is intended to be read from start to fi nish, as each 
chapter builds on the material from the previous chapter. It 
can also serve as a reference guide for people in the middle of a 
campaign who need immediate assistance. We complement the 
material in the chapters with appendixes that contain practical 
examples to illustrate the points made throughout the book. 
We know that the strategies described in the following pages are 
effective because we have seen them applied time and again by 
Paul Wellstone, and by those who were infl uenced by him. We 
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want to pass these strategies on to others, through in- person 
training at Camp Wellstone and through this book. If you like 
what you read here, we encourage you to attend a Camp Well-
stone in your area, if you haven’t already. The camps give par-
ticipants an opportunity to learn more about the strategies con-
tained in this manual, to interact with fellow progressives, and 
to practice their skills in a motivating and exciting environment. 
To read more about Camp Wellstone and to fi nd out about up-
coming camps near you, visit our web site, www.wellstone.org. 

Paul Wellstone would be the fi rst to say that the type of po-
litical action that we describe in this manual did not begin with 
him, and neither did it end with his tragic death. He stood on 
the shoulders of many heroes of the social and economic justice 
movement, and he dedicated much of his life to passing on his 
knowledge and skills to others. This manual provides a set of 
strategies for carrying on the struggle for justice that defi ned 
Paul’s life. We hope you use it often and that it serves as a toolkit 
for political action. We hope, too, that you will remember the 
rich progressive tradition that Paul Wellstone moved forward—a 
tradition based on the politics of passion, conviction, and val-
ues. “Our aims in political activism are not, and should not be, 
to create a perfect utopia,” Paul once said. “What we seek is more 
simply to improve the quality of human life. This is not at all a 
timid agenda, far from it. The work ahead of us is enormous!”

The work ahead is indeed enormous, so let’s get started.

www.wellstone.org


Introduction 
Politics the Wellstone Way

t
This book is based on a model of political 

action that Paul Wellstone developed and practiced over the 
course of his career— as a college professor, grassroots organizer, 
and U.S. Senator. The foundation of that model was his core be-
lief in the power of collective action and the capacity of regular 
citizens, acting together, to achieve a common goal. He believed 
that grassroots organizing, applied to electoral politics, was the 
most effective tool for progressives to contest for power in our 
country. While this hardly seems like a radical idea, it represents 
a signifi cant departure from the conventional wisdom of both 
political strategists and community organizers. Political strate-
gists often eschew grassroots organizing and focus instead on 
message and media tactics, while community organizers fre-
quently dismiss electoral politics as an ineffective way to build a 
broad- based social movement. Wellstone was unique in that he 
pursued both goals: he relied on the power of grassroots orga-
nizing to win election to the Senate, and he used his position as 
a political leader to encourage the growth of a broad and diverse 
progressive movement.

Wellstone had a combination of qualities rare for a politician: 
extraordinary speaking skills, political courage, and an ability 
to relate to regular citizens. No one can replace Wellstone, but 
we can learn from his example and continue his leadership. He 
dedicated his career to empowering others— by teaching, orga-
nizing, and advocating— and he left behind a blueprint for po-
litical action that forms the basis of this manual. We call it the 
Wellstone Triangle. “There are,” he said, “three critical ingredi-
ents to democratic renewal and progressive change in America: 
good public policy, grassroots organizing, and electoral poli-
tics.” He went on: “Good public policy provides direction and an 
agenda for action; grassroots organizing builds a constituency 
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for change; and electoral politics is the main way we contest for 
power and hold decision makers accountable.”

The fi rst element of the triangle, good public policy, deter-
mines whether progressives have an agenda worth communicat-
ing to others. Wellstone believed that citizens want politicians to 
address their concerns and recognize the circumstances of their 
lives. “People yearn for a politics that speaks to and includes 
them,” he said. That means progressives must develop and ad-
vocate public policy that directly addresses the issues facing 
regular citizens. Too often, public policy promoted by the Demo-
cratic Party is defi ned by timidity, downsized agendas, and ten-
 point programs that mean little to average citizens. Wellstone 
proposed a different policy agenda, one defi ned by bold visions 
and big ideas. As a senator, his policy work focused on the issues 
that Minnesotans cared about: affordable health care, economic 
fairness, quality public education, and the kitchen- table issues 
that defi ne people’s lives. He was not afraid to call for universal 
health care, economic justice, and nothing less than a renewal 
of America’s sense of community and promise of equal oppor-
tunity for all citizens.

Wellstone was fundamentally proactive in outlook, with a 
solid grasp of both policy issues and legislative rules. He was 
explicit and clear in his policy goals, which inspired his support-
ers. But Wellstone also understood that, as he put it, “it is not 
enough to inspire people with vision and good public policy.” A 
constituency is needed to fi ght for change, and that constituency 
grows through grassroots organizing, the second element of the 
triangle. Grassroots organizing is the opposite of big- money 
politics. It requires going directly to where people live and work, 
listening to their concerns and building organizational struc-
tures that allow people to effectively be a voice for themselves. It 
is ongoing work that does not come and go with election cycles. 
It is rooted in long- term relationships. Wellstone understood 
that there is a direct connection between grassroots organizing 
and the ability to move a progressive agenda, whether at the lo-
cal, state, or national level. As a senator, he spent a great deal of 
time helping people organize themselves as a powerful collective 
social force. He walked picket lines with union members, joined 
students in demanding affordable tuition, stood with families 
and communities devastated by violence, met with immigrants 
in their communities and listened to their concerns, and visited 
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schools every few weeks to hear from students. In the process, he 
honored grassroots organizers and built a movement for funda-
mental change that went beyond the two- year election cycle.

Wellstone understood that grassroots organizers have les-
sons to teach political activists about the importance of build-
ing and sustaining relationships between individuals and orga-
nizations. Good organizers help people empower themselves to 
take action on the issues they care about in their communities. 
They foster a sense of community and work to bridge cultural, 
racial, ethnic, and economic differences. Good progressive can-
didates know that it is not enough to simply visit a commu-
nity every few years and then expect to receive their support at 
election time. When political candidates pay lip service to local 
communities and wait until the waning days of a campaign to 
ask for support, then for good reason they usually do not receive 
it. Community organizers can teach electoral campaigns, which 
usually work on a much shorter time frame, how to respect and 
work with communities in a way that is mutually benefi cial and 
effective.

The third element of the triangle is progressive electoral poli-
tics. Just as grassroots organizers have something to teach po-
litical activists, political activists offer organizers an important 
method of contesting for power. Wellstone believed that progres-
sives who shun electoral politics marginalize themselves and the 
issues they care about. “Electoral politics is one crucial way we 
contest for power in America and progressives need to get better 
at it,” he wrote. “Part of the problem is that we are uncomfortable 
with electoral politics. We are attracted to politics because of the 
issues and far less excited by the nuts and bolts mechanics of po-
litical campaigns, much less the inevitable compromises that are 
always necessary in campaigns.” But as Wellstone showed, pro-
gressive power can be built when we win seats on school boards, 
city councils, in state legislatures, and, ultimately, Congress.

In addition to being an organizer, Wellstone was a strategic 
politician. Intensely competitive, he was serious about winning 
elections and gaining access to the levers of power in this country. 
While he kept his principles intact in the pursuit of that goal, he 
also understood the need to deliver a clear, concise message to 
voters. He was fl uent in the practice of modern campaigns, and 
adept at using the media and television advertisements to win 
elections. And he was deliberate in his decisions, understanding 

s “ There are three 
 critical ingredients 
to democratic renewal 
and progressive 
change in America: 
good public policy, 
 grassroots organizing, 
and electoral 
politics.” 

paul wellstone
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that every action he took during a campaign could make the 
difference between victory and defeat.

Part of Wellstone’s political strategy was to use the power 
of grassroots organizing to build a base of supporters that 
would itself become a story in the campaign. His campaigns 
invested heavily in a large- scale fi eld organization that encour-
aged the participation of large numbers of people. In 2002, his 
campaign had seventeen thousand active volunteers with an on-
 the- street, door- knocking presence of fi ve thousand people on 
Election Day. He engaged new voters by reaching out to people 
and groups who often feel left out of the system: young people, 
immigrants, people of color, and others. He was a coalition 
builder whose campaigns brought together unlikely allies; in a 
Wellstone campaign, it was not unusual to see veterans’ groups 
and peace activists working side by side, or to see union mem-
bers working with environmentalists. Wellstone understood 
that this broad coalition created critical campaign momentum: 
when Minnesotans saw the passion that his supporters brought 
to the campaign, they wanted to know more about him. His 
appeal lay not only in his self- effacing charisma, but also in his 
ability to bring people together and activate them as a potent 
political force. He captured the imagination of voters through-
out the state and won statewide elections.

Wellstone’s Leadership Style
Wellstone’s triangle was the foundation of his political philoso-
phy, but the key to his success at implementing these ideas was 
his leadership style. He understood that the only way to build 
a sustainable movement for progressive change was by fi nding 
and nurturing new leaders. Put simply, he believed that the best 
way to lead is to empower others. “To me, leadership is about 
how you bring out the best in other people,” he said.

As a community organizer, Wellstone built organizations 
that were led not by one or two individuals but relied instead 
on the active and equal participation of their members. For ex-
ample, early in his career he helped establish an organization 
in rural Minnesota called the Organization for a Better Rice 
County (OBRC), whose purpose was to improve the quality of 
life for the rural poor. He focused on helping the members of 
the organization— mostly single mothers on welfare— identify 

s  When political 
candidates pay lip 
service to local 
communities and 
wait until the 
waning days of a 
campaign to ask 
for support, then 
for good reason 
they usually do 
not receive it.
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their shared interests and concerns and lobby for their interests. 
The women became deeply involved in local affairs, demanding 
a greater role in the development of antipoverty programs at the 
local and state levels. Although many had never even thought 
of getting involved in politics, within a short time these women 
were appearing at public hearings, giving media interviews, and 
testifying before local government agencies.

The results were impressive: in a little more than a year, the 
organization had taken a township to court over its refusal to 
turn over antipoverty records, forced a school board to replace 
special lunch tickets for low- income students (which unneces-
sarily identifi ed them to other students) with tickets that all 
students used, and convinced the county board to fund a day 
care center with a sliding fee scale so that low- income mothers 
could participate. One member of the group called it a “two-
 fi sted group that grapples with people’s problems and gets 
things done.”

Yet despite the initial success of the OBRC, the organization 
collapsed after a couple of years. Wellstone was extremely dis-
appointed and set out to learn what went wrong. His conclusion 
was that in building the organization, he relied too heavily on 
organizers, moved too quickly from issue to issue, and failed to 
focus on developing leaders who would carry the organization 
forward over time. Instead, he had plunged into the work and 
started organizing, without giving enough thought to develop-
ing leaders. “We did not realize the process organizers must go 
through in order to develop a strong and broad- based leader-
ship in community organizers,” he wrote. Too often, organizers 
view leadership development as a process of giving skills. This 
is important, but leadership is developed when people learn 
things through experience, slowly. Organizers need to dig for 
leadership, spending a great deal of time with single individuals 
or small groups of people.

The lessons learned from both the successes and failures of 
the OBRC became the foundation of Wellstone’s future work. 
He became deeply committed to leading by empowering, and by 
building power through the active participation of the people 
who stand to gain the most from change. “Leadership develop-
ment is a dynamic process that is of critical importance to the 
building of organizations and social movements,” Wellstone 
wrote during his days as a community organizer. “People come 
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to see that their self- interest (in a broad sense) can best be served 
in a group. First, they get together in small groups, then they 
form organizations which ideally are as broad as possible. The 
next thing, at certain times in history, is a social movement.”

Wellstone never stopped creating opportunities to push for-
ward progressive issues and give voice to people without political 
clout. When he was elected to the U.S. Senate, he continued to 
emphasize leadership development by constantly highlighting 
the accomplishments of people and organizations working on 
the issues he cared about. From his position of power as a sena-
tor, he brought together broad- based coalitions of progressive 
organizations and activists, and frequently brought groups to 
Washington to lobby for their causes. Senator Ted Kennedy re-
called one such instance:

Senator Wellstone chaired a hearing in the Labor 
Committee on an issue of great concern to American 
workers. A group of low- wage men and women were so 
excited by the prospect of the hearing that they took a 
day off from work, boarded buses, and headed for the 
hearing. When they arrived, they found the room full 
and the door barred. But Senator Wellstone heard about 
the workers who were waiting in the hallway, unable to 
get in. He invited them in and seated them on the dais 
among the senators attending the hearing.

That was Paul Wellstone— opening the doors of Congress to 
those who were traditionally locked out.

Wellstone knew that power is magnifi ed when it is shared, 
and he also understood the importance of leading by example. 
For him, that meant living a life that was consistent with his 
values. He always stood up for his beliefs and refused to back 
away from his core principles. “If we don’t fi ght hard enough for 
the things we stand for,” he once said, “at some point we have 
to recognize that we don’t really stand for them.” He fought 
hard, and he knew that the way to cultivate a grassroots base 
of supporters was to inspire people with his authenticity and 
powerful speaking ability. In 1990, with the simple slogan “This 
time, vote for what you believe in,” he galvanized a loyal group 
of supporters who were tired of seeing their political candidates 
capitulate on issues only to lose in the general election. They 
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were willing to volunteer their time for his campaigns— stuffi ng 
envelopes, making phone calls, walking in parades, and knock-
ing on doors— because suddenly they had found a politician who 
was willing to stand up for his convictions. While Wellstone had 
a unique talent for speaking and persuading, one does not need 
to be a fi ery orator or charismatic personality to inspire others. 
What ultimately inspired Wellstone’s supporters was the sub-
stance of his bold agenda.

As it turned out, Wellstone’s success as a politician with 
conviction went beyond his ability to inspire a loyal following. 
Mainstream voters appreciated his honesty and tolerated his 
controversial stands on issues because they believed he was a 
person of integrity. He sometimes took positions on issues like 
welfare reform that were strongly opposed by a majority of Min-
nesota voters, yet his approval ratings were rarely affected nega-
tively. Most Minnesota voters, when asked by pollsters what 
they thought of Wellstone’s performance, responded that they 
did not always agree with Wellstone, but liked that they knew 
where he stood on issues. This dynamic was most evident in his 
fi nal campaign, when Wellstone made the unpopular decision 
to vote against authorizing the use of force in Iraq one month 
before Election Day. Pundits said it would sink his campaign. 
He was the only senator in a contested reelection campaign who 
voted against the war. But his vote actually brought a boost to 
his poll numbers. Agreeing with him or not, voters liked that 
Wellstone had the courage to back up his convictions.

Throughout his career in the Senate, Wellstone told his 
supporters, “We are on this journey together.” For him, poli-
tics was indeed a journey. Winning elections, passing legisla-
tion, empowering constituents, and mobilizing disenfranchised 
communities were victories in a broader, long- term struggle for 
justice and equal opportunity. He spent a lifetime working to ex-
pand the base of citizen leaders and progressive activists in this 
country. He understood that his power as a politician depended 
on the vitality of the progressive community at all levels, and 
he took every opportunity to praise, nurture, and support the 
work of others.

It is in this spirit that we honor Wellstone’s legacy by train-
ing future leaders in the struggle for civil and human rights, 
economic justice, and peace. The core qualities of the leaders 
we admire— passion, integrity, humility, persistence, honesty, 

s  “If we don’t fi ght 
hard enough for the 
things we stand for, 
at some point we 
have to recognize 
that we don’t really 
stand for them.”

paul wellstone
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 courage, and commitment— are qualities that progressive activ-
ists display every day. As we encourage these qualities of Well-
stone in ourselves and others, we realize that we have the capac-
ity to become our own leaders, and to take responsibility for our 
own future.



Chapter 1

Starting Out Right: 
Preparation and Planning

u Understand your role.

u Get ready for hard work and fun.

u  Know that successful campaigns are smart 
and strategic from the start.

u Write a plan.

u Know the components of a plan.

u Avoid common mistakes.
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Starting Out Right: 
Preparation and Planning

t
Throughout this book,  you will fi nd prac-

tical, hands- on tools for people who want to elect progressive 
candidates, run for offi ce themselves, or take action in their 
communities on issues that concern them. The fi rst step in that 
process is to take a long view of your goals and objectives. What 
is it that you want to accomplish by being engaged in political 
action? What are the problems that you see, and how can you 
take action to remedy those problems? Do you volunteer for 
an organization? Lead an organizing drive? Work on an elec-
toral campaign that you believe in? Are you running for offi ce 
yourself? These are the fundamental questions that everyone, 
regardless of their experience or background, should ask before 
taking political action. People can engage in politics in all sorts 
of ways and at many levels. You are probably reading this book 
because at a minimum, you have decided to do something. You 
have made a choice to act.

This book was written with three groups of people in mind: 
those who want to work on an electoral campaign as a staff 
member or volunteer, those who want to work on an issue- based 
campaign or organizing drive, and those who want to run for of-
fi ce themselves. As mentioned earlier, we use the word campaign 
to connote both electoral campaigns and issue campaigns. We 
assume that if you are reading this book, you are getting ready 
to embark on or are already in the midst of a campaign. With 
that in mind, we encourage you to think carefully about why 
you want to take action, what you want to accomplish, and how 
you can prepare yourself for what you are getting into.

As progressives who believe strongly in the importance of 
participatory democracy and giving citizens a voice in the politi-
cal process, you should understand one reality before embark-
ing on campaign work: campaigns require enormous planning, 
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focus, discipline, and organization. Decisions need to be made 
quickly and decisively. Each part of a campaign has a unique 
and important role— from fundraising to fi eld operations to 
communications— and they cannot function as a cohesive unit 
unless the campaign’s leadership has control of the decision-
 making process.

This can be a frustrating experience for many people. Volun-
teers and staff on a campaign might wonder why the campaign 
made certain decisions and may question the judgment of the 
campaign leadership. While these concerns may be legitimate, 
it seriously corrodes campaign morale, unity, and cohesiveness 
when questions turn into grievances and complaints. This won’t 
happen if the campaign leadership establishes a well- run opera-
tion. The leadership must communicate often with staff and 
volunteers and foster a sense of shared purpose and mission. 
They need to make people feel that their participation on the 
campaign matters and is appreciated, and they need to give the 
campaign staff and volunteers the tools to do their jobs as well as 
they can. However, that is different from giving each member of 
the campaign an equal voice in the decision- making process. Be-
fore starting on a campaign, be prepared to have fun, work hard, 
and play a critical role in the success of the campaign. But unless 
you are a candidate or a campaign manager, understand that you 
might not have an input in the decision- making  process.

In addition to understanding your role on a campaign, you 
should know that successful progressive campaigns require be-
ing smart and strategic from the very beginning. You might be 
involved in a campaign because you want to change the world 
(we all do!), but the campaign will succeed only if it has a clear 
understanding of what it is trying to accomplish and why, and 
is prepared to make diffi cult decisions about time and resource 
management. In other words, a campaign cannot be all things to 
all people. It needs focus and clear direction, even if that means 
not talking about some very important issues. We have seen too 
many campaigns give in to the temptation of trying to take on 
every issue, only to end up having a diluted message and dis-
organized fi eld operation.

If you plan on running for offi ce yourself, you need to be 
totally prepared for what you are getting into. Here are some 
questions to ask yourself:
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u  Do you have a sense of how much you will have to 
work? Do you have employment or family obligations 
that will prevent you from putting in the necessary 
time?

u  Does your family agree with and support your 
 decision?

u  Can you summarize your reason for running in three 
sentences? In one minute?

u  What is the base of supporters that you start with? 
Do you see a clear path for you to expand that base?

u  Are you ready to raise the money? Have you already 
asked your family and friends to make contributions 
to the campaign?

u  Are you ready to door- knock every day if necessary?

u  Do you have good, talented people around you who 
aren’t afraid to say no to you?

u  Do you see a clear path to victory? Do you have a plan 
to win?

Running for offi ce is an intense, emotional experience. Know 
your goals and be prepared to work harder than you ever thought 
you could!

Campaigns are serious business and a lot of work, but they 
can also be fun, exhilarating, and lead to real change. There is 
nothing like the energy of a campaign or the deep bonds forged 
between those who are working on one. It is enormously grati-
fying to see democracy in action: to watch citizens become en-
gaged in the political process, to see supporters turn into vol-
unteers, and to be a part of an important cause, win or lose. 
Paul Wellstone found great joy in politics. He was a “happy 
warrior” who could charge a room with his enormous energy. 
He delighted in taking part in debates, giving stump speeches, 
visiting people in cafés, and making decisions in the U.S. Senate 
that made a difference in people’s lives. Paul’s love of campaign-
ing was infectious, and he passed on his love of campaigning to 
many thousands of Minnesotans. We hope we can pass it on to 
you as well.

s  This book was 
written with three 
groups of people 
in mind: those who 
want to work on an 
electoral campaign 
as a staff member or 
volunteer, those who 
want to work on an 
issue-based campaign 
or organizing drive, 
and those who want 
to run for offi ce 
themselves.
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Planning
Being smart and strategic about campaigning requires having a 
plan. In every aspect of a campaign, planning is a fundamental 
fi rst step. It is impossible to run a focused, suffi ciently fi nanced, 
and successful campaign without having goals and a blueprint 
for achieving those goals. A helpful way to think about planning 
is to remember that there are always three scarce resources on a 
campaign: time, people, and money. Remember that. At Camp 
Wellstone, we repeat this mantra constantly because it is too 
easy to get caught up in the heat of a campaign and try to do 
everything. It is of course impossible to do everything, even for 
the most well- funded and effi cient campaigns. Tough choices 
have to be made about resources and strategy, and they need to 
be made deliberately and carefully.

That is where planning comes in. A plan helps any campaign 
answer the question “How do we win?” A plan is the road map 
for the campaign, clarifying how the three scarce resources of 
time, people, and money will be managed. The plan clarifi es 
the campaign’s goals, challenges, and opportunities. It keeps 
the campaign on target and on message, and it helps create co-
hesion among the campaign organizers. A strong plan charts 
a course for the campaign, allowing it to reach its goals and 
maximize scarce resources. It provides focus and direction to the 
campaign, but it is realistic and manageable.

Despite the central importance of planning in a campaign, 
it is often discounted or misused. Plans often end up collecting 
dust in a campaign manager’s desk as things heat up. As one top 
campaign offi cial told a reporter, “Most campaigns start with a 
plan; very few end with one.” Too often, organizers plunge into 
the work and later must react to different situations as they arise. 
This ad hoc approach wastes money, time, and valuable volunteer 
resources. In the end, electoral and issue advocacy campaigns that 
do not make a plan and then execute it usually lose. It is also pos-
sible to go overboard and overplan. Some campaign leaders will 
consume an inordinate amount of time writing “the perfect plan,” 
one that might make sense for organizing statewide around an 
issue or running a presidential campaign but is far too ambitious 
for most issue or political campaigns at any level. Others will rely 
too heavily on a plan that might quickly become outdated or no 
longer refl ect the current challenges facing the campaign.
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Campaigns are dynamic. Events can change the momentum 
of a campaign in an instant. That’s why many campaigns—
 particularly in the face of a crisis— forgo planning and feel a need 
to react to daily events as they come up. This is entirely reason-
able, and fl exibility is important on any campaign. But planning 
helps you fi gure out how to win, by harnessing the dynamic na-
ture of political and organizing work, as opposed to leaving it up 
to luck. The planning process helps anticipate the obstacles and 
opportunities that the campaign will face and establishes a set 
of overall goals. A good plan can also be a tool for energizing and 
persuading volunteers and donors. If the end goals are clear, and 
the tactics and strategies are in place, it is easier for a volunteer 
to say yes when asked to get involved in the campaign. Volunteers 
and donors who are aware of the longer- term strategy are more 
likely to stay involved to see the effort unfold.

Consider some of the other benefi ts of  planning:

u  Resources matched with activities. A plan gives you 
the opportunity to customize your activities to best 
match your resources. For example, a campaign or 
organization with a list of very active, Internet- savvy 
volunteers might create web- based tools to engage 
and mobilize those volunteers; campaigns and 
groups with limited money might concentrate on 
earned media and direct communication strategies; 
an effort with lots of volunteers will concentrate on 
building an organization to utilize them effectively.

u  Leveraging strengths. The campaign plan should be 
built on the strengths of its message and, in the case 
of electoral campaigns, the candidate.

u  Systematic approach. The plan illuminates how all the 
pieces of a campaign fi t together and establishes a 
support structure for the organization. Even if the or-
ganization consists of one or two paid staff members, 
the plan establishes a framework for the organization 
and mobilization of volunteers.

u  Targeting. The plan helps you stay focused on the 
right audiences.
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u  Creativity. Creating a plan provides an opportunity to 
analyze a campaign from all angles, encouraging crea-
tivity and innovation. It can help organizers think 
beyond crisis terms and fi nd fresh approaches.

u  Flexibility. It may seem counterintuitive, but a plan 
increases fl exibility. On any campaign, unexpected 
events and crises occur. If you need to go “off plan,” 
the decision will be informed and intentional. You 
will have a clear picture of your capacity, timeline, 
and vulnerabilities as you change course.

Elements of a Campaign Plan
The social critic Frances Fox Piven once said, “The genius of an 
organizer is to know what people are capable of doing and to 
help them to do it.” Good planning helps us understand those 
capabilities and how to utilize them. The fi rst step in writing 
a plan is to defi ne the campaign’s goals. The goals of an issue-
 based campaign and an electoral campaign may be very different. 
For an electoral campaign, the main goal is straightforward: to 
win. So the plan starts with a win number, which in a two-person 
race is exactly 50 percent of the expected vote total, plus one vote. 
Usually, you aim for 52 percent of the vote, just to have a cush-
ion. How do you determine this number? From your secretary of 
state’s offi ce or county/city election board, you can get election 
results for past, similar elections. For example, if you are running 
in a presidential election year, you’ll want to look at past elec-
tions for the offi ce you seek in a presidential election year. We 
have a detailed discussion of win numbers and targeting in chap-
ter 5. There may also be subgoals that an electoral campaign sets 
for itself along the way, for example, the number of volunteers 
recruited, number of doors knocked, or vote  totals.

For an issue- based campaign, goals can vary depending on 
the campaign. It might be to get the city council to pass a living 
wage ordinance, or to pass a bill in the state legislature that pro-
vides immigrant children with access to two additional hours 
of tutoring each week. Regardless of what these goals might be, 
they should be specifi c and clear. Think about and separate the 
external and internal goals. The external one is the public goal 
of the organizing effort— passing a referendum, for example. In-
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ternal goals are focused on the organizational and base- building 
objectives— getting a certain number of people involved, adding 
numbers to your lists, empowering people who had not been in-
volved in political action before, for instance. Both sets of goals 
are important and need to be discussed at the outset.

Once the goals are set, it is time for the rest of the plan. The 
campaign plan can be broken into components. Throughout 
this book, we will discuss each campaign component in great 
detail. The following is an overview of the elements of a plan. 
If you fi nd yourself wanting to know more about each of these 
areas, don’t worry. We’ll get to them in later chapters.

Message

As we discuss in the next chapter, the campaign’s message is 
critical. It defi nes the campaign and what it is trying to convey 
to its audience, and it engages the audience in a conversation. 
For both issue and electoral campaigns, progressives need to do 
a better job of articulating and delivering messages that convey 
their core values. The “message box” of the campaign is a key part 
of the plan. Also in the message section is a discussion of how 
to integrate the message throughout a campaign, how to assure 
message discipline, and who is responsible for this work.

Targeting

Targeting for an electoral campaign is a process that allows you 
to identify how many votes you need and where to fi nd them. As 
mentioned above, every campaign has a win number. Once you 
determine this number, the campaign then uses a “voter fi le” to 
determine where the votes will come from. We will discuss this 
in great detail in chapter 5. For an issue campaign, the targeting 
asks, “Who are the key decision makers, and who is the audi-
ence?” At times, the target will be the general public; at others, 
it will be an elected offi cial.

Structure and Responsibilities

This section of the plan details who is responsible for what, in-
cluding paid staff, volunteer staff, and coordinator roles. The 
makeup of the campaign structure will vary greatly depending 
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on its size and budget. For a typical legislative race, the cam-
paign will probably not have enough resources to pay more than 
one or two full- time staffers. A city council race in a major met-
ropolitan area might require one staff member working part-
 time. Thus, these campaigns will typically have a large number 
of volunteers in established roles— like volunteer coordinator, 
scheduler, fi eld director, and fundraiser. If you know in advance 
who your key volunteers will be, meet with them to discuss and 
assign roles that each will play.

Budget

Campaigns start by asking, “How much will this cost?” This 
should be a relatively detailed  process because each component 
of the plan must be itemized and assigned a realistic cost: staff, 
offi ce, travel, fundraising, mail, advertising, fi eld expenses, and 
anything else the campaign will spend money on. Use previous 
campaigns as a guide for estimating costs, but do your own re-
search about ways to minimize expenses and maximize resources. 
As a guideline, 75 percent of the campaign budget should focus 
on direct voter contact and/or paid media. It is also important 
to know when money is needed. You will need to develop a cash-
fl ow chart (see chapter 6 on budgeting) that outlines how much 
money the campaign needs to have every month and, in the end 
period, every week, to accomplish the campaign plan. This is 
critical for effectively monitoring fundraising progress.

Fundraising

A budget is useless unless the campaign knows how it is going to 
raise money. The fundraising component of the plan sets goals 
for targeting and soliciting donors and details various fund-
raising scenarios. Break down realistic fundraising goals by cate-
gories: individual contributions both small and large; events; 
foundations (for issue campaigns); political action commit-
tees (for electoral campaigns). How much money will be raised 
through candidate solicitation, direct mail, surrogate fundrais-
ing, or events? What is the timeline for all of the fundraising? 
It is helpful to develop three tiers of fundraising goals: the bare 
minimum that the campaign needs, a middle amount that is 

s  The three scarce 
 resources on a 
 campaign are time, 
people, and money. 



S TARTING OUT RIGHT u  19

achievable but not overly ambitious, and a best- case scenario. 
These tiers clarify the need for the campaign staff or candidate 
to know the consequences of failing to raise money and the bene-
fi ts of raising more than expected.

Direct Voter Contact and Field Organizing

Good fi eld organizing was the reason Paul Wellstone was elected 
to the Senate, and it is essential for progressives who want to 
win. The fi eld component of the campaign plan will include 
details on how the campaign will build relationships in commu-
nities in the earliest days, not waiting until the fi nal few weeks. 
Too often, progressives fail to view their work as a long- term ef-
fort that depends on building and nurturing a base of support-
ers. The plan should include information on how the campaign 
will reach out to constituents, how it will use the targeting data 
to conduct strategic canvassing and phoning, and how it will 
identify and persuade its target audience. It should also have a 
plan for the get-out-the-vote (GOTV) program.

Candidate and Issue Research

Both issue and electoral campaigns need to extensively research 
their own positions as well as those of the opposition. In an 
electoral campaign, the purpose is not to dig up dirt on the op-
position but, rather, to have a clear understanding of whether 
the opponent has taken controversial, contradictory, or damag-
ing positions or made statements that can be used in the cam-
paign. In an issue campaign, research is required to make sure 
the campaign is in a strong position on the issue and will not be 
contradicted by evidence presented by opponents. It is also used 
to research the opposition; there are often stealth groups that 
take part in issue campaigns and portray themselves as some-
thing they are not. Research allows the campaign to identify 
and defi ne these groups. Both types of campaigns should know 
how the campaign will develop its policy and issue positions 
and who has responsibility for this work. Research is also im-
portant when a campaign needs to respond to the many issue 
questionnaires sent out by organizations making endorsement 
decisions.



20 o  S TARTING OUT RIGHT

Paid Media

Radio, newspaper, and television advertisements might be part 
of a campaign plan, depending on the size of the campaign. 
For smaller campaigns, paid media will likely consist of radio 
and/or newspaper ads, while larger campaigns need to include 
resources for television. Allocating resources for paid media is a 
careful decision. We will talk in greater length about the “domi-
nance” of one medium. It is unwise to stretch resources so thin 
that the campaign is doing a little bit of everything instead of 
dominating one thing before moving on to the next.

Earned Media

The campaign’s message is extremely important, and it needs 
to be delivered aggressively. The campaign will not succeed un-
less it has a strategy for getting press coverage. This requires 
knowing who reporters are, building relationships with them, 
holding press events, and maintaining a constant presence in 
the media. “Earned media” refers to publicity that the campaign 
does not pay for. The earned media part of the plan should in-
clude details about when the announcement or unveiling of the 
campaign will happen, when important media opportunities 
will arise, and how the campaign plans to break through a clut-
tered media market. It should also include a strategy for com-
municating through letters to the editor, meetings with edito-
rial boards, and press releases.

Scheduling

For an electoral campaign, scheduling is an often overlooked 
but important activity. The candidate’s time must be well used, 
with decisions being made strategically based on targeting, con-
stituency, and messaging criteria. Keeping in mind that time is 
one of the three scarce resources, the campaign needs to defi ne 
the priorities for the candidate’s time by week and month. Us-
ing targeting data, the schedule needs to be built strategically, 
allowing the candidate to maximize time in the most important 
geographic regions. The plan should also include a process for 
providing the candidate with briefi ng materials.
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Timeline

Working backward from Election Day (or, for an issue- based 
campaign, the critical decision- making time), how does every-
thing in the plan fi t together? When will voter contact begin? 
How many waves of mail will there be, and at what intervals? 
When will staff be hired? What is the paid media schedule? A 
detailed campaign timeline will help answer these and other 
questions. The timeline should also match the campaign bud-
get and cash fl ow.

Common Planning Mistakes
Many campaigns make the same common mistakes, wasting 
valuable resources and leading to an ineffective and losing ef-
fort. Here are some typical mistakes you can watch out for and 
avoid:

u  Focusing on too many issues

u  Trying to communicate too much information about 
one or more issues

u  Appealing to an audience that is too broad

u  Spending time talking to people who will not vote for 
your campaign

u  Trying to do too much

In nearly every chapter of this manual, we discuss the impor-
tance of planning. Each part of an electoral or issue campaign—
 fundraising, media, fi eld, and so on— should have its own plan, 
just as the campaign will have an overall plan. The best plans are 
tightly focused, clear, and measurable. They spell out a detailed 
strategy for the campaign to articulate a clear message, identify 
and persuade voters, dominate one medium, and then move on 
to dominate the next. A good plan is also fl exible. Campaigns 
change over time. Unexpected events can shift a campaign’s 
message and force the campaign to adopt different strategies. 
In later chapters, we will go into far greater detail on all of these 
components.
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Chapter 2

Delivering a Winning Message

u  Articulate your core values.

u  Be simple, short, and clear.

u  Develop a message.

u  Conduct research.

u  Connect with your audience.

u  Frame the issues.

u  Be disciplined.
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Delivering a Winning Message

t
As progr essives, we need to get better at mes-

saging. We have a strong set of core values— equality of oppor-
tunity, freedom, prosperity for all citizens, fairness, social and 
economic justice— but we often do not communicate them well. 
There is a lot of talk in the media about political messages, 
and we often hear commentary on a campaign’s message and 
whether it is effective or not. In our work at Wellstone Action, 
we have seen a lot of confusion about, and even disdain toward, 
political messaging. To some, the word message connotes slick 
sound bites and slogans that artifi cially prop up a campaign or 
denigrate an opponent. It is true that in our media- saturated 
culture, many messages are hollow or artifi cial. But a good mes-
sage is not simplistic or contrived. It is the core argument of a 
campaign, and anyone interested in winning on issues or elect-
ing progressive candidates needs to understand the importance 
of message in modern politics.

Grassroots campaigns succeed if they make the campaign 
message the foundation on which all the organizing is based. 
Successful progressive campaigns address people’s concerns 
and multiply the power of individuals by organizing them into 
a political force. Without a strong message that connects with 
people, organizing is fruitless. The most effective campaign mes-
sages are bold, clear, and concise. They establish a link between 
the campaign and its intended audience. A campaign has deliv-
ered a successful message if people feel that their self- interests 
are connected to the interests of the campaign. Ideally, the mes-
sage resonates so well that people are willing to actively support 
the campaign by engaging others and enlisting their support in 
the pursuit of shared goals.

To illustrate the importance of message, consider the suc-
cess that conservatives have had in defi ning themselves— and 
us!— in recent elections. To great effect, conservatives have used 
language to portray themselves as being on the side of regular 
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people. Using concise phrases like “compassionate conserva-
tive” and “we will get the government off your back,” right- wing 
politicians and activists have largely succeeded in convincing 
a majority of Americans that conservatives share their values. 
They have been equally successful in painting progressives as 
people who are out of touch with the needs of working families, 
and who do not share their set of values. Conservatives have suc-
ceeded in focusing the debate on their agenda.

Meanwhile, progressives have not done a very good job of ar-
ticulating what we stand for and why. We have a tendency to be-
lieve that we understand the complexities and nuances of issues 
better than conservatives, yet we have been reticent about, even 
afraid of articulating our core values. This is evidence of the ef-
fectiveness of conservative attacks against progressives, but it 
is also evidence of a certain level of arrogance on our part. We 
are not above talking directly to citizens in plain language. We 
should be able to effectively communicate our values in a way 
that is every bit as succinct, compelling, and understandable 
as the conservative message machine. “Too many progressives 
make the mistake of believing people are galvanized around 
ten- point programs,” Wellstone wrote. “They are not! People re-
spond according to their sense of right and wrong. They respond 
to a leadership of values.” Progressives have not treated message 
development seriously or invested enough time and resources in 
formulating and delivering a good message. It is almost as if we 
assume that people will see the inherent logic of our viewpoints 
and support us. But politics in a democracy is a contest of ideas, 
and we have to compete hard if we expect to win.

To do so, we need to fi nd common ground with voters and 
the general public. Politics is not just about appealing to people’s 
minds; it also requires appealing to people’s hearts and instincts. 
Think about economic issues, for example. At a time when right-
 wing policies giving massive tax breaks to the wealthiest families 
were cutting jobs and the standard of living of working families, 
conservatives succeeded in appealing to many working families by 
focusing on socially divisive issues. As a result, many families 
that have directly suffered under conservative policies ended up 
voting for conservative candidates anyway. This is not a sign 
that these voters are stupid or ignorant— they are not! It is a sign 
that conservatives have been successful— because they understand 
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that people have a multilayered set of criteria they use when evalu-
ating a campaign. Progressives need to do a better job of appealing 
to people’s values, not blaming voters for making decisions that 
might seem to work against their own self- interests.

One of the ways that progressives can fi nd this common 
ground is by fi elding candidates for offi ce who are authentic 
and are running campaigns that speak directly to people’s lives. 
People yearn for political leaders who are real, who are willing 
to speak their mind, take a stand, and do what they think is 
right. We have seen at both the local and national levels that 
authenticity is a key quality of successful political candidates. 
This is true for politicians on both the right and the left, and 
it was certainly true for Paul Wellstone. Whether people agreed 
with him or not on the issues, they knew where he stood, they 
liked his honesty, and they knew that he was looking out for 
their interests. The way Wellstone found common ground with 
Minnesotans was not by catering his views on issues to fi t their 
views but, rather, by being straightforward and honest.

Being authentic does not mean moving to the left, or the right, 
or otherwise changing your viewpoints. It does mean having a set 
of values and fi ghting for them. Wellstone was particularly ef-
fective at this type of message delivery. He often said, “Politics is 
not about left, right, or center. It is about speaking to the con-
cerns and circumstances of people’s lives.” Consider one of his 
signature campaign lines: “I don’t represent the pharmaceutical 
companies or the oil companies or the tobacco companies, but 
they already have great representation in Washington. I represent 
the rest of the people in Minnesota, who need it.” This was an ef-
fective message because it was bold and gave people a clear idea 
of who Wellstone was and why he was running for offi ce. For his 
part, Wellstone did not need to agree with a progressive candidate 
in order to support that candidate. For example, he vigorously 
supported Bill Bradley’s candidacy for president, not because he 
agreed with Bradley on all issues (he didn’t), but because Bradley 
was an authentic leader who believed what he said.

Developing a Message
Authenticity is essential for delivering an effective message, but 
campaigns, both issue- based and electoral, need more than just 
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strong personalities and integrity to succeed. They need to de-
velop a message through a deliberate, strategic process that re-
quires careful planning.

The fi rst step in that process is identifying your audience. In 
chapter 5, we discuss various tools for electoral targeting, using 
data to identify likely supporters and undecided voters in an 
elec toral campaign. But even before a campaign gets into sophis-
ticated targeting, it should take a long view of whom it is trying 
to infl uence and why. For an issue- based campaign, such as a 
referendum, the audience might be voters, or it might be a legis-
lative body like a city council or state legislature. For an electoral 
campaign, it is not enough to think of the audience simply as 
voters. What are the segments of the electorate? Who are the 
voters? Primary voters? General- election voters? Base support-
ers? If you are in a state that has a caucus system, you start off by 
focusing on potential party- caucus attendees. The audience in a 
campaign, in other words, will change or grow as the campaign 
moves forward. In developing a message, a campaign should al-
ways be asking, “To whom is this message directed, and why?”

Once a campaign has defi ned its audience, the next step is 
to get to know that audience. This is the essence of a grassroots 
campaign, and we spend considerable time discussing strategies 
for communicating with audiences later in the book, but it is 
worth noting here the importance of connecting with audiences 
in message development. A message can be effective only if it is 
grounded in the experiences and circumstances of its intended 
audience. A good message will focus on values that are shared 
between the campaign and its audience. How do you identify 
those shared values and fi nd out what is on the minds of voters 
or community members? It starts with having a conversation 
with members of your audience. It means listening to your au-
dience by going door to door, hosting house parties, making 
phone calls, and contacting them by e- mail. Local campaigns 
have an advantage of being grounded in their communities and 
having a grasp of the pressing issues facing citizens. Larger cam-
paigns, like a statewide referendum or a U.S. Senate campaign, 
need to rely on similar mechanisms, as well as useful research 
tools like polling or focus groups.

Polling offers a way of fi nding out what is on people’s minds, 
what they want changed, and why. It is often misused, for ex-
ample, when instead of asking, “How do we improve people’s 

s  People yearn for 
political leaders 
who are real, 
willing to speak 
their mind, take 
a stand, and do 
what they think 
is right.
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daily lives?” a campaign begins exclusively with the question 
“How can we win?” Instead of asking what people care about and 
want changed, this less effective type of polling begins with the 
differences between the candidates and asks, “How can candi-
date A maximize his (or her) advantage over candidate B?” The 
result is frequently a campaign that is disconnected from voters 
or community members. Here is how one recent Camp Wellstone 
participant summarized the difference between polling that fo-
cuses on improving people’s lives rather than on how to win:

It seems like the difference between citizens and consum-
ers. In one side, the traditional side, we’re just passive 
objects waiting for options to be put in front of us, that 
we select, [options] we may not like and may not be what 
we need, but it’s what’s on the shelf. And the other one 
is where we’re actually creating our own world, deciding 
about it, thinking critically about it, and then seeing 
who’s going to get that job done for us.

Another step in the message development process for all cam-
paigns, including those lacking the resources to conduct polls 
(and the vast majority of local campaigns fi t this category), is to 
conduct research. It is imperative that the campaign understand 
the issues that are relevant. Campaigns must also anticipate any 
other issues that are likely to emerge during the race. For an is-
sue campaign, organizers should carefully research all aspects 
of the issue and be aware of any evidence that contradicts the 
campaign’s position. For an electoral campaign, candidates 
should extensively research their own record (if one exists). In 
legislative races, a state party or caucus might provide issue re-
search on the most prominent issues in the state. When this is 
not available, campaigns should have a staff person or volunteer 
conduct basic issue research. Self- research allows the campaign 
to be prepared for potential attacks and inoculate itself against 
weaknesses.

Campaigns must also research their opponents. Issue- based 
campaigns should research the opposition for any inconsisten-
cies in their positions, whereas in electoral campaigns candi-
dates should scrutinize the records of their opponents. The 
intent is not to fi nd information that can be used in a sleazy 
attack but, rather, to gain an understanding of the  opponent’s 
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 background, history, votes, and statements in order to help frame 
the debate and the issues and hold the opponent accountable 
for past words and actions.

Elements of an Effective Message
What makes a good message? There are several characteristics. 
First, a good message is credible: it is factually accurate, provides 
information to back up assertions, and is delivered by people or 
groups that are trusted on the subject. Your credibility is solid if 
you know your audience and forge relationships in the communi-
ties in which you are working. If the campaign is grounded in the 
community, understands the issues confronting the community, 
and delivers a message that is realistic and does not pander, it will 
have a far easier time connecting with its audience.

A message should be clear and concise. No one will remem-
ber a ten- point program. People lead busy lives, and a campaign 
has precious little time to deliver a compelling message. Too 
often, progressives have unfocused or disparate messages that 
try to do too much. We tend to overexplain our positions and 
wade into policy minutiae, forgetting to start back at the values 
level, where common ground should be forged. But there is no 
reason that we cannot deliver crisp, clear messages. Remember 
when former President Bill Clinton’s campaign talked about 
how “it’s the economy, stupid”? Or for those who followed Paul 
Wellstone’s career, when he used to say, “Politics is not about 
money or power games; it is about the improvement of people’s 
lives”? This  simple sentence says volumes to a base voter about 
Wellstone’s convictions, motivations, priorities, and style. These 
are examples of very clear messages that packed a lot of content 
into a concise phrase. This is diffi cult work: making a message 
clear and concise is a challenge for even the most experienced 
politicians. Yet there is no doubt that the most successful cam-
paigns, conservative and progressive alike, are those that present 
crisp messages that people can understand and remember.

A good message connects with a person’s interests and val-
ues, starting with what a person already knows and thinks, and 
moving them to where you want them to be. One way to do this 
is to think about message as a conversation. Any campaign is 
essentially engaged in a conversation with its audience: voters, 
policymakers, citizens, or any other group that the campaign is 
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trying to infl uence. The quality of this conversation depends on 
the same set of attributes that characterize a good conversation 
between two people. A good conversation is mutually respectful, 
interesting, and informative. We walk away from good conver-
sations feeling that we have shared and learned new informa-
tion, met someone who shares our values or who made us feel 
empowered. Above all, the conversation has to be important to 
both parties, which is why a commitment to a campaign style 
that invites citizens into the conversation is so important. If the 
shared values and understanding of the issues exist in the cam-
paign, the message will fl ow logically from there. Without those 
qualities, the message will come across as mere  sloganeering.

A good message communicates our values. The linguist 
George Lakoff has done important work that examines how 
progressives and conservatives relate to and communicate with 
voters. He argues that conservatives have been successful be-
cause they have very effectively framed issues in a way that citi-
zens can understand. Writing about conservatives, Lakoff says, 
“They say what they idealistically believe. They say it; they talk to 
their base using the frames of their base. Liberal and progressive 
candidates tend to follow their polls and decide that they have 
to become more ‘centrist’ by moving to the right. The conserva-
tives do not move at all to the left, and yet they win!”

To overcome this apparent monopoly that conservatives have 
on successfully framing values, progressives need to remember 
that citizens vote their identity and their values, which is not al-
ways the same thing as voting with their self- interest, says  Lakoff. 
He suggests that progressives speak from a moral perspective; in-
stead of speaking about policies, they should speak about values. 
For example, don’t just talk about a plan for retraining workers 
who lose their jobs; talk about the value of ensuring economic 
opportunity for all Americans. Or in a discussion about the envi-
ronment, don’t get caught up in policy language about reducing 
greenhouse emissions; talk about the need to improve health 
care with “poison- free communities.” Think about this kind of 
concise reframing of the issues you care about and how you can 
link those issues to your core values better.

So what are our core values? To some extent, this is in the 
heart and head of the beholder, but Lakoff provides a great sum-
mary of progressive values and principles in his book Don’t Think 
of an Elephant! Know Your Values and Frame the Debate ( Chelsea 
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Green, 2004). He describes progressive core values as “family 
 values— those of the responsible, caring family”:

u  caring and responsibility, carried out with strength

u  protection, fulfi llment in life, fairness

u  freedom, opportunity, prosperity

u  community, service, cooperation

u  trust, honesty, open communication

Lakoff goes on to describe a set of core progressive principles:

u  equity

u  equality

u  democracy

u  government for a better future

u  ethical business

u  values- based foreign policy

Lakoff’s central point is that we progressives need to start the 
conversation with citizens focusing on these values. This is what 
we lead with, not what we end with. The programs and policies 
are natural outgrowths of these values and principles.

Going back to Wellstone and his fi rst Senate campaign, when 
he was engaged in an uphill battle to defeat an entrenched con-
servative incumbent, we can look at a progressive message that 
does what Lakoff suggests. Wellstone’s standard stump speech 
during this campaign forcefully articulated his values and gen-
erated tremendous excitement for base voters. These excerpts 
from a speech given early in 1990 illustrate Lakoff ’s point:

I love to campaign, and I can’t wait to get started. I prom-
ise you a fi ghting, progressive- populist, grassroots cam-
paign in the Hubert Humphrey/Harry Truman tradition. 
A campaign that will be rooted in the participation of 
people in every city, town, county, and district in Minne-
sota, a campaign that will restore  people’s faith in politics, 
a campaign that will light a prairie fi re that will sweep 
Rudy Boschwitz and all his money and wealthy benefac-
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tors out of Washington like a pack of grasshoppers. We 
will win this race!

We must win for health care. My mother, Minnie 
Wellstone, is eighty- nine years old. A cafeteria worker, 
she never made much money. Now she has Alzheimer’s 
disease and is in a nursing home in Northfi eld. All her 
resources will have to be depleted until she is eligible for 
any fi nancial assistance. There is no dignity to such a 
system. We can do better than that. With your endorse-
ment I’ll lead the fi ght in the U.S. Senate for universal 
health care coverage. It is an idea whose time has come.

We must win for our children. One- quarter of our 
children are poor; one- half of children of color are poor. A 
society that abandons its children with inadequate health 
care, child care, education, and nutrition is a society that 
has failed in its mission. When I am in the United States 
Senate, I will be a strong voice for children, not my chil-
dren, not your children, but for all the children.

We must win for the working people. When elected 
to the Senate, I’ll lead the fi ght for legislation banning 
companies from hiring permanent replacements dur-
ing a strike. It is time to put the government back on 
the side of the people, not on the side of union- busting 
 corporations.

We must win to save the environment. We cannot 
continue to poison our air, land, and water. We must 
make peace with the planet Earth. Rudy is an election-
 year environmentalist. He is the senator from Exxon; 
I am going to be the environmentalist senator from 
Minnesota, from now on.

You know where I stand on the issues the vast ma-
jority of Minnesotans believe in. I am pro- choice. I am 
an advocate for children. I stand with working people. 
I am passionate about fi ghting for family farmers and 
rural people. I believe in businesses that make produc-
tive investments in our communities and our economy. 
I support civil rights and human rights in our country 
and abroad. I am opposed to discrimination against any 
group of people.

With the kind of campaign we can wage, I know that 
Rudy Boschwitz can be beaten this year. But to do it, I 
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must have your support. If you believe in what I stand 
for, and I know that you do, then this time, work for 
what you believe in and stand with me.

This is an effective speech because Wellstone does several 
things in a succinct fashion. He obviously is connected to his 
audience, which in this case was a group of progressive activ-
ists. He talks in empowering terms, always using the word we 
to describe his campaign: “We must win”; “We have the energy 
and excitement.” He talks about issues that matter to people, 
but he does so in a way that people understand— by relating his 
own experiences and talking in plain language. Then he delivers 
a litany about who he is and what he stands for. Above all, what 
Wellstone is talking about are his values.

A values- based message is particularly important to excite 
base supporters, who make up the core of a grassroots campaign. 
A message should empower people to participate and act. This 
is known as “the exchange,” what both parties take away from 
the conversation. The takeaway can be information, a good feel-
ing, an agreement to do something later, a sense of being part 
of a group, or a feeling of empowerment. This is where message 
delivering and organizing really link up. A successful grassroots 
campaign depends on its ability to turn its supporters into ac-
tive, mobilized volunteers. And the ability of a campaign to 
inspire people to take action depends on whether its message 
leaves people hopeful, energized, and feeling that their contri-
bution to the campaign will make a difference. An effective mes-
sage moves a person to act, whether that means voting, joining a 
union, supporting a referendum, or volunteering for a cause. A 
central theme of this manual is that a campaign or organizing 
drive will win if it makes people feel that their interests are con-
nected to the campaign’s  success.

Application of a Progressive Message: 
Justice for Janitors
A few years ago, janitors who cleaned offi ce buildings in down-
town Los Angeles went on strike for better wages and benefi ts. 
That strike itself was the result of years of organizing. Its suc-
cess, however, depended in part on public support, particularly 
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the support of the people who worked in those buildings. If the 
tenants’ trash was not picked up and they blamed the janitors 
for striking, there would be little pressure on the landlords to 
settle. If they blamed the landlords and backed the workers, the 
pressure would be far greater on the landlords. The challenge 
was how to develop a public conversation between the janitors 
and the offi ce workers with shared content, an adult- to- adult 
relationship, and an exchange.

Because of the immense size of Los Angeles and the tight time 
frame, strike organizers set up focus groups and polled L.A. vot-
ers. They asked people how they felt about the city, whether things 
were getting harder or easier, and what it takes to move ahead. 
Then they asked people to evaluate the following two sentences 
and state which one more closely refl ected their point of view:

1.  The best way for employees to get ahead on the job is 
to work hard and be loyal to their employer.

2.  The best way for employees to get ahead on the job is 
to look out for themselves, constantly improve their 
skills, and look for opportunities to move up with 
other companies.

A clear majority of people agreed more with the second state-
ment. The strike was therefore framed as an effort by individu al 
janitors to better their lot. The fact that the same janitors in-
volved in the strike were going to school and had multiple jobs 
was highlighted in the press. The leadership of the campaign 
didn’t talk about the union but, rather, about the janitors’ ef-
forts to move up. The content of the conversation was about 
how people in general achieve, and the relationship was one of 
identifi cation. The exchange was support for the strike, particu-
larly by the offi ce workers. The message resonated, and the strik-
ing workers received overwhelming public support. The land-
lords came to be seen as a force that was squelching initiative 
and holding people back.

The Message Box
Until now, we have focused on message as if there were no op-
ponents. But as was the case in the Justice for Janitors example, 

s  A message can be 
effective only if it 
is grounded in the 
experiences and 
 circumstances of its 
intended  audience.
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there always are opponents, and these opponents attempt to 
persuade lawmakers or public opinion at the same time we do. 
They also want to interrupt our conversation, turn the focus to 
their message, and attack us to defl ect attention. A helpful tool 
for thinking this through, summarizing the messages on each 
side and having a clear view of the essential debate, is the mes-
sage box (Figure 1). Figure 2 depicts an example of a message box 
for the janitors’ campaign.

In addition to helping clarify what you say, the message box 
helps you play defense. It gives a clear idea of where your op-
ponent will attack you, how you can respond, and how you can 
move the conversation back to your message. You want to pres-
ent voters or the public with a clear choice and a defi nite con-
trast with your opponent, and a message box helps articulate 
that choice. Perhaps most important, a message box helps keep 
the campaign disciplined.

In 2002, Paul Wellstone’s U.S. Senate campaign used the mes-
sage box in Figure 3. The campaign manager kept it tacked over 
his desk and checked all of the campaign’s communications 
against the message box. Knowing that he would be attacked 
for not getting things done, Wellstone already had a simple re-
sponse: “It’s true that I don’t get things done for big corporate 
interests and lobbyists, but they don’t need my help. I’m on the 
side of the rest of Minnesotans.” His response reinforced his 
message: that his opponent was on the side of powerful special 
interests.

What we are saying 
about ourselves

What they are saying 
about themselves

What we are saying 
about them

What they are saying 
about us

Figure 1. A message box clarifies the campaign’s message and anticipates attacks from opponents.
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Repetition and Discipline
Having a great message is useful only if that message is repeat-
edly delivered. People are bombarded with hundreds of mes-
sages every day, from billboards to television and radio ads. It 
is very diffi cult to break through to people, but the way to do 
so is to “stay on message.” A campaign’s job is to constantly re-
peat its message, every day. The staff and volunteers should be 
repeating the message in their sleep by the end of the campaign. 
You might think you are being too repetitive, but remember 
that by the time you get tired of repeating the campaign’s mes-
sage, people will just be hearing it for the fi rst time. This can be 
diffi cult to remember in the heat of a pitched campaign. It is 
tempting to go “off message,” react to the day- to- day events, 
and talk about issues that may seem important. But ultimately 
these diversions do little to give voters a clear impression of the 
campaign’s purpose. Resist that temptation. Trying to cover too 
many issues or getting sidetracked by policy minutiae ends up 
confusing voters. All of the statements made from the campaign 
should return to the central message.

Staying on message requires discipline. The campaign’s op-
ponents and the press are always looking for openings and will 
try to throw the campaign off track by bringing up tangential 
issues or issues on which the campaign is weak. To illustrate this 
point, think about the message box from Wellstone’s 2002 cam-
paign. His opponent, Norm Coleman, attacked him for “not 
getting things done” and said he would get things done because 
he had been a successful mayor. Instead of engaging this issue 

People should be able to use 
their job to get ahead.

We cannot afford to pay more 
without raising rent.

People cannot succeed without 
fair wages and health care.

The union is taking advantage 
of these people.

Figure 2. This message box from the Justice for Janitors campaign focused on the ability of workers to improve their lives through hard work.
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on his opponent’s terms, Wellstone turned the attack into an 
opportunity to deliver his message again: “I get things done for 
Minnesotans who want a health care system that works, good 
education for their children, and economic  opportunity.”

Most of us can recall campaign messages that we have heard 
from either candidates or issue campaigns. Remember slogans 
like “It’s morning in America,” “We’re going to build a bridge to 
the twenty-fi rst century,” or “We need to take our country back”? 
These slogans are memorable because they tap into a shared sense 
of values and project hope and optimism. They are simple and 
clear, and they are repeated continuously because they represent 
the core message for the campaign. But message development is 
not the same as sloganeering. A good message is developed over 
time and is the direct result of a dialogue between a campaign 
and its intended audience. Messages evolve, and they can change 
depending on the circumstances. An effective primary campaign 
message, for example, might not be appropriate for a general 
election. Regardless of how it evolves, a message should always 
refl ect the values of both the campaign and the community, and 
call on supporters to take action.

You can count on Paul
to fi ght for you.

Coleman brings people together 
to get things done.

Coleman won’t be on your side 
when it counts.

Wellstone fi ghts with everybody 
and doesn’t get the job done.

Figure 3. Paul Wellstone’s 2002 campaign used this message box.



Chapter 3

Base Building

u Identify your core supporters.

u Recruit, engage, and mobilize volunteers.

u Grow the base.

u Register voters.

u Organize disenfranchised communities.

u Organize issue- based constituencies.

u Know the cycle of organizing.
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Base Building

t
A base is the core group of people who can 

be counted on to support a campaign. An electoral campaign 
focuses on base voters, while issue- based campaigns focus on ei-
ther base voters (if the issue is voted on by the public) or base 
constituents. There has been a lot of discussion about base voters 
recently because they have played a particularly important role 
in campaigns at the local, state, and national levels. A base voter 
can be defi ned according to geography, demography, and shared 
experiences, and on the basis of single issues. Base voters may 
live in precincts that vote at a high percentage for a particular 
party (precincts that consistently vote 60  to 65 percent or greater 
for a particular party are considered base areas for that party). 
They may be part of a group that tends to vote as a constituency 
 (African Americans, business owners, members of labor unions), 
or they may identify with an issue (environmentalists, gun own-
ers, pro- choice activists). In a similar fashion, the base of an issue 
campaign refers to those people who have an obvious and natu-
ral affi nity for the issue. They support an issue- based campaign 
because it represents their values, interests, and point of view.

In both the electoral and grassroots organizing arenas, orga-
nizers often make two mistakes with regard to their base. First, 
they take their base for granted, assume it will always be there, 
and fail to nurture and develop its potential. In issue campaigns, 
this takes the form of failing to develop, utilize, and expand 
the campaign’s supporters and members. Electoral campaigns 
often direct disproportionate amounts of energy and resources 
toward undecided voters, with very little attention given to base 
voters. They assume their support so they fail to engage the base. 
The second mistake is not working hard enough to expand the 
base beyond the groups that are already at the table. In elections 
this is a failure to engage new voters and new constituencies 
as campaign allies and, ultimately, voters; in issue organizing 
this means failing to work strategically to build new alliances, 
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 engage more citizens, build coalitions, and expand the number 
of stakeholders on a given issue. These two mistakes— taking 
a base for granted and failing to expand the base— can lead to 
weak organizational efforts, disengaged constituents, compro-
mised organizations, and lost elections. For that reason, if pro-
gressives are to be successful, it is important to constantly focus 
on nurturing and expanding the base of people for our work.

Nurturing a base means actively engaging people in the work 
and giving them a role that builds their knowledge, strength, 
capacity, and skills. Building leadership in the participants will 
in turn expand the capacity of the campaign itself. When atten-
tion is given to base building, passive supporters rapidly become 
active supporters, and eventually key volunteers and/or donors. 
Expanding a base can be even more challenging. Campaigns 
that are serious about expanding their numbers and engaging 
new people must consider some of the following questions:

u  Who is not at the table, and how do we get them to be 
part of our effort?

u  What are the barriers (income, age, disability, eth-
nicity, race, culture, or gender) that prevent more 
active engagement with our issue or campaign?

u  What are the structures that prevent people from 
participating? (Lack of information? Isolation? No 
invitation? No clear way to participate?)

u  What are the attitudes and assumptions that prevent 
more people from feeling part of our effort?

u  Is the organization/campaign inclusive and welcom-
ing in all that it does?

Any organization or campaign that wants to expand its base 
must be open to learning about new communities unfamiliar 
to the organizers. This requires building relationships with in-
formal and formal community leaders, attending community 
and cultural events, becoming acquainted with specialty media, 
and consciously working to create a climate of inclusion and 
mutual respect.

According to some people’s conventional wisdom of political 
campaigns, it is unwise to dedicate much time or resources to 
base voters because the campaign’s limited resources need to 
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go toward persuading the undecided or swing voters. The logic 
is that base voters will be there anyway, and that appealing too 
much to base voters alienates the undecided or swing voters. 
Winning progressive grassroots campaigns succeed by appeal-
ing to undecided voters and engaging and motivating base con-
stituents. Your progressive campaign should fi rst harness the 
energy of an excited base, and give the voters a reason to par-
ticipate, invest, volunteer, and ensure the highest possible sup-
port. Then you build the organization and craft the message 
that allows you to win over enough undecided voters to win. 
Progressives can make major gains by bringing new people such 
as youth, immigrants, communities of color, and others into 
the process. This is important not only for winning elections, 
but also for the health of our democracy itself.

Paul Wellstone employed a combined base and persuasion 
strategy in his campaigns for U.S. Senate. Instead of exclusively 
focusing on undecided voters, Wellstone understood that his 
success as a progressive candidate rested on his ability to mobi-
lize a strong base, as well as winning over those who were unde-
cided. His campaigns tried to do both efforts well. In a Wellstone 
campaign, contact with the base began on the fi rst day and cul-
minated in a massive get- out- the- vote (GOTV) effort. His cam-
paigns invested heavily in base-building activities— reaching 
out to various core constituencies; being a constant presence in 
communities of color, immigrant communities, and disenfran-
chised communities; and building coalitions with a broad range 
of groups— from the earliest stages of the campaign.

Wellstone applied the principles of grassroots organizing 
to electoral politics, and the results speak for themselves. With 
little money or name recognition, he came from obscurity to 
win his Senate seat in 1990, repeated his success in 1996 by run-
ning a massive grassroots campaign, and was on his way to a 
third Senate campaign victory when he died. Even after he had 
been in the Senate for two terms, Wellstone always considered 
himself an organizer fi rst; his decades of organizing experience 
proved to him the importance of removing the barriers to politi-
cal participation that exist in many communities. He listened to 
and learned from his constituencies and became a credible voice 
for their concerns. He could rely on his base supporters to help 
him win elections because they could rely on him to stand up 
proudly for their interests.
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Identifying the Base
When starting out, how does an electoral campaign defi ne its 
base voters and then fi nd them? One way is to look at something 
called a “voter fi le.” A voter fi le contains information on the 
percentage of votes garnered by different candidates and parties 
in previous elections, with detail at the precinct and county lev-
els. This information reveals a pattern, over time, of the voting 
preferences within defi ned geographical boundaries, letting a 
campaign know where its base strength is to be found. The ad-
vantage of this method is its accuracy: it is possible to very spe-
cifi cally determine a campaign’s base voters and where they live 
according to historical voting patterns. The disadvantage of this 
method is that it is based on who already votes and is therefore a 
poor measurement of the potential a campaign has for bringing 
new or disaffected voters into the political process. Regardless, 
getting a copy of a voter fi le is well worth the effort. A secretary 
of state’s offi ce is the main repository of a state’s voter fi le. There 
is usually a fee attached to getting electronic and hard copies of 
the fi le, but it is worth the investment.

Another way to identify a base is to analyze the sectors of 
U.S. society that have been associated historically with a par-
ticular political party. The problem with this is that historical 
bases of political parties have shifted and eroded. These changes 
are largely due to the organizing and messaging from opposing 
parties; the fact that fewer people identify in a partisan way; the 
lack of attention to the base; and/or general voter alienation 
and apathy. The key point for progressives is to remember that 
a candidate or a campaign that wants to represent a broad and 
diverse group of people can take no one’s vote for granted. A 
campaign has to work for every vote and for every supporter, 
regardless of his or her previous voting patterns.

Finally, there is a huge number of people who should be 
part of the base. They are eligible to vote but do not. There is, 
as Paul Wellstone put it, “a gaping hole in the electorate.” In 
most elections, barely half of eligible voters show up at the polls. 
“And those who do not vote speak loudly,” Wellstone once said. 
“They do not see the connection to politics. We have to reach 
out, and we have to do a much better job of connecting with 
people.” In order to gain the support of nonvoters, a campaign 
must practice the type of values- based, conviction politics that 
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we discussed in chapter 1, craft a message that both excites and 
persuades, and take that message directly to disaffected voters 
in their own communities. The way to do that work is to rely on 
a highly mobilized team of volunteers.

Recruiting, Engaging, and Mobilizing Volunteers
The fi rst step in building a base is to understand the importance 
of your volunteers. Volunteers are the heart and soul of all grass-
roots organizing. They create momentum, put a human face on 
a campaign, and are crucial to expanding the base. When volun-
teers are treated the right way and feel a sense of ownership, they 
become activists and leaders who add vitality and energy to the 
work. They are the people who motivate others to act. Wellstone 
understood this as well as any community organizer or political 
leader. He knew that volunteer- driven campaigns and organiz-
ing efforts are important for many reasons. They demonstrate 
strength at rallies and protests, play a crucial role in respond-
ing quickly to attacks or developing events, and dramatically 
multiply the campaign’s ability to reach out to the public and 
other volunteers. There is no limit to the number of activities 
that can be performed by volunteers: doing research, writing 
letters, distributing literature, canvassing, making phone calls, 
serving as offi ce support, walking in parades, putting up yard 
signs, helping with GOTV efforts. But it is up to the organiz-
ers of the campaign or organizing drive to make volunteering a 
rewarding and enjoyable experience.

Paul Wellstone’s view of volunteers was unique because he 
not only valued volunteers, he viewed them as an integral part 
of his organizing efforts. Many campaigns and organizations 
understand the importance of treating volunteers well, but they 
often view volunteers as a separate entity from the campaign 
itself. On Wellstone’s campaigns and in his organizing work, the 
line between the organizers and volunteers was broken down. 
Volunteers were not just an important part of his campaigns, 
nor were they viewed simply as people who could help out with 
the work. To the contrary, volunteers defi ned the campaign’s 
identity. When he said to his supporters in 1990, “We’re going 
to start a prairie fi re that will sweep us into offi ce,” he viewed 
himself as the spark and volunteers as the fl ame.

Whether in an organizing drive or an electoral campaign, 

s  When volunteers 
are treated the 
right way and 
feel a sense of 
ownership, they 
become  activists 
and  leaders who 
add vitality and 
energy to the 
work.
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the task is to turn supporters into active volunteers. The best 
place to begin to fi nd volunteers is in lists of identifi ed support-
ers and databases from other campaigns or like- minded orga-
nizations. Other sources include donor lists, college campuses, 
senior centers, retiree groups, constituency organizations, and 
the Internet (be sure that your web site has a place for volunteer 
sign- up). Aggressively recruit volunteers everywhere, particu-
larly at events sponsored by the campaign or organizing drive. 
Recently we have seen the emergence of self- organized house 
parties, meetups, and other community gatherings as a fertile 
ground for volunteer recruitment. Finally, candidates and or-
ganizers should frequently pitch crowds and supporters on the 
importance of volunteering, and the campaign should always 
have volunteer sign- up sheets at events. For example, on the 
2002 Wellstone campaign, every supporter was asked to do at 
least three things: volunteer one day a week, write a check, and 
be available all day on Election Day to volunteer. If they signed 
up, they were asked to recruit a friend to do the same thing. This 
is the essence of grassroots campaigning: volunteers recruiting 
other volunteers, who in turn recruit others.

Once someone agrees to volunteer, his or her experience, par-
ticularly the fi rst one, should be positive and enjoyable. To really 
succeed in mobilizing volunteers, the campaign or organization 
should instill in their volunteers a true sense of ownership, con-
stantly making the point to them that they make the differ-
ence between winning and losing. The campaign should treat its 
volunteers well— by giving them substantive, meaningful work; 
buying an occasional pizza; giving them access to the candidate 
or organization’s leaders; and having volunteer appreciation 
events. When possible, staff members should participate in the 
volunteer activities themselves, which demonstrates to the vol-
unteers how much the campaign values their work.

Although every campaign should have a commitment to vol-
unteers, the job of the volunteer coordinator is critical. This is 
the staff member or a volunteer whose job is to recruit, train, 
and manage volunteers. This person is responsible for ensur-
ing that a volunteer is made to feel welcome as soon as he or 
she walks in the door. The volunteer coordinator manages vol-
unteer activities, tracks their progress, answers questions, and 
maintains a positive working environment.

To keep volunteers coming back, the campaign needs to 
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recognize their contributions, ask them to sign up to volun-
teer again, and keep in touch with them in the periods between 
the days they volunteer. One way to do this is to provide the 
campaign’s core group of volunteers with frequent updates on 
the campaign, including press briefi ngs and inside information. 
The campaign should also take time to listen to its volunteers 
and ask them about their experiences and how they can be im-
proved. Volunteers are also on the front lines, directly commu-
nicating with the public, and they may have a good sense of 
how the campaign looks to the outside world. Perhaps most 
important, volunteers will not come back if they are not asked, 
and campaigns often lose track of volunteers because they do 

1.  They choose to do something else with their time. Get-
ting people to take time out of their busy lives means 
making the campaign a high priority, and that will only 
happen if they feel good about volunteering.

2.  Nobody asked. It is rare that people will sign up on their 
own to volunteer, including those who have already 
done so. Remember to always ask everyone.

3.  They are not clear why they are doing what they are 
 doing. Someone who has not volunteered before may 
not understand why a campaign is making phone calls 
or doing a big mailing. Campaigns need to explain 
clearly how a volunteer’s work fits into a plan to win.

4.  The activity itself is inappropriate. Volunteers are often 
asked to do the worst jobs on a campaign, or they are 
asked to do jobs that don’t suit their talents or per-
sonalities. Campaigns sometimes have lulls in the vol-
unteer work and end up giving volunteers menial and 
unimportant work. It is up to the campaign to always 
have meaningful work for volunteers. If it does not have 
enough work for volunteers, something is wrong!

5.  Volunteers are overburdened. The goal is to keep vol-
unteers coming back, not to burn them out quickly.

6.  They are not reminded that they signed up. The cam-
paign should always make follow-up phone calls on 
the day before a volunteer is signed up. 

7.  Expectations and assignments change. Volunteers 
should be given jobs that are realistic and, if possible, 
can be worked on over the course of several days. When 
possible, the campaign should give volunteers projects 
to work on, which minimizes work for the volunteer 
coordinator and instills a sense of ownership.

8.  The environment is unwelcoming. If a volunteer work-
space is ugly, dark, cluttered, lonely, and in an unsafe 
area, why would anyone want to come back? Volun-
teering is also a social activity, and volunteers deserve 
to work in a productive and clean environment.

9.  They are not recognized or feel unappreciated. Every-
one wants to be appreciated, especially when they are 
making a sacrifice to do something they think is im-
portant. Think of creative ways to thank people.

There are rare times when the campaign would prefer 
that a volunteer not return. Some volunteers can be dis-
ruptive or not particularly helpful, and there are even 
cases in which opponents of a campaign volunteer so 
they can gain access to inside information. In those 
cases (and particularly when other volunteers are de-
terred by the presence of a problem volunteer) the cam-
paign should respectfully ask the person not to come 
back. In every other case, however, a campaign should 
be concerned if its volunteers don’t return.

s s s

Nine Reasons Why Volunteers Do Not Return
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not track them in their database. The volunteer coordinator 
should have a well- managed and frequently updated list of all 
the campaign’s volunteers— their interests, strengths, preferred 
working hours, and other relevant information.

In general, the success of a campaign’s volunteer operation 
depends on the strength of its fi eld operation. In chapter 5, we 
go into greater detail about creating a strong fi eld operation, 
but it is important to note that a volunteer coordinator does 
not do this work alone. Depending on the size of the campaign, 

1.  Make sure the volunteer’s first experience is a rewarding 
one. Train them thoroughly before they begin their task, 
explain how it fits into the campaign plan, and take the 
time to answer any questions they have. Give them on-
going direction and lots of positive feedback. Most im-
portant, give them a job that is set up for success.

2.  Make their workplace as comfortable as possible. Try 
to provide your volunteers with a comfortable, clean, 
and well-lit space that is conducive to the work that 
needs to be done.

3.  Make sure adequate supervision is available for vol-
unteers at all times. It is important to always have a 
person available (usually the volunteer coordinator) 
who can answer any questions volunteers might have. 
The supervisor needs to be working alongside the vol-
unteers in the same space to be most approachable 
and accessible. Ideally, the campaign will have one or 
two highly committed volunteers who can serve in this 
semiofficial staff role.

4.  Take special care of your most productive volunteers. 
All volunteers are not created equal. The best volun-
teers are often willing to do the toughest jobs, and 
they should be treated well. Do not burn them out on 
less demanding or less important tasks.

5.  Listen to input on the campaign from volunteers. Vol-
unteers add a lot of value to a campaign, including be-
ing a good source of feedback, especially when giving 
suggestions and constructive criticism. Ask them what 
the campaign or organization can do better, and take 
their answers seriously.

 6.  Make ample use of thank-you notes and volunteer 
newsletters. The more the volunteers feel appreci-
ated and connected to the campaign or grassroots 
organizing effort, the more the campaign will see of 
them.

 7.  Maintain consistency in communicating with vol-
unteers. Continuity is important to volunteers, and 
they often feel more comfortable when they interact 
with the same person or people time after time. It 
also allows the volunteer coordinator to keep better 
track of volunteers and how they can help the cam-
paign the most.

 8.  Don’t become impatient with inexperienced volun-
teers. There is a good chance they are unclear about 
what they should be doing, or they may not like the 
task. Make sure they have adequate direction and, if 
necessary, find them a new job if they do not like the 
one they are doing.

 9.  Have the candidate or campaign leaders connect 
with volunteers on occasion. Connecting with the 
candidate, high-ranking campaign official, or sur-
rogate is rejuvenating for volunteers and shows how 
important their work is to the campaign. 

10.  Make a good volunteer into a good campaign leader. 
The key to organizing is always getting people to take 
on more: more work and more responsibility. Volun-
teers can recruit and coordinate other volunteers, 
constantly expanding the campaign’s base.

s s s

Ten Ways to Ensure That Volunteers Return
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either a single volunteer coordinator manages volunteer activi-
ties, or volunteer management is driven by everyone in the fi eld 
operation. If a campaign’s fi eld effort is fi rst- rate, volunteers will 
have plenty of interesting and engaging work to do.

Growing a Base
Building a base is a challenging, time- intensive process that re-
quires planning and strategic thinking. Let us turn to a more spe-
cifi c discussion of how a campaign can grow its base of supporters. 
There are three general activities on which the campaign should 
focus: registering new voters, working with disenfranchised com-
munities, and organizing issue- based  constituencies.

Voter Registration

One of the most important ways of expanding an electoral cam-
paign’s base is to register new voters. A strong voter registration 
operation, combined with aggressive organizing, can dramati-
cally increase the number of voters supporting progressive cam-
paigns. Like everything else in a campaign, the voter registration 
program should be carefully planned, based on a set of specifi c 
goals. These goals include the number of people the campaign 
hopes to register and the number of precincts and communities 
to target. The campaign should know how many votes it will 
take to win and base its voter registration goals on its targeting 
data. The campaign should carefully consider how to spend its 
limited resources and invest in strategies that have the poten-
tial for registering the most voters in targeted areas. The plan 
should also include a description of how volunteer and staff 
time will be used, and how the voter registration process will 
be coordinated. It should include a timeline and identify major 
events (parades, festivals, and so on) where the campaign will 
have a voter registration presence. The plan should also include 
a budget for voter registration. Finally, the plan must discuss 
the relevant laws and rules that apply to voter registration in a 
given state.

The most effective way to register voters is through direct per-
sonal contact at the door or at strategic gathering points such 
as bus stops, shopping malls, or cultural events. Door- to- door 
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efforts, also known as “canvassing,” require time and volunteers, 
but they are worth the effort. If the campaign is already conduct-
ing a canvassing fi eld operation (which it should), voter regis-
tration should simply be included in this effort. Canvassing is 
a particularly effective method of voter registration because it 
is conducted in a well- defi ned area that the campaign has al-
ready targeted. It initiates contact with unregistered voters and 
provides key information on every newly registered voter in each 
household, which is useful for later GOTV efforts.

When implementing a voter registration canvass, it is impor-
tant to prioritize specifi c neighborhoods, estimate the number 
of people and hours needed to knock on doors in the targeted 
areas, and make clear “walk maps” that highlight the areas (and 
in some cases, individual houses) to knock. Canvassers should 
carry materials that will help answer questions and make door-
 knocking easier and more effi cient: talking points, campaign 
literature, a contact sheet to be fi lled in at the end of canvassing, 
clipboards, campaign stationery for leaving notes with people 
who are not home, and of course, voter registration cards.

In addition to canvassing, other methods of registering vot-
ers include setting up voter registration sites in public areas or 
at community events. Depending on the laws in different states 
and municipalities, campaigns can establish registration tables 
at public locations like shopping malls, libraries, and commu-
nity or campus centers. A campaign should also plan to register 
voters at all of its campaign events (this is easy to forget!), and 
at community gatherings like local union meetings, block par-
ties in progressive areas, rallies and events sponsored by other 
progressive groups, activities at religious institutions, concerts, 
sporting events, festivals, and town hall meetings. It is impor-
tant to get permission from the proper authorities, or contact 
the organizers of an event for their approval.

When registering voters, campaign workers should be pre-
pared to deliver a voter registration “rap” that anticipates peo-
ple’s questions and makes clear why it is important to register 
and vote. The Association of Community Organizations for 
Reform Now (ACORN) is a national advocacy group that has 
run highly effective voter registration drives. Their successful 
approach emphasizes assertiveness, confi dence, and organiza-
tion. When registering voters, they use this rap:
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“Hi, my name is _______________. I am out here with 
 Minnesota ACORN registering people to vote to make sure 
our kids get the education they deserve. Don’t you think your 
kids deserve the best?”

“Great! That’s why we need you to register to vote today. 
What’s your last name?”

“Here’s the form. You can fi ll out the rest, and then you’ll be all 
set to vote in the next election.”

(After they’ve completed the form.) “I’ll just look over 
everything real quick to make sure it’s all okay.” (Make sure 
to get phone number and e- mail address.)

“Thank you for your time! Look for your voter registration card 
in the mail in four to six weeks!”

Note that the rap does not ask the question, “Are you registered 
to vote?” The reason is that many people will say yes even if they 
are not registered, others might assume the question doesn’t 
apply to them, while others might not want to share that infor-
mation with a stranger. This rap gets straight to the point.

Here are some other suggestions that ACORN has for people 
registering voters:

u  Approach everyone!

u  Speak clearly and confi dently; make eye contact.

u  Ask a clear question about something they might care 
about: “I’m out here registering people who are fed 
up with the affordable housing crisis. Do you think 
our politicians need to pay more attention to our 
neighborhoods?” “Great! What’s your last name?”

u  Don’t spend too much time with any one person 
debating anything. If they really aren’t interested, 
move on.

u  You can fi ll out cards for people and just have them 
sign them.

u  Use two clipboards, so as one person is fi lling out the 
card, you can still register others.
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u  Confi dence, confi dence, confi dence: how you talk is 
as important as (if not more than) what you say.

Remember: if someone is clearly a supporter of your campaign, 
be sure to ask them to volunteer. This is a prime opportunity to 
expand your base!

Organizing Disenfranchised Communities

If an issue or electoral campaign hopes to get the support of im-
migrant groups, youth, communities of color, or others who have 
been marginalized in the political process, it must be prepared 
to invest resources and time in that effort. Ideally, a campaign 
should assign a staff person or volunteer who is from those com-
munities to work as an organizer and campaign representative. 
The most important work the organizer can do is to establish ties 
to community leaders and key contacts that support the cam-
paign’s goals. This relationship between the organizer and com-
munity leaders is fundamental, as it leads to trust, cooperation, 
and shared goals. Start by scheduling meetings with leaders to 
discuss community issues, upcoming events, potential problems, 
and other key information that will help the campaign succeed. 
From those meetings, the campaign should build a list of key 
contacts who agree to work in a sustained and deliberate way, 
mobilizing their networks and bringing them into the campaign.

Organizing in immigrant communities presents unique 
challenges. For many immigrants, politics is an unfamiliar and 
intimidating phenomenon. They may have experienced po-
litical repression or corruption in their countries of origin and 
may be wary of getting involved in the American system. Lan-
guage can also be a barrier to immigrant communities, which 
is why it is imperative for the campaign to produce materials in 
multiple languages and to have representatives who speak those 
languages. In some immigrant communities, many people are 
not citizens and therefore cannot vote, yet the campaign can still 
speak to the community as a whole, rather than focusing exclu-
sively on eligible voters. Citizens and noncitizens talk to and in-
fl uence one another, and many times citizens are also voting for 
those who cannot. Moreover, voter education with noncitizens 
encourages them to pursue citizenship in order to increase their 
voice in the political process.
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Whether the campaign is targeting a community of color, 
an immigrant community, youth, or any other group (or all of 
the above), it needs to begin work in these communities early 
on. One effective tool is to develop literature that is specifi cally 
targeted to that community. At least one, and preferably two 
or three, pieces of literature should be developed. These would 
include an introductory piece, distributed and redistributed as 
early as possible, about what is at stake, why it is important to 
be involved, and how to participate in the process. A second 
piece could focus on discussions of specifi c issues. A third piece 
of literature could talk about how and where to vote on Elec-
tion Day, along with a fi nal argument about why the campaign 
will best represent the community’s interests. With immigrant 
populations, literature should be translated into appropriate 
languages whenever possible.

In addition to working with community leaders and produc-
ing targeted literature, the campaign should identify key me-
dia outlets that serve specifi c communities: bilingual publica-
tions, neighborhood press, cable TV, and community radio. The 
campaign should have a list of newspapers, radio shows, cable 
television programs, and other media outlets, and coordinate a 
focused strategy in these markets. It is also good to build rela-
tionships with publishers, editors, and writers in smaller media 
outlets in order to gain their cooperation in covering events, 
issues, and candidates. Finally, the campaign should develop 
surrogate speakers who can address various targeted audiences 
for the campaign.

Reaching out to disenfranchised communities is often dif-
fi cult. By defi nition, these communities feel little connection to 
politics and are skeptical of politicians. Convincing people that 
their participation will make a difference is hard work. They 
have heard promises before, and more often than not have been 
let down. Successfully organizing disenfranchised communities 
can be done only if there is a relationship of trust and confi dence 
between the campaign and the communities. The campaign 
must connect with people, speak to the circumstances of their 
lives, and make them feel that their interests are linked to the 
campaign’s success. If done well, effective grassroots work that 
connects with disenfranchised groups will produce a broader, 
deeper, and more dynamic campaign. Above all, this work can 
mean the difference between winning and losing.

s  On the 2002 
 Wellstone campaign, 
every supporter 
was asked to do at 
least three things: 
volunteer one day a 
week, write a check, 
and be available to 
 vol unteer all day on 
Election Day.
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Organizing Issue- Based Constituencies for Electoral Campaigns

Another important base for electoral campaigns is issue- based 
constituency groups. Field organizing is traditionally done 
geographically— by precinct, legislative district, or other geo-
graphical boundary. Constituency organizing cuts across these 
boundaries because it focuses on issues instead of geography. It 
involves organizing groups like educators, veterans, health care 
workers, union members, or advocates for reproductive rights, 
for example. On an electoral campaign, this work is often re-
ferred to as the “political” program, but it is not always done well. 
Good constituency organizers motivate, mobilize, and empower 
individuals to actively support the campaign based on specifi c 
issues. As with any organizing, the key to building the support of 
any constituency lies in the campaign’s ability to persuade these 
constituencies that their agenda will move forward if the cam-
paign wins. Constituency organizing can motivate supporters, 
broaden the campaign’s base to include people who care deeply 
about particular issues, and help the campaign strengthen its 
message by gaining expertise in particular issues.

To be effective, constituency-organizing efforts should be 
deliberate and strategic, with clear goals and a comprehensive 
plan. Here are four steps to setting up a successful constituency-
organizing plan:

1.  Establish a steering committee for each issue area 
(health care, education, and so forth). The committee 
guides the organizing efforts and helps clarify strate-
gic decisions. It should not be a ceremonial commit-
tee but, rather, an engaged and active group of people 
who can speak authoritatively about an issue and 
have credibility within a constituency group. Steer-
ing committee members should expect to commit 
signifi cant amounts of time to this work— helping 
develop and implement a plan, working to expand 
the campaign’s base, and solving any problems that 
arise. Prominent community leaders who are closely 
identifi ed with the issues should chair the steering 
committee. Since many such leaders are often too 
busy to play an active role on the steering committee, 
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the campaign might consider creating an honorary 
position, which provides a realistic way for the cam-
paign to engage these people.

2.  Use the campaign’s database. This database should 
include information about people’s issue preferences 
and their interest in volunteering around specifi c 
concerns.

3.  Create and implement an action plan. As with every 
other aspect of a campaign, it is essential to create a 
plan that guides the issue- based organizing. The steer-
ing committee should include goals, timetable, sur-
rogate speakers, media events, and fundraising efforts. 
Once the campaign creates a plan that has been ap-
proved by the steering committee, it should be imple-
mented by staff, volunteers, and committee members.

4.  Produce campaign literature and other material that 
summarizes the campaign’s position on the specifi c 
issue.

On larger campaigns, like those for the U.S. Senate, at least one 
and usually several full- time staff members are needed for the 
political operation. For small campaigns, a volunteer can coor-
dinate the constituency-organizing efforts, particularly some-
one with expertise in the issue area.

Organizations Engaging in Base Building
Another often- overlooked way of building a base is to engage 
nonprofi t organizations, neighborhood groups, and issue- based 
coalitions in a campaign. Nonprofi t managers and community 
organizers are becoming increasingly interested in strengthen-
ing their participation in the electoral cycle. This is a relatively 
new occurrence. In the past, these groups have often been re-
luctant to get involved for a variety of reasons: distrust of the 
political system, concern about how it will affect other work in 
the organization, and lack of knowledge about how to engage. 
Nonprofi t managers are cautious about any possible negative 
effect that political engagement may have on their organization, 
especially if it is a 501(c)(3), or tax- exempt entity. Will the work 
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jeopardize the legal status of the organization? Will it cause the 
mission of the organization to drift? Will it be divisive within 
the membership or the board? Will it take time away from other 
priorities in an organization already overstretched and under-
funded? All of these are important questions and worthy of seri-
ous deliberation.

What can be said with certainty is that it is appropriate and 
legal for nonprofi t 501(c)(3) organizations to engage in electoral 
activities in a nonpartisan manner. It is also possible to extend the 
boundaries of acceptable activity of a 501(c)(3) nonprofi t by set-
ting up affi liated organizations such as 501(c)(4)s, political action 
committees (PACs), and 527s. And engage they should. Nonprofi t 
organizations frequently do not understand the tremendous 
power they already have if they choose to exert it in the public 
arena. They have organization, infrastructure, resources, talent, 
and people who are passionate about issues. Learning how to le-
verage at least a part of those resources in the political arena can 
be a big boost to the organization. Organizations can increase 
their own membership and reputation by demonstrating clout 
in the public arena. They can go on to win concrete legislative vic-
tories that help clients, providers, and their own members. They 
can build infl uence for the future by working with like- minded 
candidates and elected offi cials, and they can help build the pro-
gressive movement by winning victories that demonstrate a posi-
tive vision, not only a critique of the way things are.

So how can nonpartisan organizations engage in voter mobi-
lization? There are three main areas of work: voter registration, 
voter education, and GOTV efforts.

Organizations are increasingly aware of the importance of 
registering new voters, reregistering voters whose information 
may be out of date, and ensuring the rights of those whose vot-
ing rights may have been suspended. Voter registration rules 
vary by state. Some states have very restrictive regulations, while 
others make every effort to keep the process accessible and un-
derstandable. Anyone interested in registering voters must be 
familiar with the regulations governing the states in which they 
work. They can contact their secretary of state directly or go to 
the offi cial state web site for the relevant information. Voter reg-
istration is the essential fi rst step in getting people to the polls, 
but registration alone is not enough. It must be supplemented 
by additional voter education and mobilization.
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Nonpartisan voter education efforts can take a number of 
forms, including information on the process, information on 
the issues, and education of the candidates. Information on the 
process includes helping people understand their voting rights, 
voting procedures, and general civic engagement. For example, 
a nonprofi t that works with immigrant populations can pro-
vide information on the electoral process, ballot training, and 
the rights and responsibilities of citizenship. They can translate 
materials and help people to understand a process that is unfa-
miliar to them. Nonpartisan voter education can also be done 
on specifi c issues and candidates as long as that information is 
within certain legal limitations. For example, an organization 
concerned about affordable housing can educate the public 
about the issue and where the candidates stand, as long as that 
education is impartial, fair, and balanced. They can deliver that 
information in a variety of ways: at the door, on the phone, in 
written material such as voter guides, and through public ser-
vice announcements in the media. They can also educate their 
members and the general public through meetings such as can-
didate forums and candidate fairs.

GOTV activities are discussed at length later in the book, but 
it is important to note here that nonprofi t advocacy organiza-
tions can and should implement GOTV plans as well. They can 
provide rides, child care, translation, assistance for the disabled, 
or other services that enable people to participate in the process. 
This is an important role for nonprofi t organizations and one 
that is critical if we are to be able to expand the electorate.

To clarify what nonprofi ts can and cannot do in relation 
to electoral campaigns, keep the following points in mind (of 
course, organizations with specifi c legal questions should con-
sult an attorney):

A 501(c)(3) may

u  conduct nonpartisan voter registration and get-out-
the-vote efforts;

u  educate the public and the candidates;

u  engage in limited lobbying, including work on ballot 
measures;

u  rent mailing lists and other facilities at fair market 
value (with restrictions).
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A 501(c)(3) may not

u  endorse candidates;

u  make campaign contributions;

u  make expenditures on behalf of candidates;

u  restrict their lists to certain candidates;

u  ask candidates to sign pledges on any issue;

u  increase the volume or amount of candidate criticism 
at election time;

u  communicate anything that explicitly or implicitly 
favors or opposes a candidate.

A 501(c)(4) may

u  engage in all of the activities of a 501(c)(3) 
 organization;

u  engage in unlimited lobbying, including work on 
 ballot measures;

u  endorse and advocate for a federal candidate to the 
organization’s membership;

u  make contributions to candidates (in some states).

A 501(c)(4) may not

u  engage in electoral work as its primary activity;

u  endorse and advocate for candidates to the general 
public;

u  make contributions to candidates (in some states);

u  coordinate communications with a candidate.

A 527 or a PAC may

u  engage in electoral activity as its primary activity;

u  endorse candidates and share that endorsement with 
the public;

u  make contributions to candidates;

u  conduct voter education for electoral purposes.
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The Cycle of Organizing
Organizations that want to be more effective in the political 
arena must view their work as part of a cycle that involves base 
building, legislative advocacy, and electoral organizing. Issue-
 based campaigns must also understand this cycle because they 
may ultimately be most successful if they view their work as part 
of a long- term process. To illustrate this point, think about an 
environmental organization. During the election cycle, its work 
is to provide its members, partners, and the general public with 
information about where candidates stand and show them ef-
fective ways to act together to achieve policy goals. It is engaged 
in its own base- building process. Then, when the legislative ses-
sion convenes, the organization is ready to shift its attention 
to the lawmaking arena in order to win its desired policy out-
comes. The organization and its allies use their base to pressure 
legislators to do the right thing to clean up the air, water, and 
land. Win or lose on the issues (usually it’s a bit of both), the 
legislative session eventually ends. Then it’s time to take stock, 
evaluate the outcome, and turn the organization’s attention to 
the electoral cycle.

Once an organization engages in electoral politics, its task is 
to either maintain or alter the political landscape. This work can 
be done in a nonpartisan fashion. 501(c)(3) organizations can en-
gage in nonpartisan work to register voters, educate people on is-
sues, and turn people out to vote. 501(c)(4)s can do more explicit 
electoral activity, and PACs can actually endorse candidates and 
engage in on- the- ground fi eld operations in support of those 
candidates. This is essential work in developing an informed 
electorate, and progressives need to recognize how much of a 
difference these activities can make. Once the electoral piece is 
complete, the cycle begins again, with base building, legislative 
advocacy, and electoral politics.

It is incumbent on campaign organizers to understand how 
organizations can play a role in this electoral cycle. For an  issue-
 based campaign, the campaign itself and the organizations sup-
porting the campaign may be nearly indistinguishable (in many 
cases, issue campaigns are the product of the work of an estab-
lished organization), so the campaign organizers themselves 
should place their work in the context of this cycle. For an elec-
toral campaign, organizations can and should be enlisted to play 
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a role in voter registration, education, and mobilization. Even if 
these organizations cannot make an explicit endorsement of a 
candidate and are limited to doing nonpartisan work, their ability 
to complement the campaign’s work can make the difference 
between winning and losing.

Let’s look at a case study that demonstrates how the cycle of 
base building, elections, and legislative advocacy led to a victory 
on an important environmental issue. The issue in this case was 
the construction of a garbage incinerator in a suburban county 
of a large metropolitan area. The legislative body deciding the 
issue was a fi ve- member elected county board. Local citizens 
who wanted to maintain their quality of life got together, be-
gan organizing their neighbors, and eventually contacted a 
statewide environmental organization to help them. When the 
issue was fi rst brought before the county board, the commis-
sioners favored building the incinerator by a margin of fi ve to 
zero. The only people whose voices were being heard were pow-
erful corporate interests who were aligned to those building the 
 incinerator.

The citizens’ group and its organizational ally knew there 
was a lot of work to do. They began by reaching county resi-
dents through an educational campaign that touched people 
at their doors, in houses of worship, on the phone, and by mail. 
They took every opportunity to explain their position on  radio 
programs, in letters to the editor, and at events that gained 
 media attention. They employed many strategies to build their 
base, but the most important were personal conversations at 
the door.

But educating citizens was not enough. It was clear that in 
order to win on this issue, new people would have to be elected 
to the county board and those who already had the seats would 
have to be persuaded to change their opinion. The fi rst opening 
came when the size of the board was expanded from fi ve to seven 
members; this ensured an election for at least two open seats. At 
this point the electoral organizing began in earnest. When the 
results of the election were announced, the citizens had man-
aged to win both of the newly created seats on the board on a 
platform of opposition to the incinerator; they also managed to 
defeat one of the incumbents who had supported it and to move 
one of the former supporters into the undecided column.

As the new commission convened to discuss the issue, the 
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political landscape had changed markedly. Now three commis-
sioners fi rmly opposed the incinerator, three still supported it, 
and one was undecided. Citizen education continued and pres-
sure was mounted on all the commissioners. When the fi nal 
vote was taken, the incinerator was defeated by a vote of fi ve to 
two. Citizen advocacy had won a victory, new candidates had 
been groomed and elected, and a strong base of support for 
environmental advocacy had been built in a suburban district. 
This example shows what is possible when issue advocacy and 
community organizing are married to smart electoral politics.

Progressive campaigns often pay too little attention to building 
a base of supporters that can sustain the campaign and create 
momentum. This is a big mistake. A strong, active, and mobi-
lized base can make the difference between winning and losing 
and can provide a foundation on which progressive politics can 
move forward after an election is over. On an electoral campaign, 
base building starts with the candidate and depends on his or 
her ability to galvanize and inspire people. But it is not enough to 
simply inspire. A campaign must methodically nurture its base 
by working closely with different communities— those who have 
been traditionally disenfranchised, those who believe strongly 
in an issue or set of issues, and those who have been repeatedly 
taken for granted by progressive campaigns in the past. Finally, 
remember that progressive change takes time. Winning an elec-
tion is critically important, but winning an election while also 
strengthening the power of the community means even more. 
Take the time to work with communities to increase their power, 
participation, and investment in progressive change.
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Chapter 4

Communications

u Understand earned media.

u Build relationships with reporters.

u Pitch good stories.

u Hold press events.

u Organize opinion and commentary.

u Target specialty press.

u  Dominate one medium; don’t try to 
do too much.

u Build online communications.
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Communications

t
E very gr assroots campaign needs to invest 

time and resources into effectively communicating its message 
to the widest possible audience. Whether the audience is a por-
tion of the electorate or a decision- making body like a city coun-
cil, a well- designed and well-executed communications strategy 
can make the difference between success and failure. Good 
 communication— with the press, supporters, and the general 
public— is essential to any winning campaign. It is how you de-
liver your message. It helps you build credibility, momentum, and 
energy, and it allows you to amplify and repeat your message. It 
can also boost the campaign’s ability to recruit and mobilize large 
numbers of volunteers. Media attention is particularly important, 
because the press can catapult a candidate or issue out of obscu-
rity into public consciousness. On large campaigns, communica-
tion responsibilities are handled by a press secretary or commu-
nications director; on local campaigns, the campaign manager 
or candidate manages these tasks. Regardless of the size of the 
campaign, these responsibilities fall under three general catego-
ries: earned media, paid media, and online  communications.

There are two primary ways to get a campaign’s message into 
the press: earned media and paid media. At the local level, the 
most common way for a grassroots campaign to move is through 
earned media, which is defi ned as publicity for which the cam-
paign does not pay. This type of publicity has also been called 
free media, but the reality is that a campaign has to work too 
hard for coverage to call it “free.” Earned media includes news 
stories in print and broadcast formats, as well as opinion- based 
coverage such as letters to the editor, commentaries and editori-
als, talk radio shows, and more. Paid media is advertising that is 
purchased for placement in newspapers or on radio, television, 
or the Internet. Paid advertising, particularly on television, can 
be very expensive and therefore is out of reach for many local 
campaigns. However, advertising purchased in newspapers and 

 u  65



66 o  COMMUNIC ATIONS

on the radio is more accessible and can be targeted to specifi c 
audiences. We will discuss these media venues at greater length 
at the end of this chapter.

Earned Media
Securing media attention can be a diffi cult task, and control-
ling the quality of the coverage can be even more challenging. 
The sheer volume of news and information coming into most 
media outlets is overwhelming, making it very diffi cult to gener-
ate attention for any candidate or issue. Moreover, many media 
outlets are cautious about publicity generated by candidates for 
political offi ce. When reporters do cover a candidate or a cam-
paign, it can be diffi cult to control the outcome, resulting in a 
diluted or distorted message. Therefore, getting good press cov-
erage requires a lot of time and effort. Campaigns that receive 
frequent earned media are persistent and opportunistic. Their 
press operations are composed of staff or volunteers who think 
every day, “What can we do today to get the media’s attention 
and get our message out?” In order to get news coverage in the 
media, it is critical to (1) understand how the media functions; 
(2) build relationships with reporters; (3) pitch good stories; and 
(4) hold press events and photo opportunities that provide in-
teresting material and engaging visuals.

Understanding How the Media Functions

The fi rst step in any communications strategy is to research your 
media outlets and build a comprehensive list of them. A good 
place to start compiling this list is the press offi ce of another 
campaign or the communications department of a like- minded 
organization. The media list should contain up- to- date phone 
and fax numbers, e- mail addresses and street addresses, as well 
as names of individual reporters, their beats, and interests. It 
should also contain information on deadlines, format prefer-
ences (e- mail or fax, for example), and any other information 
that makes your interaction with that outlet more effi cient and 
mutually benefi cial. Once the campaign begins to build rela-
tionships with individual reporters, update your media list to 
include any relevant notes about the reporter. By the end of a 
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campaign, the media list should be a dog- eared and frequently 
referenced source of information.

Building Relationships with Reporters

Like all other aspects of organizing, building a relationship with 
reporters is crucial to getting accurate and timely coverage for 
your candidate or cause. The campaign, regardless of whether 
it is electoral or issue- based, should designate a spokesperson 
who is responsible for interactions with reporters. (On more lo-
cal electoral campaigns, that individual could be the candidate.) 
The spokesperson should schedule an introductory visit with 
reporters, either at their place of work or over lunch, bringing 
with them a simple media packet containing a bio of the can-
didate or background on the issue, a photo, and relevant press 
clippings. In capital cities, reporters often work out of state 
capitols, making it easy to visit several reporters at once. When 
interacting with reporters, the spokesperson should be friendly 
but cautious, remembering that reporters are looking for a 
story, not out to make a friend. The campaign spokesperson 
should always remember that any conversation with a reporter 
is on the record!

Pitching Good Stories

If there is a single thing to keep in mind when pitching a story 
to reporters, it is that they will not run your story unless you 
give them a story to run. This sounds simplistic, but too often, 
campaigns forget that they need to create news, not just recycle 
the campaign’s message, if reporters are going to cover them. 
For example, it is not news if a candidate announces his posi-
tion on veterans’ issues. It is news if the campaign holds a major 
press event with a large number of veterans who are endors-
ing the candidate. Or, another example: it is not news to a local 
newspaper when a group of citizens in a small city announces 
that they are concerned about rising health care costs. That is a 
national story, and it has been told before. It is compelling, how-
ever, if the group localizes the problem and has people from the 
community tell their stories about being affected by health care 
costs. Reporters are looking for fresh material, a local angle, and 
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a “hook” on which they can set a story, and it is the job of the 
campaign to give it to them. One way to do that is to imagine 
the headline the campaign would like to see in the newspaper 
the following day, and help the reporter write the story by pro-
viding context, facts, statistics, and any other relevant issues of 
interest to them.

Holding Press Events

Press events can be an excellent method of showcasing a cam-
paign’s message and level of grassroots support. Press confer-
ences and other events are also great ways to demonstrate mo-
mentum, broad support, and focus, and they give the campaign 
a forum for speaking directly about its message. Events are par-
ticularly important for grassroots campaigns: they are a great 
volunteer activity, and if an event is well attended, it gives the 
impression of strength, which reporters note. But there is a risk 
to holding events. Just as a successful event will highlight a cam-
paign’s strength, a poorly attended or weak event can make the 
campaign look disorganized and unfocused. Unless the cam-
paign knows it can pull off a good event and that the press will 
cover it, it should not have it.

When planning an event, there are three things to consider: 
content, location, and timing. The content of the event will de-
termine whether the campaign should hold a press conference, 
a campaign announcement, or a rally. Regardless of the type of 
event, it should always be driven by the campaign’s message. 
Once the decision to hold the event is made, the next steps are 
to fi nd a location and set a time. An ideal location is one that 
reinforces the campaign’s message (a press conference on envi-
ronmental issues could be held in a park, for example), is free of 
distractions and noise, and is easily accessible. Careful consider-
ation should be given to the backdrop of the event. For instance, 
what will a photo taken of the speaker at the event look like?

The best time to hold an event is between 10:00 a.m. and 
3:00 p.m., Monday through Thursday. If the event is scheduled 
too late in the day, television reporters will not have time to fi le 
stories before the nightly news. Mondays are not always ideal 
press days because reporters are often busy catching up from 
the weekend. Fridays are generally slow news days, and a Fri-
day event will be reported in Saturday’s newspaper, which is the 



Media Advisory    Contact: Bill Lofy (bill@wellstone.org)
June 3, 2004     651-645-3939 or 651-492-2405 (cell)

Wellstone Green Bus Coming to Washington 
to Rally for Mental Health Fairness

David Wellstone, members of Congress to speak at June 10 rally  
The Green Bus is out of the garage and ready to roll.  On Sunday, June 6, the bus will begin a 
1,200 mile trip to the nation’s capital to urge Congress to finally pass the Paul Wellstone Mental 
Health Equitable Treatment Act.  The Wellstone bill, which was the result of nearly a decade of 
collaboration between Wellstone and Senator Pete Domenici (R-NM) has 69 co-sponsors, but is 
currently being held up by Senate leaders. The bus trip will begin with a rally in St. Paul before 
heading to rallies in Madison, Chicago, Cleveland, Pittsburgh and arriving in Washington for a 
June 10th rally.

The June 10 rally in Washington will feature David Wellstone, son of Paul and Sheila Wellstone, 
as well as Congressmen Patrick Kennedy (D-RI) and Jim Ramstad (R-MN) and other prominent 
speakers.   

Here are the details on the event:  

Rally for Mental Health Fairness
Thursday, June 10

12:00 pm
Upper Senate Park

Corner of Constitution and Delaware, Capitol Hill
Washington, DC

For more information, contact Bill Lofy at the above numbers.  

Figure 4. Media advisories should be short and to the point, giving details about the time, location, and content of an upcoming event. 
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least- read news day. Sometimes Sunday works well because it is 
a slow news day and the late news on Sunday night is the most-
 watched news night. The campaign should also check whether 
other events are scheduled that day. Once a location and time 
are set, the campaign should alert the media two to three days 
in advance (longer if prepublicity is an objective) by sending a 
media advisory to the campaign’s press list and following up 
with phone calls. A media advisory is a simple, one- page descrip-
tion of the event— who, what, where, and when. At a minimum, 
a reporter should receive an e- mail, fax, and a follow- up phone 
call from the campaign.

Ultimately, a successful event depends on the campaign’s at-
tention to detail. Every aspect of the event should be carefully 
planned in advance. Early on, the campaign should make a list 
of the fi ve questions it hopes will be asked and the fi ve ques-
tions it wants to avoid. Develop answers to these and practice 
the answers, and always bring the interview back to what the 
campaign wants to talk about. If the event will feature speakers 
from outside the campaign, they should be given clear instruc-
tions on the content and length of their remarks. If a speaker 
is not familiar with the campaign message, he or she should 
receive a briefi ng and talking points from the campaign. Other 
details include setting up a good sound system, having contin-
gency plans for outdoor events in case of rain, using well- placed 
visual aids like banners and signs, and preparing press packets 
to hand out at the event. In addition to containing background 
information, press clippings, and photos, these packets must 
include a press release that reporters can refer to when fi ling 
stories.

A press release is a short summary of the news that the cam-
paign is trying to create. Ideally no more than a page in length, 
a press release can be handed out at an event or sent out to 
reporters as a way to make news or comment on a story. When-
ever possible, a release should read like a mini news story, as the 
campaign would want it to appear in the next morning’s paper. 
It contains a headline that catches the eye, a lead paragraph that 
clearly summarizes the campaign message, quotes from the can-
didate or campaign spokesperson, and any relevant data or sta-
tistics that bolster the message. Utility is the key to a good press 
release: a reporter should be able to use the release as a quick 
and clear reference while writing a story. The release should be 



Figure 5. A press release should be short (usually no more than one page) and written like a news article that the campaign would like to see 
in the next day’s newspaper. 
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factually accurate (with citations for any data provided), gram-
matically correct, and free of typos. Keep press releases short 
and to the point.

Organizing Opinion and 
Commentary for the Media
In addition to generating media coverage by reporters, grass-
roots campaigns need to be adept at generating various forms 
of “opinion media,” including letters to the editor, commen-
tary and editorials, talk radio appearances, and more. By enlist-
ing grassroots supporters in the effort to gain earned media, 
the campaign expands the base of people active and engaged 
on an issue or with a candidate, extends its reach, and devel-
ops its capacity to respond to opponents with speed and ac-
curacy. When recruiting volunteers and enlisting supporters, 
a campaign should always ask people to become a part of its 
rapid- response network. Guided by the campaign’s overall press 
strategy, a rapid- response network is a structured way to target 
media outlets, place letters to the editor and guest columns in 
newspapers, monitor talk radio for mentions of the campaign 
or issue, and strike back when attacked.

Letters to the Editor

Although they have a short shelf life, letters to the editor can 
be an effective media tool. The best letters are short and pithy. 
Recruiting people throughout the state or district who are will-
ing to write letters should be central to the campaign’s media 
strategy. These guidelines can help ensure that the campaign 
gets the most out of its letter- writing strategy:

u  Designate a letters- to- the- editor coordinator. It is a 
perfect job for a key volunteer. This person is respon-
sible for tracking stories in all relevant newspapers, 
contacting letter writers in each area (these letter 
writers should already have been identifi ed by the 
fi eld staff ), and sending them examples of letters.

u  Distribute talking points and sample letters that 
people can use as a guide so letters stay on message.
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u  Identify volunteers who are willing to sign letters or 
write them on their own.

u  Encourage local supporters, opinion leaders, and  local 
elected offi cials to write letters on the campaign’s 
behalf.

u  Always include the letter writer’s name, address, and 
signature (if not sending the letter by e- mail).

u  Keep the letter short and to the point. The best letters 
to the editor are concise, written in the fi rst person, 
and compelling. Of course, they also reinforce the 
campaign’s message.

u  Keep them coming. Papers will not always print every 
letter, but they will publish letters in proportion to 
those they receive. A steady fl ow is important.

Letters to the editor are a frequently read section of any news-
paper, particularly those in smaller communities. A letter-
 writing effort that mobilizes a large number of people, comes 
across as authentic, and stays on message is an invaluable asset 
to any campaign.

Commentary and Editorials

Commentary is also opinion, but it is generally longer and more 
substantive than a letter to the editor. Commentaries might be 
produced by syndicated columnists, experts in a fi eld, infl uen-
tial people, or ordinary citizens with a strong point of view. The 
most effective commentaries offer well- researched arguments 
or a unique perspective on social issues, often bolstered by the 
human face of a story. Most newspapers welcome the submis-
sion of commentary pieces, as well as letters to the editor.

Editorials are the positions taken by a newspaper after delib-
eration by their editorial board. If you are involved in issue- based 
work, it could be very important to set up a meeting with the 
editorial board to educate them about your concerns and to ask 
them to take a position. Assemble a delegation of informed citi-
zens and experts for the meeting and come prepared with back-
ground material, facts and fi gures, a human side of the  issue, 
and the ability to respond to your opposition’s  arguments. If 
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you are working on a campaign, the editorial board will make 
the paper’s endorsement for political offi ce. Therefore, a well-
 done presentation by the candidate is essential to gain their 
 support.

Talk Radio

Another way to get earned media is to call in to radio talk shows. 
Almost every community has at least one radio station with talk 
shows that incorporate listener call- ins. While these shows tend 
to be conservative, talk radio offers a way to deliver a campaign’s 
message directly to listeners and voters. Just as the campaign re-
cruits letter writers, so should it ask its rapid- response members 
to listen to talk radio and call in with comments. A few things 
to keep in mind when thinking about how to take advantage of 
talk radio:

u  Recruit volunteers to monitor radio shows for discus-
sions that mention the campaign or candidate. When 

“Dear Editor: Thank you for running the May 10 com-
mentary by [Minnesota] Governor Tim Pawlenty sup-
porting the Northstar commuter rail line. His reason-
ing is logical, economical, and ecological. It is a positive 
move toward moving Minnesota into the future.”

“I am a veteran supporting Senator Paul Wellstone’s re-
election because he keeps all his promises to veterans. 
The Veterans of Foreign Wars political action commit-
tee, representing 1.9 million members, agrees and has 
strongly endorsed Senator Wellstone’s reelection.”

“I am really disgusted with the dirty campaign ads that 
misrepresent Senator Wellstone’s commitment to strong 
defense and his steadfast support for veterans. Yes, the 
senator has voted against wasteful boondoggles in the 
defense department. If you or I were in office, we too 
would vote to cut out programs that even the generals 
said they did not need or want.”

“I trust Senator Wellstone because his track record 
proves that he will support veterans. I can’t trust his op-
ponent, who is obviously willing to rely on dirty cam-
paigning just to get elected.”

“I commend [Michigan] Governor Jennifer Granholm 
on her recent appearance in Washington with two other 
governors to inform congressional leaders about the 
economic and job loss issues at the state level. Most 
members of Congress seem to be on another planet 
when they legislate.”

“Let’s start worrying about U.S. workers and citizens 
rather than everyone else around the world and reexam-
ine the trade agreements to make sure they are fair and 
equitable for all concerned.”

s s s

Sample Letters to the Editor
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they hear something relevant, they should alert the 
campaign and call in and comment.

u  Monitor when the campaign’s opponent will be on a 
radio show and get the rapid- response network to call 
in and ask questions that you want asked.

u  Record your opponents’ appearances so you have 
them on record for later use.

u  Make sure that when the candidate or campaign 
spokesperson is on the radio, the campaign has lined 
up a large number of supporters to call in, thereby 
decreasing opportunities for the opponent’s support-
ers to get through.

u  For many progressives, listening to conservative talk 
shows is about as enjoyable as listening to sharp 
fi ngernails on a chalkboard. Yet we ignore talk radio 
at our own expense: studies show that many talk 
 radio listeners are independents who are, in fact, 
open to hearing other views, and we miss an opportu-
nity to deliver a message when we forgo calling in to 
these shows.

Bilingual, Specialty, and Community Press

With all the attention paid to securing earned media in larger 
markets, grassroots organizers might overlook the importance 
of delivering their message to smaller media outlets. This would 
be unwise, since smaller media outlets are inexpensive, reach a 
targeted constituency, and are often eager for the opportunity 
to interview and feature candidates or spokespeople who can 
speak about issues of concern to their community. Having a 
presence in smaller media outlets is important not only for issue 
campaigns and local candidates, but also for those running in 
congressional or statewide races. Smaller outlets include ethnic 
and bilingual media, as well as media serving specifi c constitu-
encies such as labor, disability or faith communities, and neigh-
borhoods. They include newspapers, radio (AM and FM), cable 
TV, and some Internet formats. In many larger cities there are 
independent newspapers that focus on certain ethnic commu-
nities, including African Americans, Asian Americans, Native 
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Americans, and  Latinos. These might also include newspapers 
for immigrant communities, some of which publish exclusively 
in English or in the native language of the reader. Other publica-
tions are bilingual. Bilingual publications are especially preva-
lent in the Latino and African immigrant communities. In the 
 Minneapolis–St. Paul metropolitan area, for example, there are 
three newspapers for the African immigrant community, three 
for the Spanish- speaking community, and one publication writ-
ten exclusively in Russian.

These media outlets are eager to interact with political can-
didates and issue campaigns, especially if the candidate or cam-
paign is relevant to them. They will publish photos, stories, 
interviews, notifi cation of appearances, and paid political ad-
vertising. In addition to newspapers, there is a growing number 
of small commercial Spanish- language radio stations. One can 
also usually fi nd community radio and cable TV stations with 
programs for almost any community in a given media market. 
Radio and cable TV may be a crucial way of communicating 
with new voters and new immigrants.

Other forms of specialty media include faith- based publi-
cations, newspapers for people with disabilities, neighborhood 
newspapers, and union newspapers. All of these reach a targeted 
audience, and many are eager to get the word out about progres-
sive issues and candidates. As in so many other arenas, building 
relationships is the key to working with ethnic and specialty 
media. This can be very important in building name or issue 
recognition, mobilizing underrepresented constituencies, and 
creating a sense of excitement and enthusiasm. It also helps in 
negotiating favorable advertising rates. As we discussed in our 
chapter on base building, the person responsible for organiz-
ing a certain community should get to know the publishers, 
producers, and writers for all the specialty and bilingual press 
outlets targeted at that community.

Paid Media
Paid media is the most direct way to communicate a campaign’s 
message to the widest possible audience. Television advertising 
is the most dominant type, and as we all know, large campaigns 
rely heavily on TV ads to get their messages across. For large cam-
paigns and even some small ones, paid media is extremely im-
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portant. But it has its limitations. While it is a direct, unfi ltered 
medium for delivering a message, paid media is fundamentally 
ineffi cient because it communicates with many people (usually 
a large majority) who may not be part of your intended audi-
ence. It is the least- targeted mode of communicating with vot-
ers. Another drawback of paid media is that a campaign needs 
to buy a signifi cant amount of airtime to effectively communi-
cate a message. Because the reach of radio and TV is so broad, 
campaigns must run advertising many times before reaching a 
targeted audience. Television ad production can also be costly. 
While it can be effective, advertising works only if the campaign 
is dominating the airwaves or at least fi ghting the competition 
to a draw.

One of the biggest mistakes a campaign can make is to buy a 
bit of paid media but not enough to make an appreciable impact. 
This money would be better spent on organizing or targeted 
communications rather than isolated media buys. Campaigns 
should remember to dominate one medium of communication 
before moving on to the next. In fi eld organizing, for instance, an 
intense focus on a few things such as mail, phones, and GOTV is 
better than a little bit of everything. The key to getting any mes-
sage across through paid media is repetition: in general it takes 
a minimum of six contacts to get a message through to people. 
If the campaign cannot deliver at least six contacts to targeted 
voters through a particular medium, it should fi nd a different 
medium and dominate it.

There are three main categories of paid media: television, 
 radio, and newspapers. Television is an absolute must in any 
major statewide campaign but is often not feasible in smaller 
legislative or local campaigns or on most issue campaigns. While 
cable is sometimes a possibility, it reaches a smaller audience and 
is not always worth the cost to produce an ad and buy time. The 
most important thing to know about using television is that the 
campaign needs to hire a professional to produce its ads and buy 
the time. Bad TV ads are worse than no TV ads at all. Unless the 
campaign has the resources to invest in professionally produced, 
strategically purchased ads, it should forgo TV ads.

Radio is usually the most effective form of paid media for 
smaller budgets and local candidates. It serves as a good comple-
ment to TV in larger campaigns and is relatively cheap. Radio 
ads are usually purchased in thirty-  and sixty- second increments, 
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and rates vary depending on when the ad runs. As with television 
ads, the campaign should hire a professional media consultant 
to produce the spots and make ad buys.

Running newspaper advertisements is an ineffi cient way to 
deliver a message because newspapers go to such a broad audi-
ence, and it is too easy for readers to ignore advertising. News-
paper ads reach more educated voters, who are likely to have al-
ready made up their minds. If a campaign cannot afford a radio 
buy, it is probably more effective to spend its money on direct 
voter contact by mail or phone. The possible exception to this 
rule is in smaller towns and rural areas where the main source 
of local news is not big- city radio or TV but the local paper. If 
the campaign decides to buy newspaper advertising, it should 
remember to keep the ad simple, good-looking, and focused on a 
concrete message. Negotiate for reduced rates or a package deal 
with the paper and avoid buying ads in isolation, or the overall 
price will be higher.

Online Communications
Any doubts about the power of the Internet as an organizing 
and fundraising tool were erased in the 2004 presidential race, 
when Governor Howard Dean surprised political observers by 
amassing a stunning level of grassroots support fueled largely 
by online organizers and contributors. Various issue- based or-
ganizers such as MoveOn.org and others have driven home the 
same lesson: the Internet has transformed the world of political 
organizing. With the click of a button, thousands (sometimes 
hundreds of thousands) of people can receive a message from a 
candidate or organization and then take action. Web sites have 
become a necessity for nearly all issue and electoral campaigns, 
and e- mail is an indispensable tool for communicating with 
supporters. Technology does more than just allow campaigns to 
communicate directly and instantaneously with a targeted audi-
ence; the real power of these innovations is that they allow that 
audience to take immediate action. Technology turns supporters 
from passive recipients of information into instant activists.

E- mail is an essential form of communicating with a cam-
paign’s intended audience. It is cost- effective, quick, and less 
intrusive than phone calls. E- mail is an excellent way for the 
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campaign to update supporters on recent events, recruit vol-
unteers, send out newsletters, and raise money. For example, 
if a campaign wants to build a crowd for an event, it can send a 
targeted e- mail to all supporters living within twenty miles of 
the event, or to all supporters who have a particular interest in 
certain issues. It is imperative for the campaign to seek out op-
portunities to capture new e- mail addresses in the effort to build 
the campaign’s base. Especially when accompanied by a phone 
call, e- mail can be a very effective recruitment tool for volunteers 
and fundraising events. Be aware that some campaigns and or-
ganizations have overused e- mail. Even strong supporters do 
not want to receive multiple e- mails in a short period of time. 
So use e- mail sparingly— one or two e- mails at the most per 
week— and remember that nothing replaces direct, in- person or 
phone contact with supporters and voters.

Every campaign needs a web site. The site can be created in-
 house, using staff or volunteers, or by a company specializing in 
designing and hosting sites. Be careful not to let the building or 
maintaining of the site occupy too much staff time and atten-
tion. Find the best option that allows the campaign to update 
content on an ongoing basis. The site is really an online head-
quarters that offers an easy, inexpensive way for supporters to 
stay in touch with the campaign or take action. An impressive 
online presence also increases the campaign’s credibility with 
people visiting the site, including members of the press. Pre-
cise web site content varies from campaign to campaign, but 
there are several key elements to consider when developing a 
web site:

u  Creation and maintenance. The campaign should 
identify a staff member, volunteer, or vendor to create 
and maintain the site. The web coordinator should 
update the site multiple times per week with an-
nouncements of events, photos, press releases, en-
dorsements, press clippings, articles, or details about 
how to get buttons, lawn signs, and literature. Unless 
the site is updated frequently, traffi c will diminish 
and the site will lose its effectiveness. The campaign 
wants its supporters to bookmark the web site and 
constantly visit it.

s  Web sites have become 
a necessity for nearly 
all issue and electoral 
 campaigns, and e-mail 
is an indispensable tool 
for communicating 
with  supporters. 
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u  Message. The campaign’s primary message should 
be refl ected in all aspects of the offi cial web site. 
In relaying the core message, web site content may 
include, but is not limited to, the following items: 
issue education, endorsements, testimonials, talking 
points, volunteer recruitment forms, links to other 
relevant sites, campaign updates, event information, 
rules and information about making a contribution, 
interactive features, and downloadable materials for 
organizers and volunteers.

u  Site traffi c. Campaign materials, candidate informa-
tion, and upcoming activities should fi gure promi-
nently in the site design. The campaign can limit 
the burden of incoming phone calls to the offi ce if 
useful tools and detailed information are available 
to visitors online. The more a campaign invests in 
the design of the site, the more it should consider 
methods to drive traffi c to it. The web address should 
be displayed at every opportunity and on all cam-
paign materials. Consider directing traffi c to a site 
by placing banner ads on different web sites. This is 
a potentially risky but increasingly effective online 
campaign tool. Banner ads can help to generate traf-
fi c to the offi cial campaign web site, or link straight 
to an online donation page. Before purchasing or 
designing banners, it is important to consider the 
content of the sites where advertising would appear, 
and any potential pitfalls that could occur as a result 
of placing a banner there.

Web sites do not need to be fl ashy or contain extensive multi-
media features. The most important quality of a web site is that 
it communicates a message and provides a way for supporters 
to be informed and take action. If it is updated frequently, navi-
gates easily, and delivers a message, the web site will be an in-
valuable tool.

People form opinions based on what they watch on television, 
read in the newspapers and on the Internet, and hear on the 
 radio. Effectively communicating with the press and the general 



Figure 6. Every campaign should have a web 
site that provides information about the 
campaign and also serves as an organizing 
and fundraising tool. 
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public is a fundamental task of any campaign. Electoral and 
 issue- based campaigns at all levels need media attention to suc-
ceed. For large campaigns, paid political advertising is essential, 
even if the campaign is a fi eld- based, grassroots effort. Luckily for 
campaigns with smaller budgets, paid advertising is not the only 
way to reach voters. The campaign should have an aggressive and 
well- organized press operation that constantly looks for ways 
to get stories. Getting to know reporters, thinking strategically 
about how to deliver a message, and mobilizing a network of 
letter- writing and talk- show- calling volunteers are effective ways 
to gain valuable press coverage. While the campaign does not 
pay for this coverage, it is hardly free. It is earned through care-
ful planning, persistence, and attention to detail. In addition to 
communicating through the media, campaigns must take ad-
vantage of advances in technology. In particular, online organiz-
ing and web site development are highly effective methods of 
communication.



Chapter 5

Field Organizing and 
Direct Voter Contact

u Start with targeting.

u Organize the base.

u Identify voters.

u Persuade voters.

u Go door to door.

u Phone.

u Send direct mail.

u Establish your visibility.

u Use technology.

u Manage your data.
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Field Organizing and 
Direct Voter Contact

t
Paul Wellstone won elections  with the 

power of grassroots politics. A community organizer for two de-
cades before running for the U.S. Senate, Wellstone understood 
that progressive candidates can win elections by applying the 
principles of organizing to electoral campaigns. A campaign is 
driven by a strong candidate with a clear message that connects 
with and inspires people. Campaigns are then won by engaging 
in frequent, direct, personal contact with voters done in a tar-
geted way. This is where fi eld organizing comes in. A good fi eld 
operation harnesses the power of a campaign’s base by turning 
supporters into volunteers, and volunteers into activists and 
leaders. Field organizing is the defi nition of grassroots, done 
primarily by volunteers from the bottom up. A good fi eld opera-
tion gives a campaign energy, gives it a human face, refl ects the 
campaign’s values, and can make the difference between win-
ning and losing. Relying only on the fi eld operation to deliver 
a message and more voters is not suffi cient, but a strong fi eld 
operation is necessary for progressives to win elections.

This chapter focuses primarily on electoral campaigns, yet 
the principles contained here apply to issue- based campaigns as 
well. The chapter relies on the idea, which we have seen proved 
time and again, that direct voter contact is the most effective way 
to win a campaign. If you are organizing an issue- based campaign 
in which you are not targeting voters, you can get a lot from this 
chapter by keeping in mind that whoever your audience (city 
council members, county commissioners, state legislators, or 
others), your campaign will be more successful if it reaches out 
to and engages individuals in a direct  conversation.

A campaign fi eld plan starts with targeting, which builds a 
foundation for the organizing. Targeting determines the num-
ber of votes needed to win, the number of persuadable voters 
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in the district, and the identity and location of those persuad-
able voters. Then the process of building a base begins. As we 
discussed in chapter 3, base building starts with enlisting vol-
unteers on the campaign and empowering them to continue to 
build the fi eld organization. Ideally, committed volunteers will 
become leaders in the campaign, helping do the essential voter 
identifi cation and persuasion work. In the end, winning comes 
down to delivering the campaign’s message to the voters who 
matter most. That is what direct voter contact is all about. The 
best contacts are the most personal ones, and those can be made 
only with a strong fi eld operation.

Targeting
A fundamental component of grassroots campaign organizing 
is the idea of targeted, quality conversations with voters, done 
on a mass scale. A successful campaign has this conversation 
with both its base of voters and a universe of persuadable vot-
ers. This conversation can take place through advertising, the 
media, and direct campaign appearances. But a campaign that 
limits itself just to these mediums will not have much personal 
contact with voters and will not have the ability to target these 
communications to the right voters.

No matter what campaign you are working on, you will not 
have the money or the time to communicate with everyone in 
any given district, nor would you even want to. Campaigns use 
targeting to focus their efforts on voters who are the most im-
portant to the campaign. Targeting uses demography, geogra-
phy, and voting history to identify where likely votes are within 
a district, how many votes are needed to win, who the base vot-
ers are, who the persuadable voters are, and who will never vote 
for your candidate. Campaigns are about the management of 
three precious resources— time, money, and people— and target-
ing serves to focus the campaign’s activities and use these assets 
wisely. Targeting helps guide every aspect of the campaign and 
should be a fundamental consideration when writing a cam-
paign plan. The campaign’s schedule, message, resource man-
agement, and staff makeup all depend on good targeting.
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How to Target

Targeting begins by determining the campaign’s “win number.” 
This is the predicted number of votes it will take to win a race. 
It is based on a combination of election results (voter turnout) 
and an analysis of how the current election is similar to or dif-
ferent from those past elections. In the simplest terms, if we 
expect 30,000 voters in an election, in a two- person race, our 
win number is 15,001, or one more vote than 50 percent. How-
ever, as a cushion, we should set a target of 52 percent, which 
is equal to 15,600. Of course, with multiple candidates the win 
number is less, and its calculation becomes more diffi cult, but 
the principle remains. Once a campaign knows how many votes 
it needs to win, targeting helps determine how to fi nd those vot-
ers. Campaigns should base their targeting on three variables: 
demography, geography, and past voting history.

By demography, we mean the interests, backgrounds, and 
characteristics of certain groups of people, like labor union 
members, communities of color, or environmentalists. Demo-
graphic targeting is based on identifying key constituencies 
that tend to vote for a particular party or type of candidate. 
Targeting different constituency groups can be based on past 
voting behavior (for example, African Americans and women 
tend to vote Democratic, and business- oriented people tend to 
vote Republican), or on a specifi c candidate’s connection with 
an identifi able group (for instance, a veteran running for offi ce 
may target fellow veterans, or a Lutheran minister would target 
fellow Lutherans). The key to effective demographic targeting 
is the ability to identify a specifi c group and a practical way to 
contact members of that group.

Geographic targeting means fi nding out where voters live. Pre-
cinct electoral data are used to do an analysis of past election 
results by precinct. The data identify the precincts that vote 
heavi ly for one particular party or type of candidate, and the 
swing precincts in past, similar elections. These election data 
are usually obtainable in raw form by going to the secretary of 
state’s offi ce in your state or to a county election board. Using 
these data, a campaign can predict the expected vote in the cur-
rent election, the turnout and voter registration percentages, the 
expected performance of a candidate from your political party, 
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and a general percentage of swing voters. This can be an easy or 
sophisticated process; some campaigns do it themselves, while 
others get help interpreting the data from their political party, 
and still others may hire a targeting planner. Larger campaigns 
may get assistance from organizations like the National Com-
mittee for an Effective Congress, which provides highly detailed 
and sophisticated targeting data for progressive campaigns. Ex-
amples of geographical targeting projects include identifying 
your base precincts with low voter turnout for an Election Day 
GOTV canvass, or targeting base precincts with a low number 
of registered voters for a voter registration program.

Another way to target is by analyzing a person’s voting his-
tory. Even if we don’t know exactly how someone voted in a 
particular election, we can fi nd out how often that person voted, 
and how progressive candidates performed in that voter’s pre-
cinct. This information can be obtained from the voter fi le. As 
we discussed in the chapter on base building, a voter fi le is a list 
of every registered voter in a given state or area. The most basic 
voter fi le comes from the county or city board of elections or the 
secretary of state for a nominal price. The most informative of 
these lists are in states that have party preference registration. 
Most lists will have at least the name, address, election area, date 
of birth, and which elections the person voted in. Enhanced voter 
fi les, maintained by political parties and advocacy organizations 
and sometimes from list companies, will have other informa-
tion about voting preferences from a past campaign canvassing, 
or additional demographic information such as ethnicity and 
education level obtained from the census or other data sources. 
Examples of using a voter fi le include identifying specifi c spo-
radic voters (those who do not always vote) for extra attention 
from the GOTV program, or targeting likely primary voters in a 
contested primary race.

Using Targeting Data

To illustrate how to use targeting data, let’s look at some num-
bers. Imagine that you are working on a campaign in a swing 
district. In one of the district’s precincts, you have the following 
information (which you obtained by looking at past election 
results):
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u  The best performance by a progressive in this pre-
cinct was in 1992, when a progressive candidate won 
61 percent of the vote and the opponent received 
39 percent.

u  The worst performance by a progressive was in 1996, 
when a progressive candidate won only 36 percent of 
the vote.

What do these numbers mean? They mean that, in general, the 
conservative baseline in this precinct is 39 percent. Why? Be-
cause when the conservative candidate clearly ran a poor cam-
paign (in 1992), he or she still got 39 percent of the vote. What 
about the progressive baseline? It is 36 percent, because when a 
progressive candidate ran a poor campaign, he or she still got 36 
percent of the vote. In other words, a progressive candidate in 
this precinct starts out with at least 36 percent of the vote (their 
actual base could be higher). Therefore, in this precinct, with a 
conservative base of at least 39 percent and a progressive base of 
at least 36 percent (together a total of 75 percent of the elector-
ate), the “swing persuadable” number is at most 25 percent.

From this analysis, we already have very valuable informa-
tion for our campaign. We know that we can count on at least 
36 percent of the vote. (That does not mean that we take this 
group for granted, however. We need them excited and mobi-
lized to reach out to persuadable voters.) In a two- way race, we 
have a clear win number: 50 percent of the vote, plus one vote. 
We therefore need to persuade 14 percent of the electorate plus 
one person to vote for us. Since that 14 percent won’t come 
from the conservative base, it means that we need to win over 
56 percent of the persuadable vote. How did we come up with 
that number? Because 14 (our target percentage) is 56 percent 
of 25 (the percentage of persuadable votes). With 56 percent of 
the persuadable voters, plus one more voter, we have the critical 
50- plus- 1 win number.

With these basic targeting data, we know that we have to 
hold on to our base of 36 percent, and we need to persuade 
56 percent of the likely undecided voters, plus one voter. Let’s 
add some more numbers to make this more concrete. In this 
district there are 100,000 people. Our fi rst targeting decision 
is an obvious one: to focus on those individuals eighteen years 
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or older who are potentially able to vote. This reduces the total 
universe of the district by about third, to 65,000 people. This 
group of eligible voters can be further broken down into two 
groups: registered (45,000) and unregistered (20,000) voters. Us-
ing an estimate of voter turnout based on past similar elections 
and using the voter fi le, we can break the group of registered 
voters into two additional groups: sporadic voters, or those who 
are registered but tend not to vote (15,000), and consistent vot-
ers, or those we expect to show up and vote (30,000). In states 
with party registration, or with an enhanced voter fi le, each of 
these groups can be broken down even further, depending on 
the campaign strategy. In this example, the consistent voters are 
broken into three groups:

u  base progressive voters (10,800, or 36 percent)

u  base conservative voters (11,700, or 39 percent)

u  independent or swing voters (7,500, or 25 percent)

Figure 7. In this swing district, a progressive 
campaign starts with a base of at least 
36 percent and needs the support of about 
56 percent of the persuadable voters. 

Persuadable Voters

Base Progressive Vote = 36%

Base Conservative Vote = 39%

Base Conservative = 39%
Base Progressive = 36%
Swing Persuadable = 25%

Best
Progressive Vote

= 61%

Persuadable 
Voters
= 25%

Worst
Progressive Vote

= 36%
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Now the campaign needs to make decisions. If we expect 30,000 
voters on Election Day, and assuming it is a two- person race, we 
will need a minimum of 15,001 votes to win— the win number. 
Again, let’s use a cushion and shoot for 52 percent, or 15,600 votes. 
Targeting tells us that we can count on a base of 10,800 votes, 
which means that the campaign must identify where an addi-
tional 4,800 votes will come from. One logical source is the 7,500 
swing voters. Another option may be to expand the base by iden-
tifying key base constituencies among the 20,000 unregistered 
voters for targeted voter registration. This base- expanding work 
was discussed at length in chapter 3. Still another possibility is to 
identify supporters among the 15,000 sporadic voters and work 
hard to get them out to vote. By using precinct data along with 
past voting results, we can make choices about where to fi nd the 
voters necessary to win as narrowly or broadly as needed, based 
on the campaign strategy and resources.

With this information, we know a lot about what we need to 
do to win. What we don’t know yet is exactly where those voters 
live and how they feel about this election and the issues being 
discussed. Finding out this information is what voter identifi ca-
tion (voter ID) and persuasion are all about. This step requires 
knocking on people’s doors, calling them on the phone, and 
sending them direct mail. But before throwing ourselves into 
the voter ID and persuasion piece, we need to remember to never 
forget about our base!

Base Vote Organizing
After the campaign has done its targeting, base vote organizing 
becomes the next step. As we learned in chapter 3 on base build-
ing, Paul Wellstone’s rule of success was to harness the power 
of an energized, expanded base. In Wellstone’s campaigns, base 
vote organizing started at the beginning, continued throughout 
the campaign, and culminated in a massive get- out- the- vote ef-
fort. Who is your base? It comes from a number of places, start-
ing of course with family, friends, and colleagues. The campaign 
then works to build or tap support from various places:

u  members of the candidate’s community

u  like- minded organizations
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u  political party activists and constituency groups

u  groups that are normally left out of the process

u  people inspired by the campaign’s message

u  your party’s primary voters

Organizing this base begins by having a conversation with these 
groups of voters, starting early on; using one- on- one meetings, 
house parties, targeted appearances, and events; door- knocking; 
and phoning by the candidate and others (mail and advertising 
can also be strategically targeted to potential base voters). The 
key point in the base- building process comes when the campaign 
turns a supporter into a volunteer. Once that happens, the vol-
unteer can become an activist and leader on the campaign. Be 
sure to review the discussion of volunteers in chapter 3. The pro-
cess of recruiting, engaging, and mobilizing volunteers is one of 
the foundations of a good grassroots campaign.

The process of building a volunteer network should start early. 
On Paul Wellstone’s campaigns, the base building began long be-
fore Election Day. Wellstone connected with tens of thousands 
of base voters through hundreds of house parties and events, and 
direct conversations. Every person was asked to do at least three 
things: volunteer one day a week, write a check, and take Election 
Day off to work on the campaign. Staff and volunteers followed 
up with everyone. People were signed up, added to a database, 
invited to get involved, and communicated with often. By the 
time Wellstone’s campaign ended, we had generated 17,000 vol-
unteers, raised money from 120,000 people, and had thousands 
of people ready to get the vote out on Election Day.

Voter Identification and Persuasion
Targeting provides the likely precincts and areas where persuad-
able voters live in large numbers. But to actually have a targeted 
conversation with both base voters and persuadable voters, the 
campaign needs to specifi cally identify them. This is known as 
voter ID, and it is done in various ways. It starts by obtaining the 
list of all registered voters in the district. In some states, voters 
register according to party preference, which makes targeting 
considerably easier for campaigns. Campaigns in these states 
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can obtain voter registration lists from their secretary of state’s 
offi ce, so they know whether a person is a registered Republi-
can, Democrat, Green, Independent, or other party member. In 
states without party- preference data, in addition to the list of 
registered voters available from the secretary of state’s offi ce, 
information about voters can often be obtained from political 
parties. The party’s voter fi le contains the names and contact 
information of registered voters, a person’s party affi liation, and 
past candidate and issue preferences gathered by voter ID ef-
forts in past years.

Campaigns that have voter preference information from the 
start are at an advantage: they have a general idea of who their 
base voters are and who the conservative voters are. But of course, 
the best way to identify voters in a district is to do it directly: by 
asking them in a phone call or at their door who they are support-
ing and what issues are important to them. For a well- organized 
local campaign, identifying all the voters in a district is possible, 
albeit diffi cult. For a statewide campaign, identifying every voter 
is impossible. That is why a voter ID program is essential.

The most direct way of identifying voters is to call them or 
knock on their doors and ask, “If the election were today, which 
candidate would you be likely to support?” It is also helpful to 
do an “issue ID,” by fi nding out what issues matter most to 
these voters. This is particularly useful for people who say they 
are undecided; if the campaign knows that most undecided vot-
ers care a lot about education, for example, it can tailor its mes-
sage to them. Here is an example of an issue ID script:

“Hello, my name is (give fi rst name), and we’re out here to-
day to talk about the upcoming presidential election. May I ask 
you three quick questions?”

If “no”: “Okay, thank you.”

If “yes”: “Thank you. First of all, are you a registered voter?”

If “no”: “Thanks for your time, have a great day.”

If “yes”: “Which of the following is the most important issue in 
this election: jobs, homeland security, the environment, health 
care, the war in Iraq, or other?”
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“If the election were held today, which presidential candi-
date would you support: John Kerry, George W. Bush, or 
Ralph Nader?”

(Let them volunteer “Undecided” or “Supporting another 
candidate.”)

“Thank you for your time.”

Based on their response to the candidate preference ques-
tion, voters are broken down into fi ve groups (and given a num-
ber in your database):

1 = strong supporter

2 = soft supporter

3 = undecided

4 = soft opponent

5 = strong opponent

Ones are your core base voters. They should be recruited to 
volunteer and play an active role on the campaign. The twos, 
threes, and fours are considered the persuadable universe. They 
are going to decide the election, and they will be subject to an 
aggressive voter persuasion program. Fives are people the cam-
paign should waste no time or resources on. At the end of the 
campaign, ones and twos are the universe used for the GOTV 
program (see chapter 8).

Once the persuadable universe is identifi ed, the core work 
of the voter contact program begins. There are generally three 
tools that a fi eld operation uses for voter persuasion: canvass-
ing, phoning, and direct mail. All three are necessary; each has 
a distinct advantage over the others, and each has an important 
role to play.

Canvassing

The most effective way to directly engage voters is in a one- on-
 one conversation. Canvassing, or going door to door, is one of 
the best ways to convince a voter to support the campaign. Can-
vassing allows a campaign to personally deliver a message and 



FIELD ORGANIZING u  95

provides individual interaction between the voter and the cam-
paign. For smaller campaigns, like local and legislative races, 
the candidate should be actively door- knocking as many days 
and evenings as possible. The more doors a candidate knocks, 
the more voters he or she will persuade. Candidates should be 
very direct and ask people to vote for them. If a person is not 
at home, the candidate should leave a handwritten note, tell-
ing the person that he or she was in the neighborhood, with a 
phone number where the candidate can be reached. This level 
of personal attention goes a long way in making a favorable im-
pression on voters.

Of course, candidates on larger campaigns cannot knock on 
every door, which is why most campaigns run volunteer canvass-
ing efforts. A canvassing program can deploy campaign workers 
and volunteers in a given neighborhood to directly appeal to 
voters. Going door to door brings campaigning to the streets 
and provides a personal touch. Canvassing is done to identify 
voters’ preferences as well as to persuade undecided voters. The 
1- to- 5 categorization should be used and referred to when door-
 knocking. A canvass shows the voter a campaign in action and 
gives an impression of momentum. Being visible in a commu-
nity also motivates a campaign’s supporters and serves to un-
nerve the opposition.

To set up a volunteer canvass operation, the campaign should 
develop a plan that takes into consideration its size, location, 
and volunteer capacity. Some rural and suburban areas are very 
spread out and may be diffi cult for volunteers to reach, and the 
campaign needs to realistically assess whether it is wiser to use 
precious volunteer resources extensively door- knocking these 
precincts, or to have volunteers call into these precincts (see 
 below). But for most urban and many suburban districts, door-
 to- door canvassing is both practical and preferable.

Effective canvassing requires extensive advance work in the 
areas to be walked, and considerable time should be spent deter-
mining the best routes to canvass; walking in the opposition’s 
strong areas is a waste of time and will ensure that a volunteer 
canvasser will not return in the future. The campaign needs to 
look at the makeup of the households and try to have canvassers 
refl ect the areas in which they are working; don’t send a team of 
people who speak only English to a predominantly Latino com-
munity, for example. The campaign should take time to train its 

s  A good fi eld  operation 
harnesses the power 
of a campaign’s base 
by turning supporters 
into  volunteers, 
and  volunteers into 
 activists and  leaders. 
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volunteers and prepare them for what they will experience in the 
fi eld. All volunteer canvassers should be briefed on facts about 
the candidate, goals of the canvass, step- by- step training on what 
to say when talking to voters, and other helpful hints. Finally, the 
volunteers should receive well- organized walk kits that include 
a canvass script, walk sheets (the list of the voters they will be 
talking to), maps of the area that explicitly lay out the route, 
emergency contact numbers if questions arise, and instructions 
on how and where to turn in all materials at the end of the walk.

Once out on a route, canvassers should keep in mind a few 
guidelines:

u  Be sure to ask an enthusiastic or supportive person 
to volunteer.

u  Be polite, thank the person, and move on if you en-
counter someone hostile.

u  Do not enter the home of either a supporter or 
 opponent; speed and effi ciency are critical.

u  Be considerate and do not walk on people’s yards.

u  Do not linger at a door if someone obviously does not 
have time or interest in talking.

u  Be mindful of your safety; travel in pairs when 
 necessary.

u  Be sure to ask the person for his or her vote; if you 
don’t ask for a vote, don’t expect to get one.

Phoning

Phoning is often discounted as a means of communicating with 
voters, especially given the backlash against telemarketing phone 
calls and the increased use of caller ID, message machines, cell 
phones, and call blocking. It is not uncommon for callers to talk 
with a live person for less than 50 percent of the numbers they 
dial. While this is an increasingly important problem that limits 
a campaign’s ability to connect with voters on the phone, there 
is a reason why telemarketers are so prevalent: phoning works. 
It is an inexpensive, fast, and convenient way to have a personal 
conversation with voters in a highly targeted way. A volunteer 
phoner doing persuasion calls can make twenty- two to thirty 
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calls an hour and talk to twelve to fourteen people. He or she 
may be able to make even more calls if the script is a simple voter 
ID or GOTV call.

Volunteer phoning usually takes place in the evening (the best 
calling hours are between 5:30 and 9:00 p.m., Sunday through 
Thursday nights), and volunteers make the calls at a “phone 
bank.” A phone bank is a location with multiple telephones and 
lines, and it is typically donated or leased to the campaign by a 
supporter. Typical phone bank locations include law fi rms, real 
estate agencies, unions, and the campaign offi ce itself. Depend-
ing on the size of the campaign, the phone bank should be man-
aged by the volunteer coordinator, phone bank coordinator, or 
reliable volunteer. These organizers are responsible for recruit-
ing, training, and supervising volunteers. Some things to keep 
in mind when running a phone bank:

u  Overrecruit. If the campaign has six phone lines 
available, recruit ten volunteers. Inevitably, some of 
the volunteers will not show up or will fi nd that they 
would prefer to do other work. If the phoning takes 
place at a location outside the campaign (which is 
recommended, as the campaign offi ce should be busy 
with other activities in the evenings), be sure to have 
some nonphoning work as a backup.

u  Make reminder phone calls the night before. This can-
not be overemphasized. If a volunteer does not receive 
a reminder phone call the night before, he or she 
is much more likely to forget or to assume that the 
campaign no longer needs the help. Reminder calls 
are mandatory!

u  Write a script that the volunteers can use. This should be 
a short, succinct script that the volunteers should feel 
comfortable with. Once phoners learn the script and 
are comfortable, encourage them to use the script 
just as a guide and add their own words (although be 
sure they always stay on message). The types of scripts 
will vary depending on the nature of the calls.

u  Take time to train each volunteer. As we discussed in 
the chapter on base building, volunteer callers need 
specifi c training and assistance before  beginning the 
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calling. Explain the reason for the phoning and why 
it is important to the campaign. Ask the volunteer to 
read through the script aloud for practice, and be pre-
pared to give feedback.

u  Be available to answer questions and respond to com-
ments. Phoners will often have questions once they 
begin to make calls. The supervisor must be acces-
sible and approachable to all volunteers and answer 
their questions. Check in with volunteers regularly 
and ask them how the calls are going. If they are get-
ting frustrated, tell them to take a short break and 
return to the calls when they are refreshed.

u  At the end of the night, be sure to ask the volunteer to 
sign up to come back again!

For most campaigns, phoning is conducted entirely by volun-
teers. Some larger campaigns hire fi rms to make paid calls, par-
ticularly at the end of a campaign when time is running short. 
The advantage to paid calling is that it is faster and easier, but 
it is also very expensive; depending on the script, calls can range 
from $0.40 to $1.00. Still, using paid phoners to make voter ID 
and GOTV calls can be very effective; it is generally less effective 
to use paid phoners for making persuasion calls because these 
hired workers rarely have the personal connection to the area, 
the campaign, or the issues.

Persuasion phoning is a longer and somewhat more com-
plicated call than ID phoning. Whereas ID phoning consists of 
simply asking people about their views of the different campaigns 
and the issues they are concerned about, in a persuasion call the 
caller focuses on engaging a voter in a short conversation to fi nd 
common ground on issues that matter to that voter.  Ideally, the 
campaign will know which issues the voter cares about most and 
can tailor a message to that voter. For example, if a voter identi-
fi es the environment as the top issue, the persuasion caller can 
probe to see if the voter agrees that the past four years have seen 
an erosion of environmental protections. If agreement can be 
found on a problem, the caller then highlights the candidate’s 
position on environmental issues and points out how he or she 
will address the voter’s concerns. The call ends with a specifi c 
plea for the voter’s support.
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There are three basic types of phone bank scripts, each used 
for a different purpose and at a different time in a campaign:

u  Voter ID script. A voter ID script is very brief and is 
used early in a campaign to identify who the person is 
supporting (a candidate ID); if they are supporting a 
particular ballot initiative (a proposition ID); and/or 
what issues are most important to them (an issue ID).

u  Persuasion script. A persuasion script is usually used 
after voter ID calls have been made and is used until 
a week before the election. A persuasion script is 
usually a bit longer and attempts to engage the voter 
in a brief conversation about an issue that is impor-
tant to them. For example, voters previously ID’d 
as undecided and having health care as their most 
important issue would get a persuasion call about 
health care.

u  Get- out- the- vote (GOTV) script. A GOTV script is a 
very brief script that is directed to a voter who we al-
ready know is supporting the campaign. For example, 
if when we ID’d voters earlier we found a number of 
them already supporting our campaign, we would 
make sure they received a GOTV call near Election 
Day. The purpose is to urge the voter to get to the 
polls and vote. The script should also provide polling 
locations and ask people if they need rides to polls. 
Unlike voter ID and persuasion calls, for a GOTV call, 
a message left on a machine is usually as effective as 
actually talking to a voter.

Direct Mail

While a little more passive than phoning and canvassing, direct 
mail is an excellent method of persuasion. Mail is usually the 
easiest mechanism for direct voter contact, as it allows the cam-
paign to deliver a simple message directly to the voters in their 
home. While a voter may look at it only briefl y, it can still be an 
effective way to ensure that a message is getting to the specifi c 
targeted voter. All of the pieces of mail must be tied together 
with a common message that is designed to move persuadable 

s s s

Sample Persuasion 
Phone Script for an 
Electoral Campaign 

“Hi, my name is (give first name), 
and I’m calling on behalf of the 
Paul Darby for City Council cam-
paign.

“Paul is the progressive candi-
date for city council in Ward 6. His 
lifetime of experience has readied 
him to serve the ward. He will re-
spond promptly to your concerns 
and work to create affordable 
housing and private development 
that improves the city. He wants 
fair community-based policing 
and a greener city with better city 
services and transit. He’ll work 
to improve relations between the 
university and surrounding neigh-
borhoods and give our kids early 
assistance to succeed. 

“If the election were held today, 
would you vote for Paul Darby, 
Richard Leavy, or are you still 
 undecided?

“Thank you very much for your 
time.”
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voters. The mail must also be delivered over a short  period of 
time so it can have a cumulative impact on the voter.

Campaigns have two options for producing direct mail. The 
fi rst is to hire a fi rm that specializes in direct mail. The fi rm will 
look at the campaign’s message and do research to come up 
with a mail concept and message. On average, a campaign can 
expect to pay around $0.35 to $0.65 apiece to produce and mail 
in bulk an eleven- by- six- inch, two- color card produced in a run 
of approximately 10,000 pieces. The other option is to design 
and produce direct mail in- house. This method is less preferable 
but may be necessary in small races with low budgets. Whether 
you use a mail fi rm or produce your own, keep in mind the fol-
lowing factors:

u  Keep the mail simple, focused, and not cluttered with 
too many issues. Less is more.

u  Make sure there is continuity between the pieces. The 
mail should be part of a program, not just individual 

“Hi, my name is (give first name), and I’m calling in regard 
to the upcoming presidential election. Do you have a 
quick minute?” 

(Pause for a reply, and if the person says they are busy, tell 
them you have only two questions.)

“Does it concern you that President Bush’s tax cuts 
went primarily to Americans earning more than $150,000 
a year, yet they created record budget deficits that will 
take decades for our children to pay back?” 

(Wait for an answer. If “yes,” go to Option A. If “no,” go to 
Option B.)

Option A: “It bothers me, too, especially since those 
deficits have also forced states to cut eligibility for health 
insurance and raise co-payments and cut funding for 
schools—all of which benefit average middle-class fami-
lies. Do you think this is right?”

(Wait for an answer and acknowledge it, but regardless of 
whether it is “yes” or “no,” ask one last question.)

“Okay, one last question: if the election were held 
today, who would you most likely vote for: John Kerry, 
George Bush, or Ralph Nader?”

(Let them volunteer “undecided.”)
“Thank you very much for your time.”

Option B: “Okay, thanks. Does it concern you that these 
deficits have forced states to cut eligibility for health insur-
ance and raise co-payments and cut funding for schools—
all of which benefit average middle-class families?”

(Wait for an answer and acknowledge it, but regardless of 
whether it is “yes” or “no,” ask one last question.)

“Okay, one last question: if the election were held 
today, who would you most likely vote for: John Kerry, 
George Bush, or Ralph Nader?”

(Let them volunteer “undecided.”)
“Thank you very much for your time.”

s s s

Sample Persuasion Script for an Issue Campaign
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pieces, and it should be based on research that shows 
that the message resonates with the targeted voters.

u  Use professional photos, even if the campaign is 
producing mail in- house. Good photos are extremely 
important. The candidate should be shown actively 
engaging with voters, and high- quality photos should 
reinforce the message.

u  Repetition is key. Generally, you need a minimum of 
three pieces to communicate your message, but more 
is better. It’s hard to get a general-election voter to 
pay attention to your message, and that also goes for 
the mail they receive from campaigns. The campaign 
makes an impact by making its direct mail interesting 
and repetitive.

u  Budget your mail carefully: get quotes on printing 
and postage early. An average price for a direct mail 
piece designed in- house would be $0.27 to $0.30 
apiece.

u  Leave enough time for printing. Printers can get over-
loaded in election years.

u  Get a bulk permit for your campaign and use the 
permit for all mailing.

u  Allow suffi cient time for the piece to reach the voters.

Visibility
Visibility is the fi eld organizing work that touches voters but does 
not constitute direct, personal voter contact. It includes signs, 
bumper stickers, people standing on street corners waving signs, 
parades, rallies, literature drops, sound trucks, T- shirts, and so 
on. Visibility plays an important role in campaigns, yet is also 
often overemphasized. A campaign’s visibility activities are one 
way that many voters encounter a campaign. Campaign visibil-
ity increases name identifi cation, especially in lower- visibility, 
lower- budget races, and just as important, it energizes the base. 
Enthusiasm is infectious and creates both a momentum that 
motivates volunteers to go the extra mile and a bandwagon ef-
fect for undecided voters. Since most visibility activities are fun 
and relatively easy, they are also an effective way to motivate 
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 supporters to volunteer and express their support in some con-
crete action. Successful fi eld operations use visibility actions like 
parades, rallies, and literature drops to recruit new volunteers 
and help move those volunteers into more diffi cult activities 
like canvassing or doing persuasion phone calling.

While visibility activities play an important role in cam-
paigns, too often campaigns spend too much of their resources 
on them. Visibility activities move relatively few undecided 
voters. Seasoned fi eld organizers often say, “Signs don’t vote.” 
Signs, buttons, and bumper stickers have a role to play in cam-
paigns, but obsessing about who has more of them (or worse 
yet, having the candidate obsess about it) is a common waste 
of campaign time and money. Every visibility action taken by 
the campaign needs to be for a strategic reason and must be 
weighed against other more effective, direct, and personal ways 
of contacting voters.

Technology
Advancements in technology, particularly the growth of the 
Internet, have revolutionized the way both electoral and issue-
 based campaigns operate. The Internet has become an indis-
pensable organizing, fundraising, and communications tool. 
Nearly all campaigns have web sites, communicate frequently 
with their supporters by e- mail, and raise resources from on-
line donors. Technology enables campaigns to instantly com-
municate with supporters, allowing them to turn people out 
for last- minute events, and even door- knock an area with hand-
held devices (PDAs) that contain detailed information about 
targeted voters. For all aspects of a campaign, technology can 
make the difference between success and failure. Those who 
utilize the latest technologies can gain a pivotal advantage over 
opponents. Yet technology should not drive the campaign’s ef-
forts; it should refl ect and reinforce the campaign’s objectives 
and help the campaign do its work more effi ciently.

How can a campaign use technology to gain a competitive 
edge? There are three areas on which to focus: internal cam-
paign communication, data management, and voter contact 
management.
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Internal Communication

Campaigns are intense, fast- paced environments in which rapid 
internal communication is essential. A campaign’s fi eld opera-
tion should invest in its internal communication system early, 
ensuring familiarity by the time the campaign is in full swing. 
Some effective and relatively inexpensive methods of internal 
communications include e- mail, cell phones, pagers, text mes-
saging, conference calls, and instant messaging:

u  E- mail. It should go without saying that e- mail is 
mandatory for all campaigns. Many campaigns use 
free e- mail addresses such as those offered by Hot-
mail and Yahoo. Alternatively, many web site hosts 
will offer a certain number of e- mail addresses that 
can be accessed through web mail or programs such 
as Microsoft Outlook. Sometimes these systems are 
preferable as they allow for larger attachments, better 
security, and fl exibility. E- mail is an inexpensive way 
for campaigns to communicate with their supporters 
and to facilitate face- to- face meetings. Campaigns can 
set up an e- mail “group” or “listserv” to easily send a 
document to all campaign workers at the same time.

u  Cell phones. Cell phones are as important as e- mail. 
Every campaign staff member or key volunteer 
should have a cell phone, either purchased person-
ally or by the campaign. Look for plans that are less 
expensive than regular phone lines or calling cards, 
without the setup fees and deposits associated with 
land lines. There are also prepaid plans based on 
 minutes, without long- term contracts.

u  Pagers and BlackBerries. Sometimes the cost associ-
ated with purchasing cell phones is prohibitive. 
Pagers offer a way to reach campaign workers in the 
fi eld at a fraction of the cost of a cell phone. A more 
expensive option is to purchase e- mail pagers like 
BlackBerry devices that allow messages to be sent 
back and forth. A BlackBerry can be a great device 
for the campaign aide who travels with a candidate.
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u  Text messaging. This particular medium allows for 
communication regardless of location. Text mes-
saging is a convenient way to receive information 
and/or send information to cell phones, pagers, or 
 computers.

u  Conference calls. Particularly in the fi nal months, 
a campaign needs to respond quickly to changing 
events. Conference calls in lieu of meetings can be set 
up almost instantly in an unlimited number of loca-
tions. The cost of using a conference call service has 
also dropped considerably in the past few years.

u  Instant messaging. Instant messenger services such 
as AOL/Yahoo or ICQ offer methods to “chat” in 
real time without using a phone. These services also 
enable users to transfer documents or larger attach-
ments that might be too large for typical web mail 
accounts.

Data Management

An easy- to- use and well- maintained database is one of the most 
basic tools of any organizing effort. It can be used to track po-
tential and actual donors; maintain fi nancial records; and man-
age volunteers and responses to action alerts. A good database 
can greatly facilitate voter contact programs, including voter ID, 
persuasion, and GOTV. Throughout this manual, we discuss 
the importance of compiling lists, capturing information, and 
growing those lists at every opportunity. The database stores 
lists and makes a large amount of information easy to manage 
and sort. From its earliest stages, a campaign should research 
different types of database software and begin building its lists. 
Ask other campaigns what they used. The lists should contain 
as much information about a voter or potential supporter as 
possible, including name, address, phone numbers, e- mail ad-
dress, occupation, employer, legislative district, volunteer activi-
ties, contribution history, contact history, and notes about the 
person’s background.

Technological progress has led to the creation of software and 
other programs that make it easier for campaigns to build their 
lists. One of the most important lists for an electoral campaign 
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or voter registration effort is the voter fi le, which is a list of regis-
tered voters broken down by geography. As mentioned in earlier 
chapters, a voter fi le is typically available through the secretary 
of state’s offi ce, usually for a minimal price. Enhanced voter fi les 
are also available through several vendors across the country, 
with phone numbers and voting history. Campaigns also use 
campaign fundraising software that helps the fund raising op-
eration manage incoming contributions, track pledges, integrate 
new donor lists, and create call sheets. Many types of fund raising 
software can also be used as accounting software for the entire 
campaign’s receipts and expenses. (For all Federal Election Com-
mission [FEC] rules and regulations, go to www.fec.gov.) Another 
potentially useful resource for federal electoral campaigns (House 
or Senate races) is special FEC software. All federal candidates are 
required to fi le FEC reports, recording all donations over $200, 
along with a summary of  total donations and expenses. Many 
states also have complicated campaign fi nance rules and report-
ing requirements that campaigns must follow. The easiest way 
to do these reports is often to buy software that does it for you. 
Nationally and on the state level, there are software packages that 
can handle these reports, often integrated with the campaign’s 
fundraising software.

Another method of managing volunteer and donor databases 
across multiple locations is to host them on the Internet. Cam-
paigns are increasingly utilizing web- accessible, online databases 
that allow volunteers and fi eld staff outside the headquarters to 
have real- time access to the campaign’s central database. This 
eliminates a great deal of centralized data entry and list print-
ing. This can be expensive, but for a statewide campaign, a large 
congressional race, or a national activist campaign, it can save 
time, effort, and money. For example, volunteer names can be 
captured by way of the web and stored in an online database. 
Staff can generate lists of volunteers available at different loca-
tions and different times (“I live near the district 12 offi ce and 
can volunteer Tuesday and Thursday nights”). Many software 
packages can e- mail directly from the system or produce phone 
lists of volunteers needed for a specifi c night or event. The entire 
campaign voter fi le can also be put on the Internet. For example, 
if a volunteer wants to call all her neighbors to support a cam-
paign, she can search a voter fi le of all the undecided voters who 
live in her precinct, using the Internet. After the volunteer calls 

www.fec.gov
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the list, the campaign can then enter the supporters directly 
into the web- based database. A password can be established so 
the volunteer has access only to those names in her precinct, not 
the entire district or state.

Managing Voter Contact

Campaigns can also use technology to manage data in the fi eld. 
The old- fashioned way to manage the results of phone calls or 
canvassing was to send them to a central location where vol-
unteers would enter the results into the database. This was a 
tedious process that often led to errors. As a result, a number of 
technology solutions have emerged that help campaigns build 
these lists of supporters:

u  Bar- coded voter lists. A bar code is the rectangular set 
of bars that you see on grocery products. A computer 
can easily print a number (like a voter ID number) 
as a bar code. A campaign volunteer then reads these 
numbers with a penlike bar code reader that inputs 
the data into the central computer database.

u  Scan- based voter lists. Another option is to use a 
 scanner- based system for door- knocking or phoning. 
The campaign prints phone/walk sheets formatted so 
the results can be scanned. Voter responses are often 
recorded by fi lling in a circle like a standardized test. 
Some systems allow the scan sheets to be faxed into 
the computer directly. Scan sheets are a moderate-
 cost option for handling data. Their biggest advan-
tage is that volunteers carry only a simple sheet of 
paper, and no keypunching is required to capture the 
results.

u  Handheld devices. One of the most recent innova-
tions is the use of Palm Pilots or Pocket PCs to record 
data in the fi eld. The campaign can license software 
that puts the voter fi le on these handheld devices, 
along with the questions asked of each voter. Results 
get “synced” back each evening at campaign head-
quarters. (Syncing is the technical process by which 
data on a PDA are transferred to the main database.) 
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The advantage is that results can be compiled quickly. 
Campaigns can also customize lists very easily (sort 
out seniors, moderates, progressives, undecided vot-
ers) without reprinting lists. The cost is about the 
same as using plain paper. The disadvantage is that 
Palms and Pocket PCs are a little more diffi cult to 
learn and require more training, so they are better 
for full- time canvassers rather than volunteers.

u  Internet data entry. If a campaign is using an online 
voter fi le, it can use that system to directly enter data. 
While data must be manually entered, the Internet al-
lows this to be done in multiple locations at once. For 
example, all the fi eld offi ces of a large campaign can 
enter their data into the same database without send-
ing it physically to a central location. Some campaign 
software can also customize the screens to match the 
paper walk sheet. This helps when dealing with lots 
of data at once. Finally, the Internet gives the cam-
paign the ability to make corrections on things like 
addresses and phone numbers in real time. Correct-
ing a phone number on your list is not always as easy 
as it should be.

Campaigns rely heavily on accurate data— names, addresses, 
phone numbers, and so forth— to target voters and supporters. 
Managing those data has always been a major challenge to fi eld 
organizers, but new in- the- fi eld technology has made this still 
diffi cult task immensely more manageable.

Putting It All Together: 
Creating a Voter Contact Program
An effective voter persuasion program will use all components 
of the fi eld to reach out to undecided voters. Unlike campaign 
workers, most undecided voters are not paying much attention 
to politics. It is critical therefore to contact them often (six to 
nine times) in a variety of different ways over a reasonable pe-
riod of time. This requires good planning. Calling an undecided 
voter six to nine times in the last week before the election is 
not only ineffective but probably counterproductive. A more 
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 effective voter contact program might begin with the candidate 
door- knocking in the spring or summer. Several months out 
from Election Day, a volunteer phone bank might start voter 
IDs of the target universe to identify supporters, opponents, 
and the critical undecided voters and their issues. This ID call 
could then be followed up a couple of weeks later with a piece 
of direct mail specifi c to the voter’s issues. This initial mail piece 
would then be followed by a volunteer door- knock, another 
piece of mail, a phone call, a call or door- knock from the candi-
date, another piece of mail, and fi nally another phone call— each 
contact spread a week or so apart. Staggering both the type and 
timing of the persuasion contacts minimizes voter fatigue while 
allowing the campaign to continually have its message before 
the undecided voter.

Figure 8 shows an example of a voter contact program. Note 
that for simplicity, we have limited the dates to the fi nal two 
months of the campaign. This is an example from a city council 
race in which eighteen thousand people are registered to vote. 
From the targeting data, the campaign knows that there are 
six thousand persuadable voters and has set up its persuasion 
program around that number. It has also targeted precincts in 
which there is a low number of registered voters, with the in-
tention of registering new voters and expanding the base. Sep-
tember begins with door- knocking in those low- registration 
precincts, then moves to persuasion calling, direct mail, and 
GOTV work. Regardless of the campaign you are on, developing 
this type of detailed schedule for the voter contact program is 
essential.

For good reason, people get discouraged by the state of politics 
today, when campaigns disperse messages that do not connect 
with voters. When Paul Wellstone ran for the U.S. Senate, he 
was frequently and often fi ercely attacked by his opponents for 
being outspoken on the issues. But it was this outspokenness 
that mobilized Wellstone’s base and energized his supporters. 
He used that energy to build a grassroots base of volunteers 
who delivered his campaign message into their neighborhoods, 
communities, and places of work. “When it comes down to it,” 
 Wellstone would ask, “who are people going to believe: a negative 
attack ad on television or their neighbor who knocks on their 
door talking about the real issues in a campaign?”  Wellstone 



Sample Voter Contact Program

City Council District 2
• Registered voters: 18,000 (85.7%)
• Households: 12,000
•  Persuadable Universe: 6000 (from voter file: reg voters swing 2, 3, 4s)
•  Low register districts: Precinct 1 (2100 households) and Precinct 6 

(1100 households—college precinct) = 3200 total HH

 Start Activity Finish Universe Math (denominator used)

 9/8 • Door-knock low-voter reg districts 9/29 3200 HH 214 hours (15)
    (P1,6) 107 (2-hour shifts)

 9/15 • ID persuasion universe 9/22 6000 calls  Assume 3000 contacts 
(assume 50% contact rate)
200 hours (15)
67 shifts
Divide by days = number of 
 phone lines needed
1200 undecided (based on 
 40% undecided rate)

 9/29 • Issue mail to ID’d undecideds 9/29 ~1200 HH 100 hours (12)
  • Persuasion call ID’d undecideds 10/11 ~1200 calls 33 shifts

 10/4 • Door-knock ID’d undecideds 10/18 ~1200 HH 100 hours (12)
     50 2-hour shifts
  • 2nd priority: Door-knock  10/25 ~3000 HH 250 hours (12)
    uncontacted persuasion universe   125 2-hour shifts

 10/25 • Call ID’d undecideds 10/30 ~1200 calls  100 hours (12)
33 shifts

 10/25 • Issue mail to ID’d undecideds 10/25 ~1200 HH 100 hours (12)

10/30 • Literature drop district 10/30 12,000 HH 120 shifts (100)

10/31 • GOTV 11/2 ~4500 calls  130 hours (35)
43 shifts

Figure 8. This voter contact program for a city council race in a district with 18,000 registered voters lays out a strategy and timeline 
for directly contacting the campaign’s target audience.
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proved that voters respond to direct personal contact. Field or-
ganizing is the way a campaign can take its message directly 
to voters, in a respectful, nonpatronizing way. An effective fi eld 
operation is able to expand and energize a campaign’s base by 
actively organizing its core constituencies and supporters, and 
to reach out to undecided voters by identifying them and per-
suading them to support the campaign. Through phoning, can-
vassing, and direct mail contact, grassroots campaigns can win 
elections the right way.



Chapter 6

Budget and Fundraising

u Write a budget.

u Allocate resources strategically.

u Write a fundraising plan.

u Develop fundraising infrastructure.

u Set goals.

u Target donors.

u Make the “ask.”

u Hold events.
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Budget and Fundraising

t
Except for the occasional  self- fi nanced 

campaign with an unlimited amount of money, all campaigns 
face the struggle of raising money and making diffi cult choices 
about how to spend it. Campaign resources are scarce, particu-
larly for progressive grassroots campaigns that tend to raise 
money in smaller donations from a wide range of sources. In 
races in which spending limits cap the amount a campaign can 
raise and spend, making strategic spending decisions is criti-
cal. A campaign that fails to carefully plan how it will spend its 
money will almost certainly fail to have the resources it needs 
at the end of the campaign. For the vast majority of campaigns, 
writing a budget is a painstaking yet pivotal exercise that sets 
the tone for the entire campaign. The budget should refl ect the 
priorities of the campaign plan and allow the campaign to maxi-
mize direct voter contact and minimize unnecessary expenses. 
Of course, these spending decisions depend entirely on the cam-
paign’s ability to raise money in the fi rst place.

In this chapter, we cover the basics of raising and spending 
money. Like the previous chapter on fi eld organizing, we will 
focus particular attention on electoral campaigns. The reason 
is that electoral campaigns operate according to a discrete 
time frame with clear mileposts for expenditures and receipts. 
That does not mean, however, that issue- based campaigns can-
not learn essential lessons from this material. For an issue-
 based campaign, it is particularly important to keep in mind 
the time frame on which you are operating. Be clear about the 
key dates of the campaign— when decisions are made, when 
the campaign will need the most resources, when the campaign 
will likely end.

Budgeting and fundraising rely on one another. Without a 
good fundraising plan, writing a budget is almost inconsequen-
tial. Likewise, it is a terrible waste of resources if a campaign is 
able to raise money but cannot spend it wisely.

 u  113
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Writing a Campaign Budget
The fi rst step in writing a budget is to project the campaign’s 
income and expenses. Once the campaign plan has been writ-
ten, campaign leaders should draw up a list of everything the 
campaign may need, down to the smallest details: media, staff, 
mail, phones, rent, cell phones, and other expenses. Categorize 
the similar expenses and then determine which of these items 
can be covered with an in- kind donation. Get smaller budget 
items donated, like offi ce supplies, volunteer food, stamps, copy 
machines, computers, offi ce furniture, and other items. It is im-
portant to note that on federal campaigns and in many states 
and localities, these items must be reported in the campaign’s 
fi nancial report at their fair  market value, and they are counted 
against an individual’s contribution limit. Check with the ap-
plicable campaign fi nance or ethical practices board regarding 
in- kind contributions.

The next step is to estimate costs and create budget cate-
gories. The campaign should get as much information about 
costs as possible. Talk to candidates from the past election and 
organizers who have worked in the district, look at past spend-
ing reports, and consult with party offi cials. Get several cost 
estimates before making decisions on big expenditures. Be re-
alistic: it is better to estimate on the high side than lowball a 
budget and end up cash- strapped. These estimates should be 
categorized, so the campaign has a general idea of how much 
it will spend in each area. The categories of a campaign budget 
will vary widely based on the size and scope of the campaign, 
but should include:

u  Direct voter contact: direct mail, lists, phones, paid 
canvassers, and phoners. This category also includes 
paid media, like advertisements on TV, radio, and 
newspapers, if applicable.

u  Staff: depending on the size of the campaign, this 
might mean as many as thirty or more staff members, 
or it might mean an all- volunteer campaign. Usually 
a local race, like one for state legislature, will have one 
or two staff members.

u  Fundraising: events, telemarketing, mailing costs.



BUDGET AND FUNDRAISING u  115

u  Overhead: rent, computers, utilities, phones, postage, 
signs.

u  Technology: web site, database, PDAs, Internet access.

u  Earned media: digital cameras, tape recorders, press 
conference expenses.

u  Research: Internet access, polling, focus groups, op-
position research. Many local campaigns will not 
conduct polls, but all campaigns should conduct 
research on issues and the opposing candidate’s 
 positions.

Categorizing the campaign’s expenditure projections is an illu-
minating process. Once categorized, some of the expenses may 
seem too high while others might be underestimated. Take time 
to reallocate some of the categories, and remember that a bud-
get, like a campaign plan, can be adjusted according to changes 
that occur during the campaign.

Once the campaign’s expenditures have been categorized, es-
tablish a timeline for when the expenditures will be made, and 
create a cash- fl ow sheet that will provide a month- to- month 
guide of how much to spend and what to spend it on. The cam-
paign should operate under the assumption it is going to pay 
its bills when they are due and should organize its fundraising 
activities to ensure that the campaign has the necessary cash 
fl ow to do that.

Budget Example for a Legislative Race
Let’s use as an example a budget for a legislative race. Table 1 
shows a sample budget for a campaign that has one paid staff 
member (the campaign manager) and invests heavily in direct 
mail to reach voters. The budget is laid out according to a six-
 month timeline for our purposes, but of course if the campaign 
starts early, it should create a budget for a longer period of time. 
The campaign is estimating that it will spend a total of $65,000.

To understand these numbers, start by looking at the items 
that would fi t in the overhead category. The campaign is plan-
ning on spending $500 on postage between May and Novem-
ber. That works out to 1,350 pieces of fi rst class mail, such as 
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invitations to events. This number does not include the cost 
of direct mail, which is calculated separately. Printing costs are 
estimated at $1,300 and cover items like brochures, invitations, 
and campaign literature (be sure to use union print shops!). 
Rent, in this example, is estimated at only $500 per month, and 
the campaign plans to move into the offi ce in June. This is a rea-
sonable amount, considering that the campaign can lease back 
space from an existing offi ce; some campaigns of this size con-
sist of nothing more than a room in a bigger offi ce. The remain-
ing overhead costs come from installing phone lines, producing 
signs, and making miscellaneous expenditures, like paying fees 
to march in summer parades. Overall, this campaign will spend 
exactly 10 percent of its budget on overhead, which is a good 
rule of thumb.

Table 1. Sample campaign budget (total budget of $65,000), 
with strategic emphasis on direct mail program.

 May June July August September October November Total

Expenditure:

Postage –     50    100    100    100    100    50     500

Printing   200 –    300 –    100    700 –   1,300

Rent –    500    500    500    500    500   500   3,000

Phones –    100    100    100    100    200   100     700

Manager –  1,500  1,500  1,500  1,500  1,500   500   8,000

Field Director – – –    500  1,000  1,000   500   3,000

Research 2,000 – – – – – –   2,000

Polling – –  8,000 – – – –   8,000

Direct Mail – – – – – 24,000 4,500  28,500

Paid Phones – – –  2,000  2,000 – –   4,000

Signs – – –    300    400 – –     700

Radio – – –  1,000  2,000  2,000 –   5,000

Miscellaneous    50     50     50     50     50     50 –     300

TOTAL 2,250  2,200 10,550  6,050  7,750 30,050 6,150 $65,000

FR Goals 8,000  8,000 13,000 15,000 15,000  6,000     0 $65,000

Balance 5,750 11,550 14,000 22,950 30,200  6,150     0 $     0
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The next category is staff. In this case, the campaign man-
ager is the principal staff member, and he or she will make a 
modest salary of $1,500 a month, starting in June. A fi eld direc-
tor is brought on in mid- August to run a volunteer persuasion 
and GOTV effort.

Under the research category, the campaign has decided to 
make a modest investment in polling and opposition research. 
This decision is up to the discretion of the campaign. The es-
timated $8,000 is a signifi cant amount of money for the cam-
paign, but it buys only a bare minimum amount of polling data. 
Whether it is worth the investment is a judgment call, but a 
strong case can be made that if the campaign is planning an 
intensive and expensive direct mail program, it better be sure it 
gets its message right. Polling data provide information about 
the saliency of variations on your message and can be a good 
investment if the campaign is spending a substantial amount 
of money on paid media.

The bulk of this campaign’s budget is allocated to voter 
contact: direct mail, radio advertising, paid phoning, and a vol-
unteer operation. Direct mail is expensive, but if it delivers the 
right message, it is an excellent way of directly reaching voters. 
Targeted voters should receive between six and nine pieces of 
direct mail during the course of the campaign, almost all of 
it coming in the fi nal six weeks. This campaign plans to run 
 radio ads, which will cost $5,000 to produce and air on stations. 
The amount of advertising a campaign can purchase for this 
amount of money depends on the ad rates for that particular 
market. Finally, the campaign plans on spending $4,000 to con-
tract with a vendor of phone services to make professional ID 
calls to voters. Paid ID phoning will allow the campaign to de-
velop its un decided voter universe, so that mail and volunteer 
persuasion efforts can be targeted. This is a wise use of money 
if the campaign targets the calling well and fi nds a good vendor. 
In sum, a total of 62 percent of the campaign’s budget will be 
spent on direct voter contact, which is a good target for any 
campaign.

Of course, the campaign will spend its resources over a six-
 month timeline, and the budget provides a breakdown of that 
spending. Note that polling is set to take place in July, which 
will give the campaign time to hone its message. Every campaign 
should have a cash- fl ow chart, and the chart should be adjusted 
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every month, according to actual expenses. The budget must 
constantly be reviewed and adjusted, and fundraising efforts 
need to be ramped up accordingly. At the bottom of the cash-
 fl ow table, note that the total cash on hand changes as the cam-
paign raises and spends money. Obviously, the fundraising and 
spending targets will not match up with the budget estimates 
exactly, which is why adjustments should be made often.

Fundraising: Developing a Plan and Infrastructure
No matter how noble the cause or worthy the candidate, cam-
paigns cannot win without raising money. For some progres-
sives, this can be a diffi cult reality to accept. We see the vast 
inequities of power and wealth in our society and know that 
money’s undue infl uence has led to corporate dominance of our 
political system. So many of us are not interested in a system 
that is stacked against us. Also, fundraising is hard work, espe-
cially for progressives. In general, we rely more on many donors 
giving smaller amounts of money, instead of fewer wealthy do-
nors making larger contributions. Yet regardless of the size of a 
campaign, or whether it is issue- based or electoral, campaigns 
require fi nancial resources to succeed. Fundraising is an essen-
tial component of a campaign and can also serve as a tool for 
expanding a grassroots base. We need not be timid about raising 
money but instead treat fundraising as a way to complement 
and support the campaign’s organizing activities.

Throughout this manual, we have emphasized the impor-
tance of building relationships— with supporters and volun-
teers, voters, and the media. This is especially true for fundrais-
ing. The campaign’s relationship with an individual donor is 
the foundation for a grassroots fundraising effort. In all of its 
fundraising activities, from holding events to directly soliciting 
contributions from donors, the campaign should constantly 
ask if it is building its relationships with donors and making the 
donors feel that they are a real part of the campaign. In addition 
to building relationships with individual donors, the keys to 
successful fundraising are good planning, strong organization, 
and hard work. Campaigns should start raising money from 
the very fi rst day of the campaign and develop an aggressive but 
realistic fundraising plan. The fundraising operation should be 
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as well organized and effi cient as the campaign’s fi eld operation, 
and should be incorporated into all of the campaign activities. 
Fundraising does not require extensive training and practice, 
but it is hard work.

Before a campaign even begins, a sober assessment of the 
fundraising needs and prospects for a candidate or issue- based 
organization is essential. A campaign needs to look at the ques-
tion “What is it likely to cost to win?” It is helpful to fi nd out 
what previous campaigns cost and to talk with others who have 
run similar campaigns. The second question is “How much do 
we think we can raise?” Again, look at past experiences, assess 
all the prospective sources of funding, and project growth and 
income. Then the campaign takes the next step: writing a plan. 
The plan should be a simple and concise document that in-
cludes the following items:

u  Goals: the amount of money the campaign needs 
to raise by Election Day in order to win.

u  Targets and lists: individuals or groups from whom 
the campaign plans to solicit in order to reach the 
fundraising goals.

u  Organization: the mechanics of the actual fundrais-
ing operation, which entail establishing a fl exible 
database to track prospects and donors; arranging a 
location for making fundraising calls; providing staff 
and volunteer support; and producing call sheets.

u  Timeline: working backward from Election Day, piece 
together a week- by- week calendar for bringing money 
into the campaign.

u  Events: high- dollar and low- dollar events can be great 
organizing tools and can raise good money, but they 
require a lot of work and careful planning.

u  Other strategies: these include surrogate fundraising 
(using high- profi le supporters to help raise money, 
for instance), direct mail, telemarketing, and Internet 
fundraising.

Let’s look at some of these points in more depth.
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Goals

A campaign must have a clear sense of its fundraising goals. 
Some state laws indirectly set fundraising goals for campaigns, 
by setting spending limits for local and legislative races. This 
makes it easier to defi ne a campaign’s fundraising goals (in most 
cases, the goal should be whatever the spending limit is), but 
it makes it more diffi cult to make expenditure decisions, since 
resources are so limited. For campaigns without spending lim-
its, fundraisers should set goals based on a variety of factors, 
including the overall campaign plan, access to donors, previous 
spending levels by other campaigns, and the time frame. Set-
ting these goals should not be an exercise in wishful thinking or 
unrealistic expectations. The goals should be set after a careful 
and sober analysis of how much money the campaign needs and 
how it is going to raise that money.

A helpful strategy for defi ning fundraising goals is to use 
three tiers: minimal, adequate, and optimal. This provides a set 
of fundraising scenarios that help clarify what the campaign can 
gain from raising more money. The fi rst tier is the rock- bottom 
minimum amount needed to run an effective campaign. Under 
a fi rst- tier fundraising plan, the campaign would be limited to 
 carrying out only the most basic campaign activities and would 
be forced to rely heavily on volunteers to implement the cam-
paign plan. The second- tier plan gives the campaign more spend-
ing fl exibility and refl ects what the campaign is most likely to 
raise. The best- case scenario should be laid out in the third- tier 
plan, which describes the activities that the campaign could 
undertake if the campaign exceeded its own fundraising expecta-
tions. A tiered approach provides clarity and a set of options to a 
candidate or a campaign manager. Perhaps most important, it is 
a good technique for motivating the fundraising team because 
it makes clear the consequences and benefi ts of raising— or not 
raising— enough money to meet the campaign’s goals.

We cannot stress this enough: be sure to study the campaign 
fi nance laws in your state or locality, to learn not only what 
the campaign is limited in doing (in terms of spending, for ex-
ample), but also if there are any opportunities for raising money. 
In some states, the government will reimburse contributors for 
political contributions up to a certain amount of money. In 
Minnesota, for example, contributors to candidates running 

s  No matter 
how noble the 
cause or worthy 
the candidate, 
campaigns cannot 
win without 
raising money. 
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for state offi ce receive a rebate of up to $50 for their contribu-
tion. This is free money to a donor and provides a great hook 
to appeal to donors: “Give us money for free!” Of course, plans 
will differ depending on the size and scope of the campaign. 
Statewide races require longer and more detailed plans than 
 local campaigns. Regardless of the size, length, or amount, have 
a plan for raising money.

A key part of the plan is the infrastructure for fundraising. 
Depending on the size and budget of the campaign, this will 
include a designated team of staff and/or volunteers; comput-
ers with enough capacity to hold large lists; and materials like 
stationery, event supplies, and stamps. The responsibility for 
overseeing the operation lies with a fi nance director (in smaller 
campaigns, the fi nance director may also be the campaign man-
ager or even a full- time volunteer). This person implements the 
plan; monitors and reports progress of the fundraising efforts; 
prepares solicitations to donors; plans fundraising events; and 
manages and follows up on direct solicitation of donors by the 
candidate and others. The fi nance director is also responsible 
for a database that can track all contributions. Some campaigns 
arrange a private offi ce with a phone for the candidate or cam-
paign leadership to do “call time”— time set aside on the schedule 
for phone solicitations. The fi nance director staffs this room.

In an electoral campaign, the fi nance director plays a pivotal 
role, but of course, the person who bears ultimate responsibility 
for the success of the fundraising operation is the candidate. 
The candidate is the campaign’s top fundraising asset, and the 
time that he or she spends raising money is invaluable; no one 
can raise money for a campaign better than the candidate. The 
fundraising infrastructure should be set up to ensure that the 
candidate can easily and effi ciently focus on raising as much 
money as possible.

Targeting Donors
Once goals are set and the plan is written, the next step is to iden-
tify the people or groups who are likely to contribute money. Do-
nors fall into a number of categories, ranging from family and 
friends to opinion leaders and organizations supportive of the 
campaign’s goals. Other categories include traditional progres-
sive donors, like political action committees (PACs) and labor 
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unions, and organizations or individuals with a background of 
supporting causes similar to the campaign’s positions. Some 
campaigns rely heavily on contributions of a few wealthy indi-
viduals or organizations, while others reach out to many donors 
giving small amounts. For a grassroots campaign, the latter op-
tion is often more effective because the campaign is building 
its base as it raises money, yet a combination of high- dollar and 
low- dollar contributors is ideal.

Targeting for fundraising starts with obtaining lists of po-
tential donors. For an electoral campaign, that means starting 
with a list of the candidate’s personal contacts— friends, family, 
coworkers, and acquaintances— and building outward. Issue-
 based campaigns can similarly start by compiling lists of the 
personal contacts of the campaign leadership and organizers. 
From there, the campaign widens the circle of donors, con-
stantly seeking individuals or organizations from the following 
sources:

u  Family and their friends. Do not underestimate the 
power of asking family members and their friends to 
contribute to a campaign. One of our Camp  Wellstone 
graduates recently described as “awe- inspiring” his 
fi rst attempts at raising money: “Getting those fi rst 
campaign contributions from friends and family feels 
like the fi nal scene in It’s a Wonderful Life!” Raising 
money early from your family members is a motivat-
ing and confi dence- building fi rst step in the fundrais-
ing process.

u  Friends and their friends. Friends of the candidate or 
the campaign are obvious targets for fundraising ap-
peals, but do not stop there. The way to expand your 
base and add momentum to your campaign is to con-
tinually expand your circle of supporters; the friends 
of your friends will be far more likely to support a 
campaign if they have received a personal recommen-
dation from people they know and trust. Ask your 
friends to help you raise money!

u  Personal Rolodexes and holiday card lists of the candi-
date or the campaign organizers. Candidates and cam-
paign organizers are often surprised by the number 
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of people they have in their own lists. Similar sources 
include former college classmates, clients or business 
associates, and coworkers.

u  Past political contributors. You can access the giving 
history of individuals and PACs by going to a variety 
of web sites, including www.fec.gov and www.tray.com. 
It is important to note that campaigns are prohib-
ited by federal law from using these lists to do direct 
fundraising. In other words, it is illegal to download 
a previous candidate’s fundraising list and begin call-
ing those contributors. However, these lists can be 
used to research a donor’s giving history and political 
preferences. For example, if Cindy Smith is a name on 
a prospective fundraising list, and you want to learn 
more about her giving history, it is perfectly legal to 
go to one of these web sites and look for what kind of 
candidates she contributed to and how much she gave.

u  Members of supportive groups. Grassroots campaigns 
often rely on the support of other like- minded orga-
nizations and individuals but frequently neglect to 
make a fundraising connection to these groups. If a 
candidate receives an endorsement from an environ-
mental advocacy organization, for example, use that 
momentum to help the fi eld and press operations. Be 
sure to explore ways to tap into that organization’s 
fundraising base.

u  Political action committees, including “leadership 
PACs,” which are established by elected offi cials 
interested in supporting like- minded causes. Some 
campaigns choose not to accept PAC money, which is 
a political decision that has benefi ts and drawbacks. 
If your campaign decides not to accept PAC money, 
have a plan for making up for this lost income in the 
budget.

u  Local party activists and party offi cials. Surprisingly, 
party offi cials are often not asked to make individual 
contributions to campaigns. Yet these are great fund-
raising sources; they know the issues and have exten-
sive contacts with other potential sources.

www.fec.gov
www.tray.com
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As the campaign grows, it will need to constantly refresh its lists 
of potential donors, reaching out to different groups and ex-
panding the campaign’s base in the process.

Once the campaign has compiled its lists of potential do-
nors, it should assign specifi c amounts of money it plans to re-
quest from each individual or organization and identify the best 
solicitation method. There are various ways to determine the 
“ask” amount, although the most common method is to review 
the donor’s prior giving history to other candidates or causes. 
The method of soliciting the money depends on the ask amount 
and the potential donor’s background. Donors can typically be 
placed in three giving levels: low, middle, and high. These levels 
change depending on the size of the campaign, but in general 
a low- dollar donation is one that is less than $100. These do-
nors should be solicited through fundraising house parties and 
other events, targeted direct mail, and phone calls from cam-
paign surrogates or staff members. Medium- level donors gen-
erally give between $100 and $250, and they should be solicited 
through fundraising events, targeted mail, and phone calls from 
the candidate or the campaign leadership. High- dollar donors 
are those who give $250 and higher. They should receive phone 
calls or personal visits from the candidate or campaign leader-
ship and be invited to high- dollar fundraising events.

One very useful way to break down the fundraising ask strategy 
is to use a fundraising pyramid. A fundraising pyramid helps 
visualize how much a campaign needs to raise and where the 
resources will come from, and demonstrates the trade- offs when 
raising money from small or large donors. Although it takes 
many low- dollar donors to raise money, the pyramid demon-
strates that these donors form part of the campaign’s base. Fig-
ure 9 is a fundraising pyramid for a campaign with a goal of 
raising $40,000. As the pyramid illustrates, if the fundraisers so-
licit twenty individuals giving $500 each and thirty individuals 
giving $250 each, the campaign will raise $17,500. These dollar 
amounts, which make up the top of the pyramid, should be 
raised through direct solicitation or call time. The amounts at 
the bottom of the pyramid will come mostly from house party 
events, passing the hat at rallies and other public events, and 
perhaps direct mail.

Of course, it is easy to talk in the abstract about the need for 
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a candidate to make phone calls or for the campaign to hold 
fundraising events and send direct mail. But doing it is hard. 
It can be intimidating to ask your friends and family— to say 
nothing of total strangers— to make a contribution to your cam-
paign. But a campaign should approach fundraising the same 
way it approaches the rest of a grassroots campaign— with con-
fi dence and a clear message.

Raising money gives campaigns an opportunity to hone their 
message and make a compelling case for their candidacy or cause. 
If a campaign is well organized, with a convincing message and 
sound plan, donors will be more willing to give their money. All 
grassroots campaigns depend on fi nancial resources to succeed, 
just as they depend on the participation of a mobilized base of 
supporters. We have discussed the importance of viewing a cam-
paign’s message as a conversation with voters or a community. A 
similar conversation takes place between a campaign and poten-
tial donors. The next section provides some techniques for having 
those conversations.

Figure 9. A fundraising pyramid is a helpful way to break down a campaign’s donor-targeting 
strategy.

 20 at $500 = $10,000

 30 at $250 = $7,500

 125 at $100 = $12,500

 200 at $50 = $10,000

$40,000
i

o i
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Direct Solicitation Fundraising
The most effi cient way to raise money is for a candidate or cam-
paign offi cial to directly ask a donor for a specifi c (preferably 
large) amount of money. One telephone call to a single indi-
vidual can yield as much money as some low-  and mid- dollar 
fundraisers, with little of the work and none of the overhead 
expenses. Phone calls and one- on- one meetings are direct, per-
suasive, and diffi cult for a donor to say no to. It is easy to under-
stand why so many campaigns rely on direct solicitation for 
their fundraising efforts, since it is such a straightforward and 
cost- effi cient method of raising money. Doing lots of direct so-
licitation does little to expand the campaign’s grassroots base (a 
topic we turn to later in this chapter), but the benefi t of having 
the candidate or campaign leaders directly asking individuals 
and organizations for money is clear: you can raise more money 
more quickly and at low cost.

The most effective method of implementing a direct solicita-
tion strategy is a ten- step plan that has consistently proved ef-
fective at raising large amounts of money in an effi cient manner. 
This plan provides a framework for making direct solicitations 
that the fundraising staff can use throughout a campaign. The 
circular process starts with building lists of potential donors 
and ends with the resolicitation of donors who have already 
given. Here are ten steps to direct solicitation success:

 1.  Compile a list. As described earlier, start with per-
sonal contacts— friends, family, and coworkers— and 
begin building a comprehensive list of potential 
donors. This list should be contained in one central 
database. One helpful way to track these people 
later in the campaign is to assign them a code that 
indicates they are personal contacts.

 2.  Keep adding names. New names should include pro-
gressive activists, people you meet as you campaign, 
lists of volunteers and donors from past campaigns 
in the area, other candidates, and other political or 
issue activists.

 3.  Assign contribution levels. Go through the entire list 
of potential donors and decide how much you think 
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each person can give. Be aggressive: many people 
will be able to give more than you might think. For 
example, if a person has a history of consistently 
giving $200 at a time to candidates, be sure to ask 
that person for more than $200. They may not give 
at a higher level, but they certainly won’t if they are 
not asked.

 4.  Maintain and update the fundraising database. We 
have said over and over how critical a good database 
of donors is for the campaign. A campaign can use 
software programs like Microsoft Excel or Access, or 
purchase specialized software that offers greater so-
phistication for bigger campaigns. Regardless of the 
program, the database should contain all relevant 
and updated information about each donor: name, 
address, e- mail, phone numbers, giving history, and 
contact history (the number of times that person 
has been contacted by the campaign and when).

 5.  Schedule “call time.” Setting aside a fi xed period of 
time for the candidate or campaign staff to make 
phone calls to donors is critical to the success of a 
fundraising operation. On electoral campaigns, the 
candidate has to stay committed to doing it. Fund-
raising call time must be scheduled, or don’t expect 
to make any calls. This should be viewed as sacro-
sanct time that should not be interrupted or short-
ened. Call time should also be staffed; a member of 
the fundraising team should sit in on the calls and 
manage all follow- up.

 6.  Prepare call sheets. In advance of call time, the 
fundraising team should prepare call sheets for the 
candidate. These are forms that contain the person’s 
contact information and background, previous 
donations, and particular areas of interest. The call 
sheet should include a specifi c ask amount and 
talking points for the person making the call. In the 
early stages of a campaign, a candidate will likely 
be calling someone he or she knows, what we call 
a “hot” prospect. As the campaign progresses, the 
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 candidate will begin making “warm” calls to some-
one they know through an acquaintance and eventu-
ally will make “cold” calls to people they have never 
met. Keep in mind that when making these cold 
calls, giving the candidate as much information as 
possible about the donor will make the call easier.

 7.  Call and ask for contributions. Call each prospect 
and ask for a specifi c amount. Without clarifying 
an exact amount, a donor will certainly be inclined 
to make a smaller contribution than the campaign 
would like, and probably less than the donor can 
afford. The pitch should be quick and to the point. 
One way to do it is to make a direct ask for money, 
with a stated amount, and then stop speaking. This 
may create a moment of uncomfortable silence, but 
it also requires an answer from the potential donor. 
It is also important to listen to the donor and make 
clear the campaign’s interest in having the donor 
be part of the campaign effort, not just a source of 
money. It is also helpful to specify how the money 
raised will be used: on things like mailings, ad buys, 
or polls. This creates an even greater sense of  urgency.

 8.  Follow up. Immediately following the call, send (or 
better yet, fax and then mail) a short commitment 
letter reaffi rming the pledge. Include a reply enve-
lope. If possible, the candidate or whoever made the 
call should write a personal note on this letter. If 
the pledge is not fulfi lled within two to four weeks, 
follow up with another reply envelope. If there is no 
response after three mailings, the donor should be 
resolicited directly.

 9.  Send a thank- you note. Not thanking a donor after 
receiving a contribution will ensure that the donor 
will not give again, hurt the campaign’s reputation, 
and make it more diffi cult to raise money from oth-
ers. This point cannot be overemphasized, and it is 
the most important thing a fundraiser can do if the 
campaign intends to ask the donor to give later in 
the campaign. It is also, of course, the right thing 
to do.
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10.  Resolicit your donors. The campaign should go back 
to donors who have previously given. The length 
of time between a contribution and a resolicitation 
will vary, but it is important to keep in mind that 
donors who are treated well will often make multiple 
donations to a campaign, particularly as the urgency 
increases. While direct mail can be used to resolicit 
donors, it is far less effective than another personal 
and direct solicitation, especially for large donors.

This process obviously requires sharp attention to details, some-
thing that is equally true of fi eld organizing. Although direct 
solicitation is the most cost- effective way of raising money, it 
demands a big time commitment from the fundraising staff 
and volunteers. Done right, direct solicitation is a valuable way 
of raising money, expanding the profi le of the campaign, and 
building momentum.

Event Fundraising

A great way to raise money and grow a campaign’s base of sup-
porters is to hold fundraising events. On grassroots campaigns, 
house parties can be great organizing events— a chance for the 
campaign to organize and mobilize its base while also raising 
money. Many candidates fi nd it easier to go to fundraising events 
than to make phone calls, in part because they can avoid making 
a one- on- one request for money. While this is understandable, 
it is important to note that events are a less effi cient method of 
raising money than direct solicitation. They cost a lot, require 
considerable staff and volunteer time, and raise less money. But 
the benefi ts of holding successful fundraising events are often 
overlooked. Fundraisers are an integral part of a campaign’s 
fi eld plan— even high- dollar events— and should be viewed as 
both money- raising and base- building activities.

Fundraising events require time and resources to organize. 
The monetary success of a fundraiser is based on what the cam-
paign nets, not on the total dollars raised, which is why it is im-
perative to keep expenses low. The costs of printing and mailing 
invitations, to say nothing of fi nding a location and providing 
food and beverages, add up very quickly. Many campaigns have 
smartly adopted cost- saving strategies at fundraising events, 
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such as providing minimal refreshments to guests. For example, 
the high- dollar fundraising events sponsored by the Bush cam-
paigns in 2000 and 2004 featured simple meals of hot dogs and 
potato chips. The campaign explained that donors wanted the 
campaign to spend money on winning the elections, not treat-
ing them to a four- course meal. Regardless of the techniques 
used, the most successful fundraising events are the result of 
careful planning and attention to detail. What follows is a step-
 by- step guide to pulling off a great fundraiser:

1.  Choose a place. Fundraisers can be held in a wide va-
riety of locations. The most common location is the 
home of a campaign supporter, since it is convenient 
and inexpensive. Other good locations include places 
of business (law fi rms, for example), union halls, 
and city parks. Some untraditional but very effective 
fundraisers have been held in places like museums 
and theaters. Wherever the campaign chooses to hold 
an event, it should go to great lengths to avoid spend-
ing much, if any, money on the location.

2.  Set targets for money and guests. The campaign should 
establish a dollar target for the event and then set 
a corresponding target for the number of people 
in attendance. Depending on the size of the cam-
paign, house parties can raise anywhere from $500 
to $30,000 and higher, so it is up to the campaign 
to carefully analyze how much it can reasonably 
expect to raise. For example, if the campaign’s goal 
is to gross $2,000, it can hold a small, personal event 
with, say, ten people giving $200, or it could have 
a grassroots fundraiser with a goal of having fi fty 
people give $40. Of course, while the gross of these 
two examples is the same, it will probably cost less 
in overhead (mailing costs, staff time, among other 
things) to hold the fi rst event, but the second event 
might be a better way to build a grassroots base.

3.  Compile a guest list. This is similar to the process of 
gathering names for direct solicitation fundraising. 
For events held at people’s homes, the campaign has 
the added benefi t of relying on that person’s neigh-
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bors, family, friends, and coworkers to complement 
the campaign’s lists. The campaign should invite 
many more people than the targeted goal. If the goal 
is to have an event attended by fi fty people, the cam-
paign should invite as many as fi ve hundred people 
or more, depending on the quality of the lists and the 
amount being asked.

4.  Send invitations. Three weeks before the fundraiser, 
the campaign should send invitations to guests. The 
invitation can range from the basic (a postcard) to 
the more formal (a traditional invitation with a reply 
envelope). Regardless of the presentation, the invi-
tation should contain this information: date, time, 
place, suggested donation, directions, and RSVP 
phone number. Reply envelopes are a very effective 
way of reminding the recipient to make a contribu-
tion, even if he or she does not plan to attend the 
event.

5.  Follow up the invitations with phone calls. One of the 
best ways to ensure a good turnout is to make follow-
 up phone calls the week before the event. This is a 
great volunteer opportunity; it gives people a chance 
to make friendly phone calls, and it is a proven 
method of increasing the total number of contribu-
tions. Volunteers should be reminded to keep close 
track of the people who are planning to attend so the 
campaign can have a “hard count” of expected guests 
before the event. Without a hard count, there is no 
way to know if an event is going to be successful, if 
campaign workers need to work harder to increase 
attendance, or if, ideally, the attendance will be larger 
than expected.

6.  Hold the event. After all the pre- event details have been 
taken care of, the event itself should run smoothly 
and effi ciently. At the event, the campaign should 
have a sign- in table situated as close to the door as 
possible, with a receptacle for money clearly visible. 
The table should also include sign- in sheets, pens, 
markers, nametags, buttons, bumper stickers, a place 
for volunteers to sign up, and campaign literature. 
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Refreshments should be a minimal expense, and when 
possible, left to the host to provide. It should be noted 
that some campaign fi nance laws require that refresh-
ments and food provided by a host for a campaign 
be counted as in- kind contributions. The campaign 
should be sure it is adhering to whatever reporting 
requirements exist.

7.  Have a short program for comments and questions. 
Fundraisers, in addition to being a fi nancial resource, 
provide candidates and campaign leaders with a great 
opportunity to hone a speech and test the campaign’s 
message. The speaker(s) should be introduced by the 
event’s host, speak briefl y, and perhaps take questions 
from the audience. The program should begin about 
halfway into the event, which usually runs about two 
hours. For example, if an event is scheduled from 
7:00 to  9:00, the program should start around 7:45 
and last about half an hour.

8.  Collect money. The campaign should collect contribu-
tions from guests as they enter the party, and the host 
of the fundraiser should make an explicit appeal for 
money. The best hosts will make the fi nancial appeal 
at the beginning of the program and at the end, and 
try to get those who have already contributed to give 
even more. Good fundraisers are not afraid to make 
the ask. They demonstrate that they want to win by 
being persistent and aggressive.

9.  Thank the donors and call people who did not attend. 
After the event is over, each contributor should re-
ceive a written thank- you from the campaign. Those 
who did not attend or send money before the event 
but who are considered good fundraising prospects 
should receive a phone call from the campaign, with 
a direct request for a contribution.

Done right, fundraising events can be huge assets to a grassroots 
campaign. In 1996, Paul Wellstone proved this by holding a mas-
sive number of small house parties (in one memorable week-
end, the campaign hosted more than fi ve hundred house par-
ties across the state) that raised a surprisingly large amount of 
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money, were widely attended, and drew media attention. Events 
are hard work, and they cannot replace the cost- effi ciency of 
direct solicitation, but they can be a great way to highlight a 
campaign’s depth of support and ability to raise money.

Other Fundraising Strategies

Direct solicitation and events are the most common methods of 
political fundraising, but there are other useful strategies that 
campaigns should consider. One technique is to use campaign 
“surrogates” (prominent supporters of the campaign) to directly 
solicit money. This usually involves a small group of people 
committed to raising certain amounts of money (for example, 
$500 or $1,000 each) for the campaign. Surrogates target their 
own personal contacts to raise funds. If a campaign attempts 
surrogate fundraising, it should make sure that the surrogates 
are reliable, have extensive contacts, and have certain deadlines 
for raising money. They should also be recognized and thanked 
for their work. Another way of using surrogates for fundraising 
is by establishing a fi nance committee. The fi nance committee 
should be a working committee, not a ceremonial one; members 
should make a commitment to raising a set amount of money 
by a specifi c date, and the committee should complement, not 
impede, the fundraising operation.

Another fundraising method used with particular success 
by Senator Wellstone is direct mail. Direct mail can fi t well into 
a grassroots campaign that relies on many donations in small 
amounts. It has a major limitation, though: direct mail can be 
expensive. The early stages of direct mail are called “prospect-
ing,” and a campaign will spend more on the direct mail than 
it brings in. But over time, an investment in direct mail can pay 
off, both fi nancially and politically. Wellstone’s aggressive use 
of direct mail resulted in a massive donor base that, by the end 
of the campaign, was mobilized and giving small amounts of 
money many times over. Wellstone’s campaigns invested a lot 
of money in direct mail, and it paid off in the end. Before using 
direct mail for fundraising, a campaign must carefully weigh the 
costs against the expected benefi ts.

Finally, an increasingly effective method— indeed, an essen-
tial method— of raising money  is using the Internet. In the past 
fi ve years, Internet fundraising has skyrocketed and has been 

s  Be aggressive: many 
people will be able 
to give more than 
you might think. 
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 responsible for wildly successful fundraising efforts, most no-
tably those of former presidential candidate Howard Dean. In 
chapter 5, we went into signifi cant detail about using campaign 
technology, but it is important to repeat here that all cam-
paigns— electoral or issue- based— must have a web site, and the 
web site must have a tool for collecting contributions. Not hav-
ing this technology means that the campaign is missing out 
on campaign contributions. The web site, of course, must use 
secure technology and make it easy for people to contribute. As 
usual, the campaign should have a system in place for adding 
Internet donors to the database, sending them thank- you notes, 
and resoliciting them as it does with other donors.

Campaign budgets and fundraising plans can be a hassle to put 
together and follow. Strategies change, fundraising may be less 
successful than planned, and the campaign has to constantly 
adjust its spending. Yet the budget serves as a framework for the 
campaign’s overall goals and priorities. In the example we used 
here, it is certain that the campaign would have to make ad-
justments to the budget, but the important thing to remember 
is that the campaign made a decision early on to invest about 
60 percent of its budget on paid voter contact, 15 percent on 
research, 15 percent on staff, and 10 percent on overhead. Even 
if changes are made to the budget, these percentages should 
remain more or less the same. If the campaign has done its job 
correctly, it would have spent considerable time early on deter-
mining these overall goals, so that when the campaign is in the 
fi nal stages, it will still be on target to meet its goals. Budgeting 
is an act of realism, not hopefulness. Think carefully about the 
budget early in the campaign: consult others, get advice, and 
develop a framework for raising and spending money that will 
put the campaign in the best position to win the election in 
November.

Fundraising is hard work. For many of us, it is diffi cult to ask 
people for money. It can seem arrogant or presumptuous at fi rst, 
especially if the targeted donor knows little about the campaign 
or the candidate. But asking for money should be no more dif-
fi cult than asking for votes or for support for an issue- based 
campaign. If the campaign has articulated a strong message, 
brings passion to its work, and is interested in building a broad 
base of supporters, it makes its job of raising money far easier. 
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Fundraising can have an undue infl uence on politics, and it is 
not an activity that many political candidates particularly enjoy, 
but it is unquestionably necessary. The goal of a campaign is to 
win, and a campaign cannot win without raising money. In an 
ideal world, our campaigns would be governed by commonsense 
campaign fi nance laws that provide public fi nancing to cam-
paigns and encourage candidates of all economic backgrounds 
to run for offi ce. Until we reach that goal, however, we have no 
choice but to raise money early, aggressively, and strategically.
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Chapter 7

Scheduling for 
Electoral Campaigns

u Manage scheduling requests.

u Set the schedule.

u Write a briefi ng book.

u Use campaign surrogates.
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Scheduling for 
Electoral Campaigns

t
A recurring theme in this book is how to 

manage the three scarce campaign commodities: money, time, 
and people. Until now, we have focused mostly on money (plan-
ning, fundraising, budgeting) and people (organizing a base, 
running a fi eld program, recruiting volunteers). Time is equally 
important, and for an electoral campaign, no one’s time is more 
valuable than the candidate’s. Managing the candidate’s time is 
the scheduler’s main job, and he or she has three critical respon-
sibilities: ensuring that the campaign strategy is refl ected in the 
schedule, moving the candidate from one place to another as 
smoothly and quickly as possible, and guaranteeing that the 
candidate goes to events that are worth attending. The strategic 
schedule, like every other part of the campaign, refl ects the pri-
orities and strategies laid out in the campaign plan. In chapter 6, 
we discussed campaign budgeting and the need to make trade-
 offs when developing a budget. The same principle applies to 
scheduling: the candidate cannot and should not attend every 
event to which he or she is invited. Scheduling requires strategic 
choices, careful long- term and short- term planning, and atten-
tion to minute details.

In large campaigns, one or more paid staff members serve as 
schedulers. Small campaigns often rely on the campaign manager 
or a particularly responsible volunteer to handle the scheduling 
duties. The two most important qualities of a scheduler are the 
ability to deal with constantly changing circumstances and the 
capacity to understand the candidate’s needs and personality. 
The campaign schedule is fl uid: events are often added, canceled, 
or rescheduled at the last minute; programs change; and new de-
velopments require changes in strategy. The scheduler patiently 
and deliberately guides this process, and makes adjustments ac-
cording to the campaign’s goals and the candidate’s needs. Few 
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members of a campaign should understand the candidate and 
his or her temperament better than the scheduler. Candidates 
are ineffective if they are tired, distracted, or agitated. Schedulers 
must know the candidate’s strengths and weaknesses, likes and 
dislikes (for instance, does the candidate do better in one- on- one 
settings or with large crowds?). Schedulers probably work harder 
than everyone else on the campaign, staying in the offi ce and 
serving as an anchor person at the offi ce at all times when the 
candidate has a public agenda.

Regardless of whether the scheduler is a full- time staff per-
son or another member of the campaign, responsibilities in-
clude managing scheduling opportunities and requests, setting 
up both short-  and long- term schedules, writing a briefi ng book 
for the candidate, and scheduling campaign surrogates.

Managing Scheduling Opportunities and Requests
The scheduler is responsible for evaluating invitations and other 
requests for the candidate’s time, and for working with the rest of 
the campaign to identify scheduling opportunities like parades, 
meetings, and community events. This requires the scheduler to 
be aware of the campaign’s goals, message, and targeting and to 
use them to inform all scheduling decisions. The scheduler is not 
solely responsible for setting these goals (unless the campaign 
manager is the scheduler) but, rather, translates goals set by the 
campaign plan into the candidate’s daily  schedule.

A primary part of this job is to manage requests for the can-
didate’s time. The campaign will receive dozens of invitations 
to events, some of which are worthwhile, and some of which 
are probably a waste of time. The fi rst step in evaluating which 
of those two categories an event falls into is to get all requests 
and invitations in written form. Written requests are important 
for two reasons: they help the scheduler remember all pending 
requests, and they allow the scheduler to share the requests with 
other staff members when setting up the schedule. The sched-
uler should save and fi le all invitations, and make pertinent 
notes about the invitation, such as the group making the invita-
tion, location, time, and the results of any conversations with 
a contact person. These notes can protect the campaign down 
the road, especially if a group claims that it failed to receive a 
response to its invitation.
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Another way to organize scheduling opportunities is to have 
volunteers assemble lists of upcoming events that the campaign 
can refer to when setting up schedules in particular areas. Keep 
these lists in order by date and/or geographic area. Be strategic 
in trip planning; if there is a major parade next month that the 
candidate shouldn’t miss, plan a trip to the area around the 
parade, fi lling the time with other good stops on the way to and 
from the parade.

There are three main criteria for evaluating a scheduling re-
quest: what the event is (and who is hosting it), when the event 
occurs, and where it is occurring. The content of an event is, of 
course, critical for deciding if it is worth doing. The scheduler 
should fi nd out if the event gives the candidate an opportunity 
to deliver the campaign’s message to its targeted audience, if 
the crowd will be large enough, and if it is better to send a sur-
rogate instead of the candidate. If a good event falls on a day 
or at a time that does not fi t the candidate’s schedule, it might 
be important enough to discuss rescheduling other events. If 
that is impossible, the scheduler should have a list of poten-
tial surrogates who could attend. Finally, the scheduler should 
consider whether the location of the event is in a targeted area 
and whether it is logistically feasible for the candidate to attend. 
Don’t confuse the geographic area with a targeted group. An 
event that will attract a targeted group to an untargeted geo-
graphic area might be worthwhile.

Setting the Schedule
Setting a candidate’s schedule is a collaborative process in which 
the campaign principals decide which events the candidate will 
attend; the scheduler implements those decisions. From the start, 
the campaign should establish a routine that includes regular 
scheduling meetings, which may start weekly and evolve into 
a daily meeting as the campaign progresses. In addition to the 
scheduler, participants in scheduling meetings should include 
the campaign manager and, on larger campaigns, communica-
tion staff, fundraising staff, and fi eld staff. The candidate does 
not always attend these meetings (in fact, it’s not always a good 
use of the candidate’s time to hash through every scheduling op-
tion) but must be briefed on the choices and decisions. At each 
scheduling meeting, the scheduler presents the invitations and 
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scheduling opportunities, including relevant details about the 
events. These details include location, time and date, activities 
expected of the candidate (if there is a speaking role, for example), 
size and demographics of the audience, other candidates or no-
table people who will also attend, and the host of the event. If pos-
sible, the campaign should contact supporters who have some 
involvement with the host organization to ask for background 
on particular events. For example, the invite contact might say, “If 
the candidate attends, we will have at least three hundred people 
there!” An honest supporter might give a more accurate response: 
“About seventy- fi ve people typically turn out for this semiannual 
event.”

Once the scheduler has presented this information, partici-
pants discuss the pros and cons of each scheduling opportunity 
and make one of three decisions: accept, reject, or defer judgment 
on an invitation. If the campaign decides to accept an invitation, 
it is put on the candidate’s schedule. If an invitation is declined, 
don’t forget to consider a surrogate, like the candidate’s spouse, 
a campaign staffer, or a prominent supporter, or at least send a 
letter from the candidate. In some cases, an invitation is held for 
later consideration. It may be too soon to commit, the campaign 
may need more information, or you may just want to leave your 
options open.

Accepted invitations are added to both a long- term— or 
“block” schedule— and a short- term schedule. The block sched-
ule can take the form of a monthly planner calendar that 
tracks the long- term activities of the campaign. This schedule 
is used for strategic and long- range planning, as it gives the 
campaign an overview of where the candidate is spending his or 
her time, and whether the schedule is refl ecting the campaign’s 
geographic targeting goals. It is also helpful to have a map of 
the candidate’s district or state on a wall to complement the 
block schedule, with colored tacks or pins that show where the 
candidate has been.

The candidate’s actual, internal, short- term schedule is 
highly detailed and includes all the information that a candi-
date and travel staff need for getting to and from an event and 
knowing what to do upon arrival. The schedule shows the can-
didate’s times of arrival and departure as well as the actual event 
time. If an event is from 6:00 to 8:00 p.m., but the candidate will 
be there only from 6:30 to 7:15, note both times on the schedule. 

s  Event memos should 
be clearly written and 
contain all relevant 
information: what 
the event is, who will 
be there, what the 
candidate should say.
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The schedule should include phone and fax numbers for every 
location; the campaign needs to be able to be in contact with 
the candidate at all times without relying solely on cell phones. 
List all numbers for frequently contacted staff at the top of each 
daily schedule, and be sure the timing of the events is accurate: a 
candidate’s time needs to be scheduled down to the minute (see 
the example schedule).

Driving directions must be clear, concise, and accurate. This 
is impossible to overstate: the campaign cannot afford to get 
the candidate lost! When possible, the campaign should have 
a person drive through a route the day before an event, so that 
the directions are perfect. Be specifi c: “Drive 0.8 miles on Ridge 
Road, turn left on Butler Avenue (you will see a sign for large 
white house on the corner), go 1.6 miles to Harrison Street.” 
Getting lost is a frustrating, demoralizing experience for all par-
ties involved, and it can be avoided by careful advance work. One 
way to ensure a smooth schedule is to be careful not to overbook 
the candidate. It is tempting to pack the schedule when there are 
a lot of great things to do, but be realistic. If the candidate ends 
up being late or missing half the stops on the schedule because 
of poor planning or an overzealous scheduler, it refl ects poorly 
on the candidate.

The Briefing Book
A “briefi ng book” is a folder or three- ring binder given to the 
candidate that contains the details about upcoming events 
(usually the night before), including the schedule, memos about 
the event, and other background material. The scheduler is re-
sponsible for seeing that the briefi ng book is well coordinated, 
assembled, and delivered to the candidate or a surrogate in a 
timely manner. This will involve interacting with nearly everyone 
on the campaign and requires giving staff advance notice and 
fi rm deadlines. The briefi ng book should contain the schedule 
for the day as well as background material, like press clippings 
and event memos. An event memo is an important way to pre-
pare the candidate. The staff members and organizers respon-
sible for an event usually write these memos, but the scheduler 
can also write them. Event memos should be clearly written and 
contain all relevant information: what the event is, who will be 
there, what the candidate should say. For example, a memo for 



(You can list some frequently used staff contact numbers here.) 
Marnie Jones: (H) 651-645-3939, (O) 651-645-3939, 
(C) 651-645-3939, (P) 651-645-3939

How you list things is important—keep it easy to read.

Tuesday, February 3, 1998

6:15– 6:40 P.M. DEPART from camp office/travel to 
 Holiday Inn Cityview, driver: Aggie Beauchamps, 
(C) 651-555-3333

  Directions from camp office to Holiday Inn Cityview:
  Right (N) out of parking lot onto Maple St., follow Maple 

to Elm
  Left (W) on Elm about 2 miles to entrance for I-90 North
  North on I-90, 17 miles to second exit for City: “Main St.”
  Right (E) at bottom of exit, onto Main St. 
  Follow Main St. 6 blocks to HI Cityview 
  Parking available in attached ramp, take elevators to 

 second floor walkway, proceed to Glitzy Ballroom A on 
second floor

  There will be signs for the ballroom entrance; 
Jo Smith is expecting you and will take you back-
stage from there.

  NOTE: Restrooms off main hallway just before you 
approach the ballroom.

6:45–7:45 P.M. SPEECH: State Nurses Association 
 Annual Dinner

6:00–9:00 P.M. Topic: “What This Election 
 Means to Nurses”
 Speaking time: 20–30 min.
  Briefing/speech: (list staff name[s] and number[s] who 

are writing the speech and/or preparing a briefing memo 
on this event)

  Location: Holiday Inn Cityview, 1111 West Main 
Street, City name

  Site phone: 612-555-1111, (F) 612-555-2222
  Event contact: Jo Smith, 

612-555-3333, (F) 612-555-4444
  Staff contact: Jamie, 

(P) 651-551-5555, (O) 651-555-6666, (H) 612-111-7777 
(this would be the staffer responsible for working with this 
event) 

  Travel staffer: (name of staffer who is traveling with 
candidate)

7:45 P.M. Depart for Regent Aviation 
  Nieve Nunez will drive, (C) 612-555-0011 
  Directions from HI to Regent  Aviation:
  Follow Yada Yada St. north to  Kellogg Blvd. (0.9 miles)
  Left on Kellogg Blvd. to Robert St. bridge (0.1 miles)
  Right on Robert St. over river to Plato Blvd. (0.4 miles)
  Left on Plato Blvd. straight out to Holman Field (0.8 miles)
  Follow Plato Blvd. all the way to Regent Aviation 

(0.2 miles)

8:15 P.M. Wheels up for Duluth 
  Aboard: (candidate name, travel staff name, and names 

of anyone else traveling with candidate)
  Departure from Regent  Aviation, 515 Eaton St., 

St. Paul Holman Field
  Site phone: 612-222-1100, (F) 612-222-1999
  Pilot: Peter Pan (Regent’s chief pilot)
  Tail #: King Air 100, T41BE (Tail # is important 

if it’s a small aircraft and you needed to reach them 
 urgently—without tail #, you won’t be able to radio 
them.)

  Charter contact: Aviation Charter, 651-943-1519

9:45 P.M. Wheels down Duluth, Northcountry Aviation
 218-555-0000

  Joe Upnorth picks everyone up at Duluth airport 
and drives them in his van to the Holiday Inn

  Joe, (C) 218-222-3333, (H) 218-111-1111

  OVERNIGHT: Holiday Inn Duluth, 200 W. 1st St., 
Duluth

  Site phone: 218-777-1111, (F) 218-777-1133
  Two double-bed, nonsmoking rooms reserved, 

one under (candidate name) and one under 
(staff name)

 Rez #: 111001 and 111002
  NOTE: requested quiet rooms away from pool 

area.

  (If staff is staying in a different location, be sure to list all 
available contact numbers for staff and candidate.)

s s s

Schedule for Josie Candidate
Internal use only
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a fundraising event would be written by the fundraising staff 
and would contain very specifi c information about how many 
people are expected, whom the candidate should thank, how 
the program will proceed, and what points the candidate should 
emphasize. Do not leave out any details: “You will be introduced 
by the host, Mike Jones (see below for background information 
on Mike and his wife, Rebecca), you will speak for fi fteen min-
utes and have fi fteen minutes for questions and answers. You 
will depart at 7:35 p.m. and proceed to the next event.”

Once assembled, the briefi ng book should be copied and 
distributed to all relevant staff. If the candidate wants to speak 
with the campaign manager and staff members working on the 
event, they should know the contents of the briefi ng book. The 
candidate travels with the briefi ng book throughout the day’s 
schedule, and it needs to be delivered to the candidate early 
enough to allow time to study the information. Candidates have 
their individual preferences about how early they need the brief-
ing book, but it is generally delivered (usually to the candidate 
at home) as early as possible the night before the day of events.

Surrogates
A surrogate is a person who can represent the candidate or the 
campaign in the candidate’s absence. A good surrogate is an im-
portant addition to a campaign, and can range from prominent 
supporters to local leaders who can door- knock, hand out lit-
erature at festivals, or march in parades. When surrogates fi ll in 
for a candidate at speeches, debates, fundraisers, or other events, 
they will need to be well prepared. To accurately represent the 
campaign, surrogates need a level of briefi ng and staff attention 
similar to that of the candidate, and should receive the same 
detailed schedules as the candidate. The campaign should stress 
the importance of staying on message, since some surrogates 
may be people who are considering a future run for offi ce. They 
may be more interested in doing early campaigning for them-
selves than in getting the candidate’s message out. This, however, 
is rare; good surrogates, regardless of their ambition, provide the 
campaign with a powerful tool for delivering a message.

On an electoral campaign, the candidate’s time is a precious re-
source. From the perspective of a candidate, this can be a diffi cult 



Thursday, September 14

Tour H & K Manufacturing, Inc.
Meet with H & K workers and representatives of other 
Jones success stories
10:00–11:00 a.m.
2000 Highlight Road
Kingman
315-322-1540
Contact: Harry Kay

Message
Helping Oregon compete to win. Real-life examples of 
job-creating success stories and real-life proof of the 
Jones record. 

Purpose
This event is intended to highlight real-life examples of 
your record of success in delivering jobs and tangible re-
sults for Oregon—helping Oregon compete to win. The 
site was chosen because it speaks to your experience: 
in this case, helping to win back funding for the Pacific 
Trade center. As well, you will be joined at this site not 
only by the people who work at H & K, but also by a 
union leader there and others who have been directly 
helped by your efforts.

Background
u  H & K Manufacturing, Inc. has worked with the Pacific 

Trade Center to improve its operations. There are ap-
proximately thirty employees here manufacturing in-
dustrial components for machine tool shops. This is 
a union shop, and the head of the local will join you 
at this event.

u  H & K is moving from the current location because 
they have outgrown the current space. Business is so 
good that they are expanding and are looking for a 
new location. They own the building they are in and 
won’t move until it is leased or sold.

u  Senator Boss has visited within the last year, and you 
can expect the owner to mention that visit. 

u  You will be joined here by workers from other busi-
nesses and organizations you have helped. Following 
this memo is a list of those expected to send representa-
tives and those who were called and might surprise us 
by sending someone. You should review this list so that 
during the discussion you can refer to specific cases.

Participants (see list that follows)

Logistics
u   Upon arrival, you will be met by Harry Kay, the presi-

dent and owner of H & K, and the head of the Local, 
Sam Allan. They will lead you on a short tour of the 
manufacturing plant. (Should take about ten minutes.) 
During the tour, you should shake hands with the work-
ers you meet and ask them about their work. It will be 
very noisy in there—a good place for brief conversa-
tions. NOTE: Kay wanted to give you a much longer 
tour and briefing. We told him the schedule was too 
tight. If he tries to get you personally to go for the longer 
tour, politely beg off.

u  Keep in mind: there are picture opportunities during 
the tour as well as during the meeting to follow. But you 
must make sure those opportunities exist. The picture 
we want is you with workers. That means stopping dur-
ing the plant tour to shake hands and say hello.

u  After the tour, Harry and Sam will lead you to an area 
of the manufacturing floor that will be set up for the 
discussion. You will be joined by the H & K workers 
and by your guests from other businesses and organi-
zations. (The machines will be turned off.)

u  The discussion site will be informal—some people will 
be sitting, some will be standing; some people will be 
close enough to you to be in the picture. The whole idea 
here is to get a picture of you with workers at a work site 
to reinforce the message that you will deliver jobs.

u  Harry and Sam will introduce you.
u  You will speak briefly after Sam. (Your talking points 

follow here.)
u  You should end your remarks by starting the discus-

sion with the workers. There are questions at the end 
of your talking points that should help.

u  This is not a speech—it’s a discussion. You should speak 
briefly, then listen and respond appropriately. Ask them 
about their experiences. Ask them about whether they 
are finding the workers they need. Refer to the list of 
participants and ask, “Who’s here from XXX?” Then ask 
a relevant question. (“We made some improvements 
on Highway 12. What difference have they made?”)

u  Use your responses to make a point: “You’re right. 
We need more job training and more apprenticeship 
training. I’ve supported expanding job training and 
education and I’m going to . . .”

u  Don’t be shy about taking credit when people say 
thanks for your work. Don’t overdo it, either.

s s s

Event Briefi ng Memo
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concept to get used to because it means that nearly  every hour 
of the candidate’s day is scheduled by someone else. It is hardly 
surprising that schedulers therefore know their candidates well, 
and understand how to leverage a candidate’s strengths and 
minimize his or her weaknesses on the campaign trail. Sched-
ulers know the priorities and message of the campaign equally 
well and create schedules that refl ect those priorities. The key to 
scheduling is attention to detail: fi ling and managing scheduling 
requests, carefully selecting scheduling opportunities, setting 
up short-  and long- term schedules, and making effective use of 
campaign surrogates. The best schedules run so smoothly that 
the candidate hardly notices the amount of work that went into 
setting it up, although he or she should also remember to oc-
casionally thank the hardest working member of the  campaign.
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Chapter 8

Get Out the Vote (GOTV)

u Identify GOTV audience.

u Write a plan.

u Set an Election Day strategy.

u Go door to door.

u Phone.
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Get Out the Vote (GOTV)

t
Gotv starts the first day of the campaign. 

This is a line that is often heard on electoral campaigns, but 
many campaigns fail to really think about GOTV until the fi -
nal few weeks. But GOTV should be seen as the culmination 
of the process of base building and expanding. It is not enough 
to deliver a compelling message and have a well- run campaign. 
The true test of a campaign comes when it translates support 
into votes on Election Day. GOTV can and should be fun and 
exciting. It is intense and exhausting work that requires the 
campaign staff and volunteers to devote all of their energy to 
the fi nal days of the campaign. It is also exhilarating. There is 
nothing quite like the energy at the end of the campaign, when 
everything is on the line, emotions are running high, and people 
understand that their hard work is coming to an end. In this 
fi nal stage, every one needs to work as if there is no tomorrow—
 because when it comes to the campaign, there isn’t!

In chapter 2, we discussed the importance of having a con-
versation with voters throughout a campaign. This conversa-
tion takes place through many mediums, like fi eld organizing, 
communications, and fundraising. In the fi nal days of the cam-
paign, however, the focused conversation with undecided voters 
essentially ends, and the central focus of the campaign turns to 
mobilizing and turning out its base. In each of Paul Wellstone’s 
campaigns for U.S. Senate, GOTV was the culmination of the 
process of base organizing and base mobilizing that began at 
the earliest stages. By the end, a massive grassroots operation 
had been built that turned his supporters out to the polls. In 
fact, starting as soon as the campaign began, Wellstone sup-
porters were asked to do three things: volunteer at least one day 
a week, write at least one check, and take Election Day off from 
work to help the campaign. In his last campaign, Wellstone envi-
sioned an Election Day operation unprecedented in  Minnesota 
history: fi ve thousand people taking the day off to go door to 
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door in targeted precincts throughout the state. Despite his 
tragic death, his vision became a reality that represented a new 
standard for GOTV in the state.

In the last several weeks of a campaign, there is an intense 
 focus on persuading the undecided voters. Yet in the fi nal 
 seventy- two to ninety- six hours, the campaign shifts focus back 
to the base and begins the task of getting the supporters you 
have identifi ed and persuaded to the polls. This is fundamental 
because maximizing the base vote is a key way progressives win. 
It is important at the end of the race to repeatedly communicate 
to your voters, especially the less frequent voters, that their vote 
is critical to winning. If the campaign has done its job and built 
a base of supporters who feel that their interests are tied to the 
campaign’s success, this message will resonate.

Like every other aspect of a campaign, successful GOTV 
efforts depend on careful planning. The initial GOTV plan 
should be sketched out at the start of the campaign and fi -
nalized no later than one month out from Election Day. The 
plan should start with targeting information that identifi es 
where the campaign will fi nd its likely base voters. Using the 
techniques described in the chapter on fi eld organizing, the 
campaign then builds its list of supporters through voter ID, 
fundraising, volunteer recruitment, and persuasion. Volunteer 
recruitment starts early in the campaign and should include a 
specifi c pitch for people to be a part of the GOTV efforts. The 
plan should take into consideration the relevant election laws 
concerning voting and Election Day, including absentee voting, 
voter registration, and the opening and closing times of polling 
places. The GOTV efforts should also be incorporated into the 
campaign’s budget, since these operations can get expensive. 
During this planning, research the activities of previous cam-
paigns: fi nd out what worked and what didn’t, and learn from 
past experiences.

GOTV is a huge task that should be managed by a single 
coordinator. With two to three weeks to go, the coordinator 
should shift his or her attention from other activities and focus 
on getting ready for GOTV. This person should revisit and fi nal-
ize the campaign’s GOTV plan, understand the laws governing 
Election Day activities, develop the GOTV master calling list, 
ensure that volunteer recruitment happens, and make sure ma-
terials get written and printed. Since GOTV is the logical exten-
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sion of a voter contact program, sometimes the fi eld director 
serves as GOTV coordinator. As Election Day draws closer, more 
staff and volunteers move over to the GOTV effort. By the fi nal 
seventy- two to ninety- six hours, every member of the campaign 
participates in GOTV implementation.

This is an intense, fast- paced time, and the campaign needs 
to approach it with a sense of fun and excitement. A successful 
GOTV effort has a lot of energy; it is inclusive (even your least 
active volunteers get involved at this point of the campaign); 
and it is personal— it connects directly with people where they 
live and work. GOTV programs fail if they come too late and if 
the campaign fails to build a sustained relationship in the target 
communities. They also fail if they fail to refl ect the diversity 
of a community; it doesn’t work to send a team of suburban 
canvassers into an inner- city neighborhood. A GOTV program 
should refl ect the campaign’s commitment to diversity and re-
lationship building.

Determining GOTV Audience
There are two main targets for a GOTV program: habitual vot-
ers and sporadic voters. Since habitual voters are the ones most 
likely to vote, they need fewer contacts from your GOTV staff— a 
rule of thumb is two or three contacts in the fi nal weekend. 
 Occasional voters need to be contacted more often— fi ve to nine 
times in the fi nal weekend. Who are these voters and how do you 
fi nd them? The target audience for GOTV can be determined by 
looking at the following sources:

u  Campaign supporters and volunteers. Donors, people 
who signed up at events or on the web, and support-
ers who were not in the voter ID universe should be 
added.

u  Members of constituency groups or organizations that 
support the campaign.

u  Voter identifi cation results. ID results are the best 
source of information for individuals and groups to 
target. Once the campaign has a master list of identi-
fi ed supporters, the GOTV coordinator must priori-
tize names to be contacted fi rst, based on available 

s  It is not enough to 
deliver a compelling 
message and have a 
well-run campaign. 
The true test of a 
campaign comes 
when it translates 
support into votes 
on  Election Day. 
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resources. Using the voter ID categories (1 to 5, with 
1 being a core supporter), focus on the ones and twos 
from the campaign’s database.

u  High- performance precincts. Precincts with a high per-
centage of progressive voters should be emphasized 
in GOTV efforts. Special attention should be paid to 
those precincts that do not have high voter turnout. 
This is where you are likely to pick up voters who do 
not always go to the polls.

Once the entire GOTV universe has been created, the next step is 
prioritizing the audiences, which is done by looking at a voter’s 
likelihood to vote. Voters with a more sporadic voting history re-
ceive higher priority and need to be contacted more during the 
GOTV effort than voters with a more consistent voting history. 
The rest of the GOTV plan will then allocate different resources 
to each of these segments based on their priority.

The GOTV Plan
Once the campaign has determined its targeted audience, the 
GOTV effort kicks into gear. The GOTV plan should be broken 
down into two components: four to fi ve days before the elec-
tion, and Election Day itself. Activities on the weekend and the 
Monday before Election Day should concentrate on remind-
ing people to vote or on making sure that absentee ballots are 
mailed. On Election Day the campaign should concentrate on 
physically getting voters to the polls. The following components 
will make up the campaign’s GOTV plan:

u  Canvassing. The general rule in campaigns is that the 
more personal the contact, the better. Door- to- door 
canvassing is the most effective way of reminding 
people to vote, especially on Election Day. While it is 
not as effi cient as phoning, it allows the campaign to 
make one last personalized contact before Election 
Day and to remind people to vote. The campaign 
may decide to leave a “door hanger” at each residence 
reminding them where and for whom to vote. These 
activities should not be districtwide; the campaign 
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should concentrate on those precincts with 65 per-
cent or more progressive voters.

u  Absentee ballots. An effective absentee ballot program 
must target potential voters and get them absentee 
ballots well before Election Day. Prime targets for 
absentee ballots are senior citizens and people with 
disabilities. The campaign should be aware of absen-
tee voting laws in each state and take advantage of 
laws that allow more fl exibility in absentee balloting. 
Any vote that a campaign can get before Election Day 
is one less it needs to get on the busiest day of the 
campaign.

u  Early voting. Some states allow people to vote at the 
county courthouse or other sites as many as thirty 
days before Election Day. Know the laws and plan 
 accordingly.

u  Contact strategy. As a general rule, the sporadic voters 
in the GOTV universe should get fi ve to nine GOTV 
contacts (a combination of mail, calls, and door-
 knocks), while the more consistent voters should get 
two or three GOTV contacts.

u  Phoning. The most common way to get people to the 
polls is by calling them on the phone. Phoning is a 
natural outgrowth of the campaign’s voter identifi ca-
tion and persuasion programs, and the calls can be 
done by either paid or volunteer callers, or a combi-
nation of both. The benefi t of volunteer phoning is 
that it is free and that volunteers enjoy making these 
calls. The downside is that it is obviously volunteer-
intensive and can take volunteers away from other 
activities such as door- knocking. If resources allow, 
the campaign should consider using volunteers to 
make calls leading up to Election Day and then rely 
on paid calls on Election Day so that volunteers can 
be directed to door- knocking.

u  Literature drops. As we noted in earlier chapters, simply 
dropping literature is a waste of time compared to an 
actual door- knock that results in a direct contact with 
a voter. This holds true for GOTV as well. But some 
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campaigns will drop literature (or put it on cars) the 
night before the election, after phoning and door-
 knocking are done, so that people receive an early-
 morning reminder to vote. This is often referred to 
as “Midnight Madness.”

u  Targeted mail. Targeted mail plays an important 
role in the overall GOTV effort, by reminding your 
audience to vote and giving them information on 
polling locations and hours. Make sure to time the 
GOTV mail so it hits no later than the day before the 
 election.

u  Rallies and visibility. One way to build momentum 
and energize your base is with visibility, starting as 
early as the Thursday before the election. Visibility 
can be achieved in various ways, such as standing 
at inter sections during morning and evening rush 
hours in high-traffi c areas. Another way to increase 
visibility is by holding a GOTV rally. A good rally can 
be an effective way to both energize volunteers for the 
fi nal push and generate earned media.

u  Candidate activities. In addition to getting last- minute 
press coverage in the days leading up to the election, 
candidates should be leading the volunteer effort by 
visiting GOTV phone bank sites and thanking volun-
teers as they set out to do door- knocking.

In addition to these pre–Election Day activities, the cam-
paign needs a detailed plan just for Election Day. On Election 
Day, every voter in your GOTV voter fi le should receive at least 
one reminder to vote, and more if they are sporadic voters. The 
Election Day plan includes:

u  Election Day canvassing. Perhaps the most important 
of all GOTV activities are door- knocking sweeps 
through targeted precincts on Election Day. A door-
 knock is the most personal and aggressive reminder 
to vote. Door- knocking should be limited to high-
 density progressive areas, with priority going to those 
with lower turnout, and should be done by volun-
teers who are taking all or part of the day off from 
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work. Each targeted area should be swept continually 
throughout the day, with the most critical time to 
door- knock being the three hours after work and 
before polls close (5:00–8:00 p.m.). The rest of the 
day should be broken into a morning and afternoon 
shift. Often the best way to organize door- knocking 
is from specifi c locations in the targeted areas. Staff 
and volunteers should report to these locations with 
the results from each shift reported back to campaign 
headquarters.

u  Election Day phoning. Election Day phoning starts 
early in the morning when people can be reached at 
home before going to work and ends just before the 
polls close at night. The call is simple and short: “I’m 
calling from the Miller for Congress campaign. The 
race is very close and every vote will count, so please, 
remember to vote today. Polls are open from 7:00 a.m. 
to 8:00 p.m., and your polling place is St. Martin’s 
Church on Main Street. Do you know where that is? 
Do you need a ride to the polling place? Thank you 
so much for your time and once again: please don’t 
forget to vote today.” Call every voter on the master 
list of identifi ed voters, and check off those voters 
who say that they have voted. If a voter needs a ride 
to the poll, verify their name, address, and phone 
number so that the campaign can coordinate giving 
that person a ride. In states with same- day registra-
tion,  remind people who say they are not registered 
that they can register at the polling place. Again, if 
resources allow, consider paid calls so that volunteers 
are freed up for door- knocking efforts. Keep call-
ing: the key to victory is calling people until they say 
they have voted. The campaign may have reminded 
someone to vote in the morning, but it never hurts 
to remind them again. Keep calling until they say 
they have voted, even if they get annoyed; there is 
too much at stake to worry about annoying people. 
Some campaigns use the relatively cheap “auto” or 
“robo” calls that deliver a recorded message to either 
a live person or to  answering machines or voice mail. 
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When assessing this option, know that the more per-
sonal contact, the better. These kinds of calls should 
be used only as a supplement for more personal 
contact.

u  Transportation to the polls. The campaign should have 
someone who is specifi cally in charge of arranging 
transportation for people needing rides to their poll-
ing place. The rides- to- the- polls operation should 
be closely integrated with the Election Day door-
 knocking and phoning programs.

u  Legal strategy. In areas with many new Americans 
voting, or in places where voter suppression has 
been used by the other side, it is important to have a 
legal team on call to deal with questions about voter 
eligibility. These teams should be bi-  or multilingual 
and be able to go directly to polling places and speak 
with election judges. Election protection efforts have 
increased dramatically since the 2000 presidential 
election, and several national nonprofi t groups have 
implemented large- scale efforts to ensure the integ-
rity of the voting process. Look for ways to coordi-
nate with other groups on election protection activi-
ties, and if you decide to establish legal teams, do so 
well in advance so that these teams can be properly 
trained and familiarized with election laws.

The GOTV plan is impossible to implement unless the cam-
paign has succeeded in reaching the goals of its general cam-
paign and fi eld plans. The hundreds or thousands of volunteers 
that the campaign has spent months recruiting and turning 
into activists are the leaders of the GOTV efforts. This is their 
opportunity to make a decisive difference in the outcome of the 
election, and to push the campaign’s number of supporters over 
the top.

Sample GOTV Program
Let’s take a look at an example of a GOTV program for the fi nal 
weekend and Election Day that is based on the principles we 
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have outlined in this chapter. It starts with a direct mail piece 
that hits on the Friday before Election Day and ends when the 
polls have closed and everyone has voted.

Friday

u  GOTV mail piece hits mailboxes. It is a straight 
GOTV piece, urging people to vote.

u  Earned media GOTV event. Hold a rally or an event 
(like a large door- knock) that gives the press a good 
visual image of the excitement and energy of the 
campaign.

u  Depending on the campaign, possibly do a robo call 
from a prominent campaign supporter urging people 
to vote.

Saturday

u  Canvass target precincts with a straight GOTV 
message. Canvassers should give out polling location 
information at the doors or leave it on a GOTV lit 
piece at the door.

u  If resources don’t allow a large canvass, do a literature 
drop in targeted precincts.

Sunday

u  The fi rst GOTV call to base voters. This will likely be 
followed up with an Election Day call.

u  Canvassing continues.

Monday

u  Continue the fi rst GOTV call to base voters.

u  Visibility begins at highly traffi cked areas, like inter-
sections, food courts, and targeted precincts.

u  Late- night “Midnight Madness” literature drops in 
high progressive- performance areas.
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Election Day

4:30 A.M.

u  Wake up the staff and core volunteers!

6:00 A.M.

u  Legal team and poll watchers at their polling  locations.

u  Visibility: Hit the streets with signs and smiles.

u  E- mail blast to all supporters urging them to vote 
early.

u  Targeted radio ads run in select markets.

u  GOTV volunteers going to bus stops, holding signs, 
and encouraging people to vote.

7:00–9:00 A.M.

u  Prime voting time (time for candidate to vote).

u  Visibility at key polling places (be sure to know the 
laws regarding how close you can be to the actual 
polling location).

u  Gather canvass volunteers at staging area before they 
go out into neighborhoods.

10:00 A.M.

u  Canvassers hit the streets for fi rst round of canvass.

u  Rides to polls begin.

u  Phoners begin GOTV calls and continue until polls close.

Noon

u  Provide lunch for canvassers.

u  Receive update from volunteers at polling locations 
regarding turnout totals (this information should 
be used to see if the campaign is on track to hit its 
target numbers for total turnout in high progressive-  
performance areas).

u  Phone calls continue.

u  Visibility for lunch crowd: send volunteers to highly 
traffi cked lunch areas, like downtown offi ce buildings 
and food courts.
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2:00 P.M.

u  Phone calls continue.

u  Second poll report. You should adjust the canvass 
and phoning programs according to where turnout 
is lower than expected. For example, if one of your 
targeted precincts is reporting low turnout numbers, 
send more canvassers to that precinct to turn people 
out.

3:00–7:00 P.M.

u  Prime voting time.

u  Evening rush- hour visibility.

u  Phoning continues: now it is focused almost entirely 
on low-turnout precincts.

7:00–8:00 P.M.

u  All hands on phones; calling until polls close.

u  Poll watchers remain at polling locations until polls 
close (they cannot close if people are in line by poll-
 closing time).

u  Victory party begins!

A campaign that is trailing going into Election Day can win with 
a good GOTV effort. This is exactly how Paul Wellstone won his 
fi rst election in 1990: by capitalizing on his opponent’s weak fi eld 
operation. Down in the polls but surging, Wellstone stunned the 
political establishment by turning out a huge base of support-
ers and capturing a majority of votes. In his subsequent cam-
paigns, Wellstone built on this strength, planning wisely and 
carefully as he grew his campaign’s base and turned out his sup-
porters at the polls. Campaigns should always remember that 
the GOTV mind- set begins when the campaign begins, and that 
their supporters should understand the importance of translat-
ing their support into votes. In the fi nal week of the campaign, 
the fi eld operation should wrap up its work on identifying and 
 persuading voters, and focus exclusively on turning people out 
to vote. With a good plan, a highly motivated volunteer base, 
and tireless work, a campaign’s GOTV efforts can make the dif-
ference between winning and losing an election.
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Chapter 9

Advocacy, Lobbying, 
and Winning on Issues

u  Know the difference between lobbying and 
advocacy.

u Organize a grassroots campaign.

u Get to know legislators.

u Prepare for effective meetings with legislators.

u Think long-term.
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Advocacy, Lobbying, 
and Winning on Issues

t
In a democr acy, citizen action doesn’t end with 

Election Day. In fact, that is just when it begins. Once the dust 
settles and our candidates have either won or lost, it is time to 
begin the important work of moving our agenda through vari-
ous legislative bodies. Whether your concern is for adequate 
funding for our public schools, clean drinking water, dignifi ed 
support for veterans, peace, clean elections, the protection of 
civil liberties, or the need to decrease violence in our commu-
nities, you have an important role in making those issues part 
of the public debate. You and your allies can and should learn 
to be effective advocates on issues that are important to you. 
Don’t be intimidated by the process of making laws, and always 
remember you have a right to participate. The state capitol, the 
city council chambers, and the halls of Congress exist to do the 
people’s business. As an individual, you have experience and ex-
pertise that can inform the public policy dialogue. Never under-
estimate the power of a single person’s voice. Decisions that af-
fect your life and your community are being made at all levels 
of government, with or without you. They may as well be made 
with your input. Perhaps even more important, it is possible to 
magnify the impact of your point of view by learning how to 
organize collectively with others.

In this chapter we discuss the difference between advocacy 
and lobbying, how to build an effective advocacy campaign that 
wins legislative victories, how to lobby elected offi cials, and how 
to sustain your work over many years. Legislative advocacy and 
lobbying are the tools progressives need to build a sustained 
movement that goes beyond any single election.
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Advocacy and Lobbying: What’s the Difference?
Advocacy is the general promotion of an idea or cause. Grass-
roots advocacy is a distinctive approach to public policy in which 
everyday people— not simply legislators, experts, or political 
professionals— help shape public policy through their organized 
intervention in the political arena. Grassroots advocacy builds 
public awareness of an issue, organizes constituents in order to 
get the attention of legislators, and brings the people’s voice 
to bear on public policy debates. Individuals, faith communi-
ties, nonprofi t organizations, unions, and others all have the 
right to create and maintain grassroots advocacy campaigns on 
behalf of the issues most important to them. There is no legal 
constraint on general advocacy.

Lobbying, on the other hand, is a specifi c form of advocacy in 
which an elected offi cial is asked to take a position and to vote in 
a particular way on a piece of legislation. Lobbying is narrowly 
defi ned, whereas advocacy is broad. For example, if a group of 
people is organizing to call attention to the unacceptable levels 
of violence in our communities, it is involved in grassroots ad-
vocacy. Such a group engages in activities to make the public, 
elected offi cials, and the media aware of the problem and to sug-
gest solutions to address their concerns. When that same group 
of people meets with legislators in support of specifi c legislation 
designed, for example, to increase funding for violence preven-
tion programs in the schools, it is lobbying. Lobbying is one 
part of an advocacy campaign and is a complement to it. The 
distinction between general advocacy and lobbying is important 
because nonprofi t organizations have legal and fi nancial restric-
tions on their lobbying activity. Lobbying is not prohibited, but 
it is regulated, and there are ways to make your lobbying efforts 
much more effective.

Organizing a Grassroots Advocacy Campaign
The cornerstone of a good advocacy campaign is building and 
demonstrating grassroots power around an issue through or-
ganized people, a clear message that is communicated through 
the media, and a well- executed lobbying strategy. Organized 
people and a strong message create the ability to exert pressure 
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on decision makers who ultimately make decisions on public 
policy. The advocacy triangle is shown in Figure 10. To make this 
triangle of activity work, grassroots advocacy campaigns must 
keep in mind the following elements:

u  goals, both policy goals and grassroots goals

u  a strong message around which to organize

u  clear targets on whom to exert grassroots pressure

u  people to organize

u  tactics and tools to exert grassroots pressure

Setting Goals

Before embarking on a grassroots advocacy effort, it is impor-
tant to have clear goals. The goals are the basis for all advocacy 
activities. Clear goals articulate a vision, drive strategy and tac-
tics, and defi ne victories. There are two kinds of goals: grassroots 
goals and policy goals. Grassroots goals relate to ways in which 
the advocacy campaign will build, increase, and demonstrate 
grassroots power. Policy goals relate to the policy change that 
the advocacy campaign is seeking to effect.

Because grassroots advocacy for policy change and social jus-
tice is often incremental in nature, it is wise to defi ne victory in 
the context of realistic goals and to celebrate smaller victories 

Lobbying
i

i i

Figure 10. Making good public policy requires a combination of organizing , lobbying , 
and external communication.

Public 
Policy

 Grassroots Media
 Organizing Campaign
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along the way. It is important to have periodic benchmarks that 
highlight progress that has been made. Frequent victories help 
sustain grassroots volunteers, get them excited about future 
grassroots advocacy efforts, and in some cases attract attention 
from the public.

Strong and Clear Message

Grassroots advocacy requires two kinds of messages: those that 
are internal and those that are external. While these messages 
may be very similar, their purposes are distinct. The internal mes-
sage refers to the message that organizers use to engage and mo-
bilize the grassroots volunteer advocates. This message conveys 
the importance of the issue and why a grassroots advocate should 
take action on that issue. The external message refers to the mes-
sage that grassroots advocates attempt to communicate through 
the media and to deliver to their targeted decision makers. The 
external message should be accompanied by clear talking points 
that make a strong case for the advocate’s position.

Decision- Making Targets

Grassroots targeting is the process by which you determine 
which individual decision makers you will attempt to pressure. 
To select the targets of a grassroots advocacy campaign, you 
should combine traditional direct lobbying information about 
the decision makers with information about your grassroots re-
sources. This approach helps you identify not only who makes 
the decisions on your issue, but also where you have or can build 
grassroots power to infl uence those decision makers. It is very 
rare that you will have the capacity to organize in all the areas 
you want. Remember: targeting is about prioritizing. If you do 
not prioritize, you run the risk of crumbling under the weight 
of your own ambition. Select the most critical areas as your pri-
mary targets.

In general you will put your resources behind legislative 
targets that are either supporters or undecided on the issue. 
The task is to turn supporters into champions and to move un-
decided folks into supporters. Sometimes, you will also decide 
it is important to try to convince a legislator who does not seem 
persuadable on an issue. If that is the case, let your volunteers 

s  The voice of 
 citizen activists is 
what strengthens 
and maintains 
our democracy.
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know why you are doing it and how it fi ts into a larger strategy. 
Finally, consider dividing your targeting into tiers of priority. 
Tier one is for the most important targets, and therefore the 
areas on which you will expend most of your resources. Tier two 
is for moderately important areas where you can give a limited 
amount of resources, and tier three is for low- priority and there-
fore low- resource- intense targets.

Organized People

Your grassroots advocacy “base” is composed of those closest 
or most committed to your group or issue. As with an electoral 
campaign, a good grassroots advocacy effort begins by solidify-
ing and working from the base. In order to excite your base and 
gain their commitment to act, they need to be given specifi c 
tasks. Once your base is on board, expand your grassroots power 
by reaching out and bringing new groups into the effort.

It is very important to prepare all of your supporters to be 
effective advocates and lobbyists. They need good information 
that is constantly updated, adequate training and practice, 
knowledge of where the campaign is going and how, a sense of 
shared community, and a place where their input can be heard. 
Consider these six steps for effective mobilization of your base 
and supporters:

1.  Recruit. Convince grassroots people that they should 
get involved. Develop a strong organizing message 
that inspires advocates to commit. Make sure they 
know why this is so important.

2.  Record. Put systems in place for tracking activity. 
Make sure you are always building and updating your 
list. Get e- mail addresses, phone numbers, and advo-
cates’ interests. Know who is responsible for what.

3.  Prepare. Convince volunteer advocates that they can 
be effective. Give them tools (training, sample mes-
sages, role- play exercises, feedback) to be effective.

4.  Engage. Ask volunteer advocates for action. Be spe-
cifi c. Give them every detail. Be meticulous about 
every piece of information. Anticipate questions and 
answer them in advance. Ask for hard commitments. 
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Give deadlines. From the total number of advocates 
who give you a hard commitment, expect half of 
them to follow through.

5.  Remind. Even your most committed grassroots vol-
unteer can forget. Remind everyone the day before an 
action.

6.  Report. Let volunteer advocates know the results of 
your mobilization. Tell them how many people acted 
with them, how much of an increase that is, how it 
will build to the future, what the legislator’s or staff ’s 
reaction was, and what the legislator’s vote was.

Tactics and Tools to Exert Grassroots Pressure

Grassroots advocates can exert pressure in a wide variety of 
ways, depending on the willingness to take risks, the available 
resources, and the dynamics of the issue. A creative spin in the 
most traditional tactics can separate your effort from the rest. 
Below are some effective strategies to consider when trying to 
infl uence the legislative process:

u  personal visits with the targeted decision maker

u  press conferences and other earned media events

u  phone calls to the targeted decision maker

u  letters to the editor, editorials, and commentary

u  petitions

u  faxes to the targeted decision maker

u  e- mails to the targeted decision maker

u  personalized letters and postcards to the targeted 
decision maker

u  rallies and demonstrations

u  direct action strategies

u  political theater

When deciding which mobilizing activities you will under-
take, it is important to balance your grassroots resources with 
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the tactics you select. In general, the more personal the tactic, 
the higher the impact, and therefore the fewer people you will 
need to demonstrate grassroots power. For example, a postcard 
campaign in which people simply stamp and sign a preprinted 
message will be recognized as generic and orchestrated. There-
fore, you will need to generate a very high number of them to get 
on the decision maker’s “radar screen.” In contrast, a personal 
visit to a legislator’s home district with fi ve constituents who 
tell their personal stories about the issue has very high impact 
and requires fewer grassroots advocates.

In the process of developing tactics to use in your grassroots 
advocacy campaign, keep these tips in mind:

u  Dominate something. Concentrate an action in a 
small period of days, for example, to concentrate 
its  potency.

u  Do a few things well rather than many things poorly.

u  Make the strategy personal.

u  Force- multiply. Find ways to leverage your existing 
volunteer advocates to get more volunteer advocates.

u  Keep recruiting. Keep a laser focus on building, sus-
taining, and expanding your base.

u  Follow up. Select strategies that are conducive to re-
porting back to volunteer advocates.

Getting to Know Your Legislators 
and Letting Them Get to Know You
Elected offi cials are people who come into offi ce with a his-
tory, a set of experiences, commitments to various issues, and 
personal styles. In order to be effective with a legislator at any 
level of government, it is important to get to know them and 
their story:

u  Learn their biographies: their profession, their educa-
tion, their family situation, and their involvement in 
community issues.

u  Know their districts. Research the area they  repre sent—
 what are the demographics, the geography, the 
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economy, the resources, and the challenges of the 
person’s district?

u  Discover their policy interests. What issues motivated 
them to become an elected offi cial? On which issues 
do they exert leadership? What life experiences have 
made certain issues real to them? Whose opinion on 
issues do they value?

u  Learn their community interests. Find out where they 
volunteer, where they worship, and what they care 
about in their communities. Find out what they did 
before becoming a legislator.

u  Find your shared interests by letting them get to know 
you.

It is important to give lawmakers a chance to get to know 
you before you need their assistance in the heat of a decision-
 making process. Invite them to visit your agency, organization, 
neighborhood, or community when they are not legislating. 
Explain what you do and how it affects people’s lives. Take the 
time to listen to elected offi cials and get to know their concerns. 
Demonstrate that you can be a resource to them, and look for 
opportunities to provide them information and other assis-
tance. Maintain contact throughout the year, and thank them 
if they do things that deserve praise and support.

Tips for Effective Meetings with Legislators
Connecting with your legislators is the only way to develop a re-
lationship with them and work to infl uence the stands they take 
on your issues. When conducting a face- to- face lobbying meet-
ing with a legislator, it is important to be well prepared. Before 
you make any connection, plan what you are going to say. Keep 
your message simple and to the point. State your request (for 
example, vote for a specifi c bill) in as few words as possible. If a 
group of people is making a constituent visit, it is often helpful 
to assign different roles and practice the visit in advance. Here 
are some further tips:

u  Make introductions, and be clear about who is a con-
stituent. Legislators are most responsive to the people 
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who can keep them in offi ce— their constituents— so 
always attempt to have some constituent representa-
tion in any meeting.

u  Provide brief, clear statements about the problem 
and your solution. Think about your key points in 
advance and have the whole group making the visit 
agree to communicate them.

u  Personal stories are important because they make the 
issues real and demonstrate the human impact of 
policy decisions. Use stories to illustrate the problem 
and the need.

u  Personalize your comments and provide local context. 
Make a strong connection between the issue and the 
local community that the legislator represents. Use 
local examples that illustrate why your issue is im-
portant and why your position 
is a strong one.

u  Support your case with facts. Don’t overwhelm with 
numbers, charts, and data, but do use them ju-
diciously to make your point and legitimize your 
 argument.

u  Listen carefully to your legislator’s responses. What 
is the person saying about the issue? What is his 
or her position? What questions or concerns do 
they have that might be answered? Pay attention 
to the direct and indirect statements of support or 
 opposition.

u  Ask for their support. If you don’t directly ask your 
legislators if they support your position, you may 
never actually fi nd out what they think and what they 
intend to do. Your question must be clear. For ex-
ample, “Can we count on you to support Resolution 
186 when it comes to a vote in committee next week?” 
After you ask, pause. Let them answer and clarify if 
their response is not yet clear.

Once you get an answer, you will know if the legislator supports 
you, opposes you, or is undecided. If they support you:
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u  Thank them, and thank them again.

u  Be a resource to them. If they need additional informa-
tion or help in any way, offer to make that available to 
them.

u  Try to move them from being a supporter to a champion of 
your cause. Ask them if they will carry the bill to their 
colleagues, speak at a public event, write a commen-
tary for the newspaper, and take any other action that 
will move the legislation forward.

If they oppose you:

u  Thank them for their time and don’t waste yours. If they 
really don’t support you, move on to those who will.

u  Stay cordial and friendly. Even though you disagree 
on this issue, you may be in agreement on another 
issue. Keep the door open to working together in the 
future.

If they remain undecided:

u  Try to understand their reservations and continue to 
communicate with them.

u  If they need additional information, be sure you get it to 
them in a timely manner.

u  Think about whose voice is important to them and try to 
mobilize it on your behalf.

Finally, remember never to whine, threaten, misrepresent facts, 
malign the opponent, personalize a difference of opinion, or 
burn bridges.

Advocacy and Lobbying for the Long Term
Long- term, effective advocacy and the lobbying that supports 
it require positive, trusting, strategic relationships with elected 
and appointed offi cials, their staff, the media, and your own 
base. Because the work involves long- term goals, it is important 
to consider how to sustain your efforts into the future. This is 
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necessary in order to prevent burnout and to ensure that your 
campaign doesn’t reinvent the wheel each and every year. Con-
sider the following tips for creating grassroots sustainability:

u  Think of your organizing as an infrastructure. Give seri-
ous attention to the fl ow of information. Figure out 
how to strengthen the weak parts without compro-
mising stronger areas.

u  Keep an eye on the nuts and bolts. Some groups get so 
caught up in the vision that they fail at the concrete 
tasks that hold any effort together. Take care to main-
tain your data and lists; plan for basic organizing 
activities like reminder calls and follow- up communi-
cation; and if you have a web site, update it regularly.

u  Build from the base out. Like any good infrastructure, 
a sound foundation ensures that you won’t topple. 
Never forget your base, even as you are expanding it.

u  Cultivate leadership. Permanent grassroots infrastruc-
tures are built through volunteer leadership. Train, 
thank, recognize, and consult with your volunteers. 
Treat them like gold, and continue to give them op-
portunities to lead.

u  Force- multiply. Ask your existing volunteers to get 
more people involved in your effort. Explain the im-
portance of building grassroots power, and ask them 
to be a part of building the permanent infrastructure.

u  Articulate a vision. Volunteer advocates respond to a 
long- term approach if they’re able to see an exciting, 
bold vision at the end of the road.

u  Be methodical. Many groups that want to build 
grassroots infrastructures take on too much too fast. 
Don’t get stuck in the mud, but don’t rush yourself 
either.

u  View advocacy as a cycle. Avoid the trap of mobilizing 
only during a legislative session. Seek ways for your 
volunteer advocates to contact their elected offi cials 
in the home district, and before and after the legisla-
tive session. Think early about ways to inject the issue 
into the electoral cycle.
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u  Track and report votes. Elected offi cials can tell con-
stituents that they support kids or the environment, 
but their voting record can say otherwise. Teach vol-
unteer advocates the power of accountability.

u  Evaluate. Don’t be afraid to ask yourself and your 
volunteers and partners what is working and what 
is not, and modify your activities to respond to their 
feedback.

u  Finally, and perhaps most important: celebrate. The 
work of building long- term change is  challenging, 
but it is also a wonderful opportunity to create 
community, engage in efforts that can really make 
a difference, and light the way for those who will fol-
low. Remember to keep your “eye on the prize” and to 
value the people and accomplishments along the way.

Remember: the voice of citizen activists is what strengthens 
and maintains our democracy. Your participation is very valu-
able and the job of advocacy is well worth doing.

There are many ways outside of the electoral arena to win on 
progressive issues and make a difference. Advocacy and lobbying 
are essential activities that take place before, after, and during 
election cycles, and they deserve special attention. Advocacy is 
the general promotion of an idea or cause, while lobbying is a 
more focused form of advocacy that targets elected offi cials in 
an effort to win on an issue or pass legislation. An effective grass-
roots advocacy or lobbying campaign is in some ways similar to 
an electoral campaign: it requires planning, a strong message, a 
clear set of targets, people to organize, and an infrastructure for 
organizing them. If you are interested in lobbying an elected of-
fi cial, remember that personal contact is the most effective form 
of persuasion (just as it is on an electoral campaign). Remem-
ber that advocacy and lobbying are long- term activities. You will 
have disappointing defeats and exhilarating victories along the 
way, and so you need to think of your work as one part of a broad 
movement for progressive change.



Chapter 10

Sustaining Progressive Change

u Recognize that change takes time.

u Take care of ourselves.

u Become the leaders we deserve.

u Organize, organize, organize.



This page intentionally left blank 



Sustaining Progressive Change

t
In the introduction,  we wrote about Paul 

Wellstone’s early work as a community organizer in rural Min-
nesota, and his realization that sustaining the progressive move-
ment required long- term thinking and leadership development. 
He had built the Organization for a Better Rice County (OBRC) 
to advocate on behalf of poor rural residents, and he had some 
successes. Not only did OBRC win important, tangible victo-
ries, it also empowered disenfranchised rural residents— most of 
whom were single women on welfare— to get involved in political 
action. Yet Wellstone was disappointed that the organization 
dissolved after only a few years, and when he examined why, he 
concluded that he had not done enough to develop new leaders. 
He was impatient, assuming that he could transform people 
new to public life into leaders overnight. Wellstone wrote about 
this as a watershed moment, one that forced him to reevaluate 
his organizing style and begin to see a process of winning stra-
tegic, and sometimes small, victories in a long march toward his 
ultimate goals.

Wellstone learned an important lesson that we all need to 
learn: change happens slowly, and it might take a lifetime be-
fore we see the results of our hard work. We are part of a tra-
dition of progressive activism and a long- term commitment 
to democratic renewal and grassroots empowerment. So some-
times you aim for the moon and settle for one step at a time. We 
renew our democracy not only on the day that we cast a ballot, 
but every day the circle of citizen participation is widened. When 
we build grassroots power, bring new people into the process, 
create healthy and sustainable organizations, fi nd and nurture 
bold new leaders, and communicate effectively with our fellow 
citizens, we are building the foundation of a vital civic culture—
 and the possibility for real social change.

 u  179



180 o  SUS TAINING PROGRESSIVE CHANGE

Sustaining Our Movement by Sustaining Ourselves
As we build this progressive movement— by taking a long view 
of politics, developing new leaders, and having the courage to 
become our own leaders— we also need to take care of ourselves. 
Because we are in this for the long haul, we need to think about 
how to sustain ourselves and our organizations for years to 
come. The changes we desire may take a lifetime, so there is no 
point in burning ourselves out or driving our organizations into 
the ground. In order to sustain ourselves, we need to celebrate 
victories, acknowledge one another, evaluate our work, and nur-
ture our whole selves.

Celebrate Our Victories

Take the time to celebrate victories large and small and to revel 
in the accomplishments of a job well done. This is easy to do 
when you are winning, but even if you lose a crucial vote or elec-
tion, there is still plenty to celebrate in the effort. Celebrate the 
community of people who came together for a common pur-
pose. Celebrate the skills that were learned and the talents that 
were shared. Celebrate the changes in public awareness that 
came about and the thrill of joining together to make the world 
a better place. And when we say celebrate, we mean it. Have a 
party— a real party— enjoy delicious food and drink, sing, dance, 
clown around, have fun. There is real joy in political activity and 
the community that is created by working together.

Say Thank You

Saying thank you is a powerful thing to do, both in our personal 
lives and in politics. Whether people are paid or are volunteer-
ing, their work output is often phenomenal. Remember to thank 
people often for all they do, but especially when the task is done. 
As is true for all organizing, the more personal the thank- you, the 
better. A handwritten note or a phone call means a great deal more 
than a mass- produced letter. It’s worth the expense and the extra 
time it takes to make the thank- you individualized and heartfelt. 
Don’t forget to thank voters and constituents, as well as volun-
teers. Let them know that you appreciated their willingness to 
vote, to express themselves, and to participate in this democracy.
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Evaluate Your Work

Take the time to collectively evaluate what worked, what did not, 
and what has been learned for the future. Whether the  issue or 
race was won or lost, valuable lessons were learned that can be 
useful to others. Sometimes the last thing we want to do when 
we are exhausted from a campaign or organizing effort is to 
take the time to evaluate the process, but it is so important. Too 
often we reinvent the process every time we engage in grassroots 
politics. We need to become better at summarizing the experi-
ence and sharing the lessons with others. Finally, do something 
with the carefully constructed lists you maintained. Names are 
gold for organizers. Think about how to use those names for 
the future.

Take Care of Ourselves

Even with the best of outcomes, high- stakes campaigns can be 
bruising experiences. We don’t get enough sleep, eat the right 
foods, relax, or spend enough time with family and friends. We 
are usually obsessed with the news and talk only politics for 
weeks. It’s important to come out of an intense organizing ef-
fort knowing how to take a break and recover. Remember to 
connect with your whole person and do whatever works for 
you: gaze at the sunset, read a book, go to the woods, see lots of 
movies, dance, hang out with your friends, reconnect with your 
family, take several deep breaths, and get some perspective.

Getting and Being the Leaders We Deserve
When we take care of ourselves and set a long- term vision of 
progressive change, we put ourselves in position to become our 
own leaders. Often when we think of leadership, we think of 
elected offi cials, heads of organizations, or people who make 
and implement major decisions. We think of people who have 
status, infl uence, impressive titles, and community recognition. 
We don’t immediately think of ourselves, our neighbors, or our 
colleagues as leaders, because the role of the citizen leader is 
less visible and therefore less obvious. Yet the leadership that 
ordinary people contribute to schools, unions, neighborhoods, 
congregations, and grassroots organizations is critical to the 
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health of our communities and our democracy. The most ef-
fective and inspiring leaders are defi ned by their core values, 
and their behavior reinforces those values. In countless conver-
sations with groups around the country, Wellstone Action has 
learned about the values and behaviors that citizens are looking 
for in their political and community leaders. We share some of 
them below.

Perhaps most important, good leaders operate from a deeply 
held set of moral or ethical principles that are at the core of their 
commitment to change. As far as Paul Wellstone was concerned, 
it was a great compliment when someone came up to him (and 
many people did) to say that they didn’t always agree with him 
but knew he was honest and knew where he stood on the is-
sues. The importance of authenticity crosses the boundaries 
of ideology— even if we don’t agree with their agenda, there are 
many conservatives whom we respect because they are honest 
about their beliefs and stand up for what they think is right. 
That’s why some of Wellstone’s close friends in Washington and 
in Minnesota were principled conservatives; he didn’t need to 
agree with them to know if they had integrity and were authen-
tic. Citizens want their political leaders to be real. David King of 
Harvard University recently wrote about the attitudes of young 
people toward politicians and cited authenticity as the number-
 one quality they are looking for in political candidates. People 
want their leaders to have a set of strong principles and to stand 
up for them.

For progressives, these principles include a strong sense of 
social and economic justice, a deep commitment to equality 
and the dignity of all people, compassion for those who are 
in need, and a belief that change is possible. Time and again, 
people comment on the importance of leaders having passion, 
vision, and the ability to move others toward that vision. Inspi-
rational leaders imagine the world as it should be but under-
stand the world as it is. While they are strategic and pragmatic, 
they work to make that vision a reality. They help others believe 
in what has not yet been tried. They are often people with big 
ideas and bold plans, but they also take the time to share that 
vision with others so that it can be brought to fruition. Paul 
and Sheila Wellstone were always inspired by those who, despite 
insurmountable odds, built organizations to fi ght for the rights 
of those without a voice: those who suffer from mental illness, 
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homeless veterans, victims of domestic violence, and children. 
They understood that the real visionaries are those who imagine 
a better world and then carry the candle of hope to make that 
possible.

The most effective leaders care about results. They don’t just 
talk; they do. They are committed to creating strong organi-
zations that have the ability to accomplish their mission and 
achieve results. If they are elected offi cials, they measure their 
performance by the results they deliver for their constituents, 
base supporters, and the broader progressive movement. They 
know how to motivate others and help them work to achieve a 
shared goal. Because good leaders are concerned not only about 
themselves, their reputation, or their status, they know how 
to bring others along to accomplish common goals. They get 
things done by building up the capacity of others to achieve 
those goals.

As a corollary, effective leaders are also democratic and par-
ticipatory. They understand that the more leadership they nur-
ture in others, the greater power they and their group will have. 
An effective labor leader, for example, works to develop the lead-
ership skills of the membership in order to maximize power at 
the bargaining table and in the political arena. A successful envi-
ronmental leader understands that a strong environmental mes-
sage has to be backed up by a large and motivated membership 
base willing to bring that message to life through their work and 
 actions.

Finally, the best leaders are refl ective. They learn from ex-
perience, and they learn from others. They work hard to know 
themselves and to understand the dynamics of the groups they 
lead. Effective citizen leaders are not afraid to acknowledge that 
they do not have all the answers, and they are open to construc-
tive criticism. They value their own growth as well as the growth 
of others.

Supporting Our Leaders

Despite the prestige, infl uence, and power involved in being a 
leader, it can be a very diffi cult task. Leaders may become the 
focal point of a community’s frustrations, disappointments, 
and losses. They may become the excuse for what is perceived 
as going wrong. Leadership can be a lonely position.  Because 
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 having and maintaining good leaders is so critical, it is worth-
while to consider what can be done to nurture and sustain those 
who provide good leadership. Whether they are elected offi cials, 
community or union leaders, heads of organizations, or chairs 
of volunteer committees, leaders need a strong and committed 
base of people who assist them in moving an agenda or an or-
ganization forward. Leadership is a two- way street, requiring a 
great deal from those who lead and those who are led.

There are several concrete ways to support leadership we be-
lieve in and value. First, thank them for a job well done. People 
in leadership, especially those in public life, hear constantly from 
those who disagree with them; rarely do they hear from those 
who think they are doing a good job. Leaders need affi rmation, 
and public expressions of support are the best kind. If a legisla-
tor, a director, or a volunteer chair of a committee is doing a 
good job, tell them! A word of thanks goes a long way to help 
them lead through diffi cult periods.

At the same time, when leaders are heading down the wrong 
path, it is important and appropriate to voice caution, concern, 
and outright disagreement. Learning how to disagree with lead-
ers (especially those you believe in) is important for the com-
munity and for the growth of the person who is trying to lead. 
Leaders need to hear respectful, clear, and impersonal criticism 
of their decisions and their behavior. This approach allows them 
to take in the criticism or disagreement and therefore consider 
it as they move forward.

Leaders also need information to do their job well. Whether 
a principal in a school, a leader of an antipoverty coalition, or 
a city council member, a leader needs to be well informed and 
armed with facts, analysis, and real- life stories. Community 
members can be very helpful in bringing useful information 
and perspective to those who must make important decisions. 
They bring the human face of an issue and can assist the leader 
in developing a coherent solution to a diffi cult problem.

Finding New Leaders

In addition to supporting the good leaders we already have, we 
need to constantly create and nurture new leaders willing to 
step forward to accept the challenge of public service, whether 
in the legislative, nonprofi t, or union arena. Progressives need to 
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systematically recruit, train, and support new candidates for of-
fi ce. We need new energy and new ideas. It is time for our organi-
zations, our political parties, and our unions to open the way for 
young people, new Americans, those with fresh ideas, and those 
with an abiding passion to step forward. As Paul Wellstone said, 
“Now is the time to thrust forward new ideas and new leaders. 
This is no time for timidity.”

Paul would have been enormously gratifi ed by a recent elec-
toral victory of one of these new leaders. In 2004, a progressive 
candidate named Patti Fritz defeated a conservative incumbent 
to become a member of the Minnesota House of Representatives. 
A graduate of Camp Wellstone, Patti ran a high- energy campaign 
fueled by volunteers and focused on grassroots principles. She 
was not afraid to stand up for her beliefs, even though some of 
her own supporters disagreed with some of her positions on is-
sues. She knocked on thousands of doors, spent many hours 
on the phone asking for money or support, and was a constant 
presence in her district. When people got to know Patti, they 
knew she was real and they liked what they saw: she defeated her 
opponent by two percentage points, in a decidedly conservative 
district.

What many of Patti’s constituents might not have known 
about her is that her political activism did not start when she ran 
for public offi ce. It started years earlier, when she was a young 
mother living in poverty in rural southern Minnesota. Her hus-
band was a truck driver and she was a nurse who was unable 
to return to work after a diffi cult pregnancy. They were living 
in subsidized housing and had fallen on hard times. “My hus-
band was still trying to make a living and wire money back and 
buy groceries and the basic necessities,” she said. But the money 
wasn’t enough to cover the bills, and their landlord threatened 
them with eviction when they fell behind on rent. Desperate, she 
began contemplating ways to move herself and her children into 
the family car to live. One day she received a knock on her door. 
It was an organizer from Carleton College, doing an outreach 
project for Professor Paul Wellstone that focused on rural poor 
people. After hearing Fritz’s story, the organizer told Wellstone 
about her and within days he had put Fritz in touch with social 
service agencies that helped her family make arrangements to 
pay the rent and avoid eviction.

This small act changed Patti Fritz’s life. She had assumed 
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that “people don’t do things for other people— they don’t just 
knock on the door and help you,” she said. “But Paul did.” The 
experience motivated her to take action, and she asked Wellstone 
what she could do to improve her circumstances and those of 
others like her. The result: Patti Fritz became a founding mem-
ber of the Organization for a Better Rice County (OBRC), the 
organization led by Paul Wellstone in the mid- 1970s. After her 
work with OBRC, Patti went on to a career as a nurse and union 
organizer who successfully led organizing drives on behalf of 
nursing home workers. She decided to run for state legislature 
in 2002 but lost a close race. Paul Wellstone was not alive to 
witness what she accomplished in 2004 when she won her cam-
paign against the same opponent. Yet it was a victory that began 
three decades earlier with a knock on the door.
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Appendix A

“Coordinated Campaign”: 
Field Plan from the 2002 Minnesota 
Democratic Party Effort to Reelect Paul 
Wellstone and Other Democrats

t
The primary goal of the dfl (in Minnesota, 

the offi cial party name is Democratic- Farmer- Labor Party) Co-
ordinated Campaign fi eld operation is to build a grassroots 
operation that will maximize Democratic voters and elect Paul 
Wellstone and the endorsed Democratic candidates. The fi eld 
operation must create and develop an effi cient campaign orga-
nization that will persuade undecided voters as well as mobi-
lize supporters in Democratic base districts and constituency 
districts. This program will include an aggressive voter contact 
program that will consist of voter ID and persuasion, which will 
primarily be done by phone and a door- to- door canvassing pro-
gram. These efforts will be in conjunction with an aggressive 
voter registration program; an absentee ballot program; and a 
massive, effective, and effi cient GOTV program.

The plan will consist of the following sections:

u  Staffi ng. This section will give an overview of staffi ng 
needs (which includes responsibilities and job de-
scriptions) that will be needed to implement the 2002 
DFL Coordinated Campaign fi eld plan.

u  Volunteers. Volunteers are the heart of this grass-
roots fi eld plan. This section will not only identify 
volunteer needs but also lay out a plan for volunteer 
recruitment, engagement, and mobilization.
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u  Training. This section demonstrates the importance 
of adequate training for both staff and volunteers 
and lays out the appropriate training programs for 
the various aspects of the fi eld program.

u  Voter contact. This section will be broken into the two 
primary aspects of the direct voter contact program: 
the canvass and the phone program. Other aspects of 
the program such as voter registration, visibility, and 
events will also be discussed.

u  GOT V. This section describes the preliminary needs 
of the get-out-the-vote program.

Staff ing and Structure
The campaign staff will consist of a Field Director, a Deputy 
Field Director, eight Congressional District (CD) Coordinators, 
with the possibility for additional Coordinators, fi fteen Field Or-
ganizers (21st Century Democrats), a Canvass Director, a GOTV 
Director (Coordinated Campaign base budget), and a Campus 
Director (not in budget, recommending add- on to budget):

u  Field Director. The Field Director will be responsible 
for the overall implementation of the fi eld plan. Will 
work to integrate fi eld and political plans with Po-
litical Director. The responsibilities include planning, 
training, tracking, organization building, and meet-
ing the set goals. To keep a reasonable span of con-
trol, CD Coordinators 3, 4, 5, and 6 will report to the 
Field Director. Report to Deputy Campaign Director 
via daily reports.

u  Deputy Field Director. The Deputy Field Director 
shall be hired between June 1 and June 15, 2002. 
The Deputy Field Director is an extension of the 
Field Director and will ensure that all the above is 
accom plished in an orderly and timely manner. The 
 Deputy will travel throughout the state and work 
with the CD Coordinators and Organizers to help 
implement the fi eld plan in their respective CDs. To 
keep a reasonable span of control, CD Coordinators 
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1, 2, 7, and 8 will report to the Deputy Field Director. 
Report to Field Director via daily reports and weekly 
conference call.

u  Congressional District Coordinators. The eight CD 
Coordinators shall be hired by May 1, 2002. The 
Congressional District Coordinators will be initially 
responsible for volunteer recruitment; offi ce setup; 
overall supervision of Organizers, Volunteers, and 
Interns; helping advance Wellstone schedule in their 
CD; earned media (letters to the editor, local  paper 
clippings, monitor local media, etc.); planning; 
daily/weekly reports; attending weekly conference 
calls; working with Constituency Organizers; work-
ing with the local campaigns; and any fundraising 
support. CD Coordinators 3, 4, 5, and 6 report to 
Field Director; CD Coordinators 1, 2, 7, and 8 report 
to Deputy Field Director via daily reports and con-
ference calls.

u  Congressional District Field Organizers. Fifteen Field 
Organizers shall be on board by June 10, 2002. The 
Field Organizers will be responsible for Volunteer 
recruitment, running the phone bank operation, 
keeping track of sign requests and delivery, attend-
ing weekly conference calls, management of CD 
 volunteer/donor lists, visibility and event staffi ng, 
and recruitment. Report directly to CD Coordina-
tors via daily reports and conference calls.

u  Canvass Director. The Canvass Director will be re-
sponsible for writing and implementing the canvass 
plan. The Canvass Director will train the CD Coordi-
nators and Organizers on the canvass plan. Reports 
directly to Field Director via daily reports and confer-
ence calls.

u  GOTV Director. The GOTV Director will be respon-
sible for writing and implementing the GOTV Plan. 
The GOTV Director will train the CD Coordinators 
and Organizers on the GOTV plan. Report directly 
to Field Director via daily reports and conference 
calls.
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Volunteer Recruitment
The fi eld program has set a goal of recruiting 12,500 to 15,000 
volunteers. This number was determined by looking at the fol-
lowing factors: previous Wellstone campaigns, volunteer base, 
potential volunteers, and an Election Day goal of 7,500 volun-
teers. The following is a list of potential volunteer resources. 
These lists and sources will be broken down by congressional 
district and used by the fi eld staff to fi ll volunteer needs:

u  Wellstone campaign material: lists, old IDs, previous 
volunteers, old lawn sign lists, small- dollar- contributor 
lists

u  DFL voter fi le: caucus attendees, great Democrats, 
and great volunteers

u  Constituents: events by Wellstone campaign and other 
organizations (for example, Sierra Club, pro- choice 
organizations)

In order to have a successful volunteer program, the cam-
paign must make sure that the volunteers have the necessary 
resources to be effective. The following section outlines train-
ing goals and reporting tactics that will be administered by the 
coordinators and fi eld staff:

u  Training goals. One Saturday a month, volunteers will 
be thoroughly trained on the following aspects: data 
entry, phone banking, canvassing, event assistance, 
recruiting other volunteers, and GOTV training.

u  Volunteer tracking. In order to make sure that we have 
accurate information for both recruiting and retain-
ing volunteers, the campaign will hire a data manager 
and coordinate the activities of the congressional dis-
trict. The data manager will be overseeing the entry 
of accurate information. He or she will be responsible 
for merging and running lists and supervising data 
entry. Each congressional district is responsible for 
its own data entry, and for avoiding duplication and 
making sure that they are not “raiding” volunteers 
from other organizers.
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Training
The key to effective organizing is the investment made in train-
ing, and the quality of supervision. Because budget consider-
ations will most likely dictate that some of our coordinators 
and organizers will have little prior experience on campaigns, 
it is even more important that we provide signifi cant training 
opportunities and effective supervision.

A training schedule will include the following sessions for 
the CD Coordinators and Organizers:

u  One daylong orientation for CD Coordinators in May

u  One daylong training for the CD Organizers on 
June 12, 2002

u  One comprehensive GOTV training for the Field 
Staff in September and October right before the fi nal 
GOTV push

u  Two Election Day trainings for volunteers, one in 
October and one in November. Senior Field Staff, CD 
Coordinators, CD Organizers, and Constituency

The Field Director, Deputy Field Director, Political Director, 
and Volunteer Coordinator will conduct the trainings.

Direct Voter Contact: Voter ID
Direct voter contact consists of ID and persuasion activities, uti-
lizing phones, door- knocking, and direct mail as contact strate-
gies. The following sections detail direct voter contact goals and 
plans:

1.  ID universe. The target for the phone ID program 
will be a universe of 626,000 phone households. This 
universe consists of nonprimary voters who were not 
identifi ed by the DFL for a specifi c party (Democratic 
or Republican) in the 2000 election cycle.

2.  Paid voter ID. The campaign will make the following 
paid ID calls:
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u  Early ID. The campaign will make 120,000 early 
paid ID calls to help develop a concrete persua-
sion universe for the canvass and persuasion 
phone operations. These calls will be completed 
by mid- June.

u  Paid voter ID. The base- coordinated campaign 
program will make 300,000 paid ID calls from July 
to August. These ID calls will continue to feed the 
volunteer persuasion phoning and the paid and 
volunteer canvasses.

3.  Volunteer voter ID. The goal of the volunteer ID pro-
gram is 50,000 phone connects per month.

u  May: Find phone banks, develop ID universe, run 
lists, train.

u  June: Phoning starts June 1 with an average of 
ten phones per congressional district. Hours are 
6:00–9:00 p.m., Sunday to Thursday. Goal is 72,000 
calls for June (80 phones x 15 calls/hour x 3 hours 
= 3,600 per night), but this number will be dis-
counted by 25 percent for a total goal of 50,000 
connects.

4.  The campaign is currently estimating that it will com-
plete 470,000 voter ID calls through the paid and 
volunteer efforts. If additional resources are found 
to do the targeted re- ID in the fall, the number of 
completed IDs will increase to 586,000.

Direct Voter Contact: Persuasion Canvass

The canvass will consist of identifying voters and persuasion at 
the door from July 1 through October 28, 2002. The campaign 
will operate a full- time paid canvass that will focus on deliver-
ing the highest- quality persuasion contact to the most targeted 
and persuadable voters. At the same time, a volunteer canvass 
under the direction of the fi eld staff will operate throughout 
the summer, generating multiple contacts in targeted precincts. 
The campaign will focus on high- quality contacts at the most 
persuadable households.
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u  Staff: 25 Canvassers, 2 Canvass Leaders, 1 Canvass 
Director, and 1 Data Manager.

u  Time: 6 days per week, 32 hours per week (Monday to 
Thursday: 5 hours; Saturday/Sunday: 6 hours each).

u  Number of doors knocked: 27 canvassers, 15 doors 
per hour per canvasser, 32 hours per week = 12,960 
per week. Therefore, between July 15 and October 28 
(15 weeks), the campaign will knock 194,000 doors.

u  Canvass projections: The volunteer canvass will oper-
ate under the direction of the fi eld staff and will 
focus on generating multiple contacts to households 
in the most targeted precincts.

July: 4 days of canvassing on Saturdays; 4 hours 
per day, 50 walkers (approximately 2 recruited by 
each fi eld staffer), 12 doors per hour, 9,600 doors 
per month.

August: 8 days of canvassing on Saturday and Sun-
day; 4 hours per day, 75 walkers (approximately 
3 for each fi eld staffer), 12 doors per hour, 28,800 
doors knocked.

September: 8 days of canvassing on Saturday and 
Sunday; 4 hours per day, 100 walkers (approxi-
mately 5 for each fi eld staffer), 12 doors per hour, 
38,400 doors knocked.

October: 8 days of canvassing on Saturday and 
Sunday, 4 hours per day, 150 walkers (approxi-
mately 7 for each fi eld staffer), 12 doors per hour, 
57,600 doors knocked.

October 15–31: we will enter the “Shaking of the 
Base,” defi ned as energizing the base for the fi nal 
push. Activating the Democrats to come out and 
vote, through literature drops, persuasion calls, 
etc. in high Democratic areas. Voter registration 
program will continue through the cutoff date. 
Absentee voting continues until the day before 
Election Day. GOTV will occur October 31 to 
 November 5.
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Direct Voter Contact: Persuasion Phoning

The phone persuasion universe will consist of undecided vot-
ers from the phone IDs and voters who ID’d as undecided in 
2000. We estimate this universe to be about 350,000 phone 
households. With a persuasion universe of 350,000 voters and 
the goal for phoning from July 1 to October 28, the campaign 
will make 1,035,000 persuasion calls (that is, calling the universe 
three times):

u  July (23 fi eld staff ): 125 phones per night = 7,500 calls 
per night, or 150,000 per month

u  August (23 fi eld staff ): 150 phones per night = 9,000 
calls per night, or 225,000 per month

u  September (23 fi eld staff ): 150 phones per night = 
9,000 calls per night, or 225,000 per month

u  October (23 fi eld staff ): 250 phones per night = 13,500 
calls per night (or weekend afternoon), or 408,000 
per month

GOTV: Voter Registration and Absentee Ballots
The voter registration program consists of door- to- door regis-
tration, voter registration booths, and clipboarding for voter 
registration at parades and events. We can take advantage of 
the same- day registration and Motor Voter registration for our 
program that can also be extended to the targeted constituent 
groups. The goal of the voter registration effort is to register 
20,000 new voters at events, parades, county fairs, colleges, and 
through canvassing.

The absentee ballot goal is to fi nd 10,000 absentee voters in 
high- DFL areas, plus Wellstone- supporting seniors. This will be 
done through paid and volunteer canvassing.

Mail
The persuasion mail universe will consist of undecided vot-
ers from the phone IDs selected from demographic targets 
in persuadable precincts. We anticipate this universe to be 
around 275,000 households. The GOTV universe will consist 
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of  Wellstone/DFL IDs from the voter ID program, blind GOTV 
of voters from 65 percent and greater DFL precincts, and blind 
GOTV of voters from constituencies expected to break heavily 
for Wellstone (e.g., young women). GOTV will be prioritized 
to maximize contacts to voters that have limited vote history 
 (general elections, not primary elections). We anticipate this uni-
verse to be around 250,000 households (HH). Persuasion mail 
will consist of six pieces to a 275,000 HH universe. GOTV 
mail will consist of two pieces to a 250,000 HH universe.

Visibility
Visibility will be done all around the state at parades, street 
corners, events, rallies, and debates. Each CD Coordinator and 
Organizer will be responsible for his or her area. Visibility will 
consist of yard signs (goal of 15,000 sign locations), parades, and 
other events.
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Appendix B

Wellstone for Senate 2002 
Community of Color Organizing Plan: 
Minnesota’s Hmong Community

t
The two pr imary goals  of the Hmongs for 

Wellstone Field Plan are to continue to build and sustain a po-
litical consciousness in the Hmong community and to reelect 
our progressive candidate. By using the issues as the vehicle for 
reelecting our candidate, the Hmong community continues to 
build and sustain a political consciousness.

Similar to traditional fi eld plans, the Hmong plan seeks to 
identify, persuade, and track Hmong voters to Get Out the Vote. 
Past campaigns registered a lot of Hmong voters but failed to 
get them to the polls; this plan proposes to do more voter educa-
tion (especially ballot education), more one- on- one voter con-
tact through the phones, and more Hmong visibility. Most im-
portant, these activities will be conducted primarily by Hmong 
volunteers in the Hmong language.

Goals
u  To reelect Paul Wellstone to the U.S. Senate in 2002

u  To identify and create a database of 11,032 eligible 
Hmong voters

u  To have a 60 percent or greater voter turnout rate 
(6,619 voters to the polls)

u  To sign up more than forty- one election judges, 
especially in key precincts in Senate Districts 65, 
66, and 67— targeted areas with signifi cant Hmong 
 populations
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Strategies

u  Identify who the targeted Hmong people are— where 
they live, eat, and work; how they operate, how they 
think; what their issues and concerns are.

u  Communicate to the Hmong community about the 
senator’s history, positions, and how he will fi ght for 
Hmongs in Washington, D.C.

u  Hire a Hmong staff person on the campaign.

u  Organize Hmong Steering Committee made up of 
elders from the various clans in the community.

u  Have a strong presence at the annual soccer tourna-
ment (10,000 people attend).

u  Identify legislation that the candidate will support if 
reelected that will benefi t the Hmong community.

As a result of the campaign’s work, the average Hmong voter 
will have received four phone calls from the campaign, seen two 
ad hits and two additional articles in Hmong newspapers, 
heard one cassette tape and listened to three radio hits, and 
attended one extensive ballot training session. In total the av-
erage Hmong voter will have received thirteen messages from 
the campaign, not including anything they will have seen from 
other sources.

Hmong Voting Universe
It is diffi cult to precisely determine the Hmong voting universe, 
given that not everyone is a citizen. The latest census states that 
there are approximately 41,800 Hmong residing in our state. Ap-
proximately 44 percent are older than eighteen, and if one as-
sumes that 60 percent of them are citizens eligible to vote, then 
the voting universe would be 11,032.

In the 2000 presidential election, the voter turnout rate in 
the Asian American community was 43 percent (keeping in 
mind that this includes East and South Asians). Assuming that 
the Hmong voting universe is 11,032, a 43 percent turnout rate 
would be 4,743 voters. Our goal is to increase that voter turnout 
rate to 60 percent (6,619 voters) or greater.
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Issues and Messages
Based on numerous interviews with Hmong community leaders 
and various conversations with the Hmong Steering Committee 
members, the three main concerns of the Hmong community 
are economic development; education; and the refugee issues 
such as mental health, deportation, refugees in Thailand, and 
the dire political situation in Laos.

u  Economic development. The Hmong community is 
becoming self- suffi cient, with many small businesses. 
The community is concerned about access to capital, 
reasonable interest rates, easier loan processes, and 
predatory lending practices that have plagued many 
underrepresented communities. Additionally, the 
need for trade relations between Hmong business 
owners and the international community is a grow-
ing concern. Finally, the Hmong perceive farming 
and fi shing as the lifeblood of their community. Any 
political candidate who can offer the Hmong con-
crete economic projects (such as organic farms or fi sh 
farms) that would utilize their knowledge of farming 
and fi shing would be immensely popular.

u  Education. Public education continues to be a critical 
concern to the Hmong community. One out of every 
fi ve kindergarten students in the city school system 
is Hmong. Hmong students in higher education take 
longer to graduate or are more likely to drop out be-
cause of fi nancial problems. Many students cite lack 
of support from administrators as a key problem. 
Legislation that would support strong public schools 
and greater access to higher education would be ap-
pealing to the Hmong community.

u  Refugees. When the Hmong fi rst arrived in the United 
States, their main focus was on making a living. Now 
that the economic basis has begun to be secured, 
other problems are starting to emerge. These include 
gambling, depression, and domestic violence, origi-
nating from a lack of mental health resources. Ad-
dressing these needs would be immensely popular.
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Furthermore, many Hmong people remain in the jungles of 
Laos and continue to fi ght the Laotian government. The Hmong 
veteran community is very concerned about the welfare and 
 human rights condition of these freedom fi ghters, and any leg-
islation that would address their needs would be well received 
by the Hmong community.

Staffing and Structure
The Hmong campaign staff will consist of one full- time staff 
person serving as a Deputy Political Director who will identify 
and offer resolutions to sensitive Hmong issues, be a liaison be-
tween the campaign and the community, collect and create a 
database of Hmong voters, and get out the Hmong vote.

Two additional organizers will report to the Deputy Political 
Director, and at least four Hmong interns will be brought into 
the coordinated campaign.

The team will share space with the 4th Congressional District 
staff and will participate in their weekly meetings. The Hmong 
staff will help out with general tasks, although their calendars, 
phone banks, projects, events, and so forth may be different.

There will also be a steering committee of ten to fi fteen 
people whose goal is to identify the issues most important to the 
Hmong community and to recommend possible resolutions. It 
will also help create strategies to mobilize the community. In 
addition, we will create smaller groups based on the clans whose 
objectives will be to recruit volunteers, mobilize for visibility, 
and get the word out in the Hmong community.

Field Activity
u  Clan meetings. Campaign leaders will each meet with 

fi ve clan families. The goals will be to recruit volun-
teers, sign up election judges, identify surrogates for 
the candidate, and empower people to have owner-
ship of the Hmong fi eld plan.

u  Soccer tournament. The goal of fi eld activity at the 
Hmong Soccer Tournament is to collect names to 
build a database of new Hmong voters.
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Meeting with Constituent Groups 
within the Hmong Community

u  Women. Sheila Wellstone will meet with Hmong 
women to raise three hundred volunteer hours.

u  Senior citizens. The campaign will meet with Hmong 
senior citizens for voter registration and ballot 
 training.

u  Business owners. At a fundraiser with the Hmong 
Chamber of Commerce, the candidate will roll out 
his economic plan for the Hmong community and 
raise $5,000.

u  Veterans. The candidate will send out a letter com-
mending Hmong veterans on their national day of 
recognition. The event will persuade veterans, as a 
group, to support and help the candidate.

u  Farmers. A meeting between Paul Wellstone and 
Hmong farmers will be set up where he will announce 
his agricultural program and talk about supporting 
small- scale farming.

Media
Paul Wellstone will need to dominate the Hmong print media.
An interview and endorsement with the Hmong Times before the 
general election; an interview with the Asian Pages in the issue 
before the September primary; an interview with the Hmong 
American Journal for the August issue; two full- page ads in the 
Hmong Times, one the week before the September primary and 
another the week before the November general election. See 
budget for cost.

Phones
Phoning is the most critical part of the Hmong campaign plan 
because it identifi es who are the Hmong voters and then grows 
the list by asking who else in the family and in the extended 
family is a citizen. Phoning will occur in three phases. The fi rst 
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phase will work with the lists that have already been compiled 
and refi ne them. The Hmong lists currently available are:

u  Hmongs in the Voter File list (6,252 names)

u  July 5–6 Hmong Soccer Tournament (1,118)

u  Other candidate GOTV list (700)

u  Senate Districts 65 and 67 Precinct Delegates 
List (250)

u  Other candidate Victory Party (200)

u  Asian American Forum (200)

u  Voter Outreach List (100)

Total names available are 8,820. After the lists have been com-
piled, they will be called and the accurate data will be reentered. 
If we assume a 30 percent accuracy rate, meaning that the name, 
address, and phone number are correct, then approximately 
2,646 good names will come out of this list combination.

Every day for one week, campaign leaders and constituency 
groups are to recruit at least twenty phoners, fi ve election judges, 
and ambassadors to speak on Senator Wellstone’s behalf.

The second phase will work with government lists like the 
property tax fi le and the homeowners’ list. First, these lists will 
be compared to the already established Hmong database for any 
duplication, then the people will be contacted by phone and the 
accurate data reentered.

The last phase of the phone plan will work from the phone 
book and any other sources we may obtain. The goal of this 
phase is to build and grow the GOTV universe.

Once people have been phoned and the correct information 
collected, we will invite them to a ballot training session. This 
ballot training operation will be managed by teachers but utilize 
Hmong high school and college students to do follow- up. If we 
fi nd voters who are older than sixty- fi ve, the ballot training pro-
gram will offer the option of absentee voting and will arrange 
a time to pick up the voter and take him or her to vote ahead 
of time.
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Field Products
In lieu of a literature piece, this plan advocates for a cassette tape 
detailing Senator Wellstone’s life, where and how he grew up, 
when he got married, what he was doing prior to running for 
offi ce, why he originally ran, why he is running now, what he has 
done politically, and what he plans to do if reelected.

One thousand cassettes will be distributed in August at local 
grocery stores. At the end of the tape, the voter should be en-
couraged to call a number and leave a message. This will help us 
track how many people have listened to the tape and heard the 
messages. This product is especially geared to the older Hmong 
voters who listen to cassette tapes and who may not necessarily 
get the hits that more acculturated Hmong voters get from the 
TV ads or the newspapers.

APPENDIX B u  205



This page intentionally left blank 



Appendix C

Action Planning Template

t
Issue or Problem 
to be Solved
What is the issue or 
 problem to be solved?
Be concrete and specifi c 
in naming the problem in 
order to target a solution.

Goals
Identify one to four clear 
goals for your campaign 
that will be your yardstick 
for determining success. It 
is important to consider 
two kinds of goals: (1) ex-
ternal, or policy goals; and 
(2) internal, or grassroots 
organizing goals.

Targets
Primary targets are the 
individuals or groups that 
actually make a decision 
about your issue.
Secondary targets are the 
individuals or groups that 
infl uence the primary 
targets.
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Core Constituencies
What people and groups 
are most affected by this 
issue? Who among them 
is willing to participate in 
fi nding a solution?

Allies
In addition to the core 
constituents, who will be 
supportive and helpful in 
the organizing effort? 
How will you gain their 
support? 

Opposition
Who stands on the other 
side of this issue and will 
attempt to block or thwart 
it or work against you? 
How will you deal with 
them?

Key Messages
Identify two to fi ve key 
messages for your cam-
paign. Articulate them 
clearly and in language that 
is accessible to the public.

Strategy
The strategy is the general 
plan for organizing your 
power to achieve your 
goals.
Set an initial strategy 
based on a power analysis 
of the relative strength of 
the various forces in your 
campaign.
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Tactics
Tactics are the best ap-
proaches to make your power 
felt in order to infl uence 
decision makers, mobilize 
your base, or affect public 
opinion.
What tactics will best ac-
complish your goals?

Activities
Activities are the specifi c 
and concrete actions your 
campaign will do to meet 
the tactical and strategic 
objectives.
For each activity in your 
campaign, you need to 
decide
 u  who is responsible to 

make it happen;
 u  when it will happen.

Organizational Structure
How will you be organized 
to accomplish your goal? 
Who makes what level 
of decision? How can 
you communicate 
 effi ciently?

Budget
Determine the minimum 
amount of money you 
need to conduct a cam-
paign and how you might 
secure that. Build bud-
gets with varying levels 
of  resources.
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Staff
Will this campaign require 
paid staff? If so, how many 
and what will they do?

Volunteers
How many volunteers need 
to be mobilized, and what 
will you ask them to do?

Timeline
Sketch out a timeline for 
the organizing project. 
Start at the end and work 
backward. What will be 
accomplished in each seg-
ment of your timeline?

Community- Building 
Activities
Design a few activities 
to build community and 
familiarity among the 
organizers.

Evaluation
How will you evaluate your 
campaign? Who will evalu-
ate it? How will you mea-
sure success?
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About Paul Wellstone

t
Paul David Wellstone  

was the son of Jewish immigrants from 
Russia, born in 1944 and raised in Arling-
ton, Virginia. His mother was a cafeteria 
worker and his father was a writer and 
federal employee. His father left Russia 
shortly before the 1917 Stalinist purges 
took the lives of Paul’s grandparents. Both 
parents instilled in their son a commit-
ment to justice and civic activism.

At an early age, Wellstone displayed the intensity and pas-
sion that would come to defi ne his career. A head shorter than 
most of the other kids, he channeled his energies into the sport 
of wrestling and into his studies. By the end of high school, he 
had become a star wrestler, accomplished cross- country runner, 
and top student.

He had also fallen in love. At sixteen, Paul met Sheila Ison at a 
beach on the Maryland shore. They dated during their fi nal year 
of high school and went on to attend different colleges. He was 
accepted to the University of North Carolina, where he joined 
the wrestling team, and she enrolled at the University of Ken-
tucky. But by the end of their fi rst year of college, they no longer 
wanted to live apart. They were married in summer of 1963, and 
Sheila moved to North Carolina.

That fall, Paul and Sheila Wellstone settled into the early years 
of a marriage that would span thirty- nine years. Paul took on a 
rigorous schedule of academics and athletics. In his second and 
fi nal wrestling season, he went undefeated for the second year 
in a row and won the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC) champi-
onship. The following year, he graduated from North Carolina 
(after only three years), and Sheila gave birth to the fi rst of their 
three children. Paul had become a champion wrestler, husband, 
father, and college graduate. He was twenty years old.
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Wellstone went on to complete his Ph.D. in political science 
at North Carolina and, at age twenty- four, accepted a teach-
ing position at Carleton College in Northfi eld, Minnesota. As a 
professor, Wellstone focused on questions of economic justice 
and poverty and began engaging in local community-organizing 
projects in rural areas. “It was clear,” wrote one of his friends 
and former colleagues, “that he was less concerned about aca-
demic political science than about political science directly serv-
ing people’s needs.”

At Carleton, Wellstone immersed himself in campus activism 
by organizing protests, criticizing the school’s administration 
for its ties to corporate interests, and speaking out on issues 
affecting the community. He created controversy within the 
faculty and administration for his unorthodox style but is re-
membered as a passionate professor with an uncommon ability 
to relate to students. His students became deeply involved in 
his organizing efforts, and many went on to careers in political 
and organizing work, including several who served as his top 
campaign and Senate aides.

Throughout his career, Wellstone led various campaigns for 
causes he supported— on behalf of farmers, laborers, the rural 
poor, and the environment. In the process, he gained a reputa-
tion as a persuasive and powerful speaker who was not afraid 
to stand up for his beliefs. In time, he began to consider ways 
to contest for power by running for offi ce.

In 1982, Wellstone ran for state auditor, an offi ce for which 
he was admittedly ill suited, since he had little interest in state 
budgetary matters. Although he attracted media attention for 
his charisma and powerful speaking ability, he lost the race to 
his incumbent opponent by nine percentage points.

Despite the setback, Wellstone would have another oppor-
tunity to run for statewide offi ce seven years later, when he an-
nounced his candidacy for U.S. Senate. Virtually unknown to 
Minnesota voters, but with a loyal following built up during his 
years as an organizer, he knew that the only way he could win 
was to apply his organizing skills to the campaign. That meant 
going directly to voters, by door- knocking, making phone calls, 
traveling across the state, and meeting with people. Although he 
had virtually no money, a mostly volunteer staff, and little name 
recognition, his well- organized campaign captured the Demo-
cratic Party nomination.
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Wellstone then went on to face a popular incumbent, Rudy 
Boschwitz, in the general election. He ran on a bold agenda—
 universal health care, economic security, environmental protec-
tion, and campaign fi nance reform— and did not waver from what 
he believed in. Written off by political pundits and even members 
of his own party, he was given virtually no chance to win.

But Wellstone was undaunted. Campaigning across Minne-
sota on the rickety green bus that became the symbol of his low-
 budget, grassroots campaign, he took his message directly to 
voters. He caught people’s attention with a series of humorous, 
low- budget television advertisements and a campaign message 
focused on kitchen- table economic issues. The strategy worked. 
Outspent seven to one, Wellstone stunned political observers by 
defeating Boschwitz in the fall election, becoming the only chal-
lenger to defeat an incumbent in 1990. He went on to soundly 
defeat Boschwitz again in a rematch in 1996.

As a senator, Wellstone was an outspoken advocate for his 
priorities. He was a constant presence on the fl oor of the Sen-
ate, engaging in debate, pushing for or blocking legislation, and 
forging alliances with senators of both parties. During his fi rst 
term, he wrote and passed sweeping reform legislation to ban 
gifts from lobbyists to senators and limit the infl uence of special 
interests. In his second term, he won important victories in the 
areas of health care reform, economic security, environmental 
protection, and children’s issues. He developed a national repu-
tation for his work with veterans and mental health advocates, 
and was recognized as one of the most effective legislators in 
Congress.

Despite his unapologetic advocacy of a progressive agenda, 
Wellstone was popular with his colleagues. Engaging and funny, 
he was described by one journalist as “one of the capital’s most 
beloved politicians.” Recalling his disarming demeanor, one of 
his colleagues said, “It was impossible not to like Paul  Wellstone,” 
and even the Senate’s most fervent conservative, Senator Jesse 
Helms, called Wellstone a friend.

In 2002, Wellstone sought a third term to the Senate and 
was sighted by the White House’s political operation as a top 
target for defeat. Despite his politically unpopular vote against 
the impending war in Iraq, polls showed him with a solid lead 
going into the fi nal two weeks of the campaign. Then on Octo-
ber 25, 2002, Paul and Sheila, their daughter Marcia, and three 
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campaign staffers, Tom Lapic, Will McLaughlin, and Mary 
 McEvoy, were traveling to campaign events in northern Min-
nesota when their plane crashed near the Eveleth airport. There 
were no survivors.

Paul and Sheila Wellstone are survived by their two sons, 
Mark and David.
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newspaper advertising, 78
noncitizens: voter education with, 52
nonpartisan organizations, 56–57
nonprofi t organizations: base building by, 55–58; 

501(c)(3), 55–58, 59; 501(c)(4), 56, 58, 59; 527 or 
PAC, 56, 58, 59

online communications, 78–80, 81
opinion media, 72–76
opponents: anticipating attacks from, 36; research-

ing, 19, 29–30; talk radio appearances by, 75

Organization for a Better Rice County (OBRC), 
4–6, 179, 186

organizing: advocacy campaign, 166–71; cycle of, 
59–61; disenfranchised communities, 52–53; 
grassroots, 1–3, 4, 6–7, 43, 46; issue-based con-
stituencies, 54–55; message as foundation of, 
25. See also base building; fi eld organizing

overhead, budgeting for, 115, 116

PACs. See political action committees
pagers, 103
paid media, 20, 65–66, 76–78; categories of, 77; 

drawbacks, 77
paid phoners, 98
PDA, 106
persuadable voters, 89, 90
persuasion. See voter persuasion
persuasion script, 99
phone bank, 97–98, 100, 108
phoning: budgeting for, 117; Coordinated Cam-

paign (2002), 196; direct voter contact, 96–99, 
100, 117; Election Day, 157–58; fundraising 
calls /call sheets, 127–28, 131; GOTV, 155, 
157–58; in Hmongs for Wellstone Field Plan, 
203–4

pitching good stories, 67–68
planning, 14–21; Action Planning Template, 

207–10; benefi ts of, 14, 15–16; common mis-
takes in, 21; defi ning campaign’s goals, 16–17; 
elements of plan, 16–21; fundraising plan, 
118–21; GOTV plan, 19, 152, 154–58; leveraging 
strengths by, 15; message development, 28–30; 
misuse of, 14; press events, 68, 70; strategic trip 
planning, 141; systematic approach of, 15

political action: goals and objectives of, 11
political action committees (PACs): base-building 

activities, 56, 58, 59; as donors, 123
political parties: contributions from local activists/

offi cials, 123; historical bases of, 44
polling: message development and, 28–29
polls: transportation to, 158
precinct electoral data, 87–88
precincts: high-performance, 154
press. See media
press conference, 68
press events, holding, 68–72; time for, 68–70
press packets, 70
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press release, 70–72
primary targets, 207
principles: core progressive, 32
progressive change, sustaining, 177–86; celebrat-

ing victories, 180; evaluating your work, 181; 
leadership and, 181–86; saying thank you, 180; 
taking care of ourselves and, 181; time needed 
for change, recognizing, 179

public policy: advocacy and lobbying for, 163–76; 
good, 1, 2

questionnaires, issue, 19

radio advertising, 77–78
radio talk shows, 74–75
rallies, 68, 156
recruitment: of advocates and lobbyists, 169; 

Coordinated Campaign (2002), 192–93; e-mail 
for, 79; for GOTV efforts, 152; of new leaders, 
184–86; of volunteers, 45–49, 92, 152, 169

repetition of message, 37–38, 77, 101
reporters: holding press events for, 68–72; pitching 

stories to, 67–68; relationships with, 67
research: budgeting for, 115, 117; campaign plan 

for, 19; issue, 19, 29; message development and, 
29–30; on opposition, 19, 29–30

resources: matched with activities, plan for, 15; 
strategic allocation of, 114–15; three scarce, 14

roles and responsibilities, 17–18; citizen leader, 
181–82; fi eld director, 152, 190; fi nance direc-
tor, 121; GOTV coordinator, 152; schedulers, 
139–40; volunteer coordinator, 46, 48–49

running for offi ce: preparation for, 12–13

scan-based voter lists, 106
schedulers: qualities of, 139–40
scheduling for electoral campaigns, 137–47; block 

schedule, 142; briefi ng book, 143–45, 146; cam-
paign plan for, 20; driving directions for event, 
143, 144; evaluating invitations, 140–41, 142; 
managing opportunities and requests, 140–41; 
scheduling meetings, 141–42; setting schedule, 
141–43, 144; short-term schedules, 142–43, 144; 
surrogates and, 141, 145

scripts: phone bank, 97, 99, 100; voter ID, 99
secondary targets, 207
short-term schedule, 142–43

sloganeering, 38
specialty press, 75–76
spending limits, legal, 120. See also fundraising
spokesperson, designated, 67
staff: in Action Planning Template, 210; budgeting 

for, 114, 117; Coordinated Campaign (2002), 
190–91; Hmongs for Wellstone Field Plan, 202. 
See also volunteers

steering committee, 54–55
supporters, organizing. See base building
surrogate fundraising, 133
surrogates: scheduling and use of, 141, 145
sustaining progressive change, 177–86
syncing, 106

talk radio, 74–75
targeted mail, 156
targeting, 17; bilingual, specialty, and community 

press, 75–76; data, using, 88–91; decision-mak-
ing targets, 168–69; demographic, 87; donors, 
121–25; fi eld organizing and, 85–91; geographic, 
87–88; methods, 87–88; plan for, 15; primary 
targets, 207; secondary targets, 207; targeted 
literature, 53; targets in Action Planning Tem-
plate, 207

technology, 102–7; budgeting for, 115; for data 
management, 104–6; for internal communica-
tion, 103–4; for managing voter contact, 106–7. 
See also Internet

television advertising, 76, 77
text messaging, 104
thank you, saying, 180
timeline, 21; in Action Planning Template, 210; 

fundraising, 119
time management. See scheduling for electoral 

campaigns
training: Congressional District Field Coordina-

tors and Organizers, 193; volunteers, 97–98, 192
transportation to polls, 158

undecided voters, 152

values: appealing to people’s, 26–27; core, 25, 26, 
31–32; family, 32; linking issues to, 31–34

visibility activities: Coordinated Campaign (2002), 
197; direct voter contact, 101–2; GOTV rallies, 
156
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vision, articulating, 175
volunteer coordinator, 46, 48–49
volunteers: in Action Planning Template, 210; activ-

ities performed by, 45; advocates and lobbyists, 
169–70; canvass operation and, 95–96; database 
on, 48, 192; GOTV planning by, 155; letters-to-
the-editor coordinator job, 72; phoners, 96–98; 
problematic, 47; reasons for not returning, 47; 
recruiting, engaging, and mobilizing, 45–49, 92, 
152, 192–93; roles of, 18; sources of, 46; track-
ing, 192; training, 97–98, 192; ways to ensure 
return of, 48

voter(s): base, 41, 44–45, 94, 152; habitual, 153; 
nonvoters, gaining support of, 44–45; persuad-
able, 89, 90; sporadic, 153, 155; targeting, 85–91; 
undecided, 152. See also direct voter contact

voter contact program, creating, 107–10; sample, 
109. See also direct voter contact

voter education by nonpartisan organizations, 57
voter fi le, 44, 88, 93, 105
voter ID, 86, 92–94, 98, 108, 117; Coordinated 

Campaign (2002), 193–94; of GOTV audience, 
153–54

voter ID script, 99
voter lists, 106
voter persuasion, 94–101; canvassing, 94–96, 

154–55, 156–57; Coordinated Campaign (2002), 
194–97; direct mail, 99–101, 108; persuasion 
script, 99; phoning, 96–99, 100, 117; staggering 
type and timing of, 108

voter registration: base building, 49–52; Coordi-
nated Campaign (2002), 196–97; lists, 93; by 
nonpartisan organizations, 56–57; “rap,” 50–51

voting, early, 155
voting history: analyzing, 88
voting record of legislators, tracking, 176

walk kits, 96
web sites, 78, 79–80, 102; creation and mainte-

nance, 79; message on, 80; sample, 81; site 
 traffi c, 80; tool for contribution collection at, 
134

Wellstone, Paul: authenticity of, 27; GOTV effort, 
161; leadership style, 4–8; message of, 30; Orga-
nization for a Better Rice County and, 4–6, 179, 
186; phases of work and accomplishment, ix–x; 
short biography of, 213–16; as strategic politi-
cian, 3–4

Wellstone Action: primary focus of, x
Wellstone model of political action, x
Wellstone Triangle, 1–3
win numbers, 16, 87, 89



Wellstone Action is a nonprofi t, nonpartisan membership or-
ganization founded by Mark and David Wellstone to continue 
their parents’ work. The mission of the organization is to edu-
cate, advocate, and organize for progressive change.

With nearly 100,000 members, Wellstone Action is a major na-
tional source of political training and leadership development. 
Through Camp Wellstone and other programs, Wellstone Action 
teaches people across the country the basics of grassroots political 
action, drawing from Paul Wellstone’s successful approach. The 
organization also works to build the progressive movement, push 
for change, and champion the issues for which the Wellstones 
fought so passionately.

Much of the material in this book is based on the curriculum 
of Wellstone Action’s unique training program, Camp  Wellstone. 
Camp Wellstone is a weekend- long (two- and- a- half- day) inten-
sive program that teaches Paul Wellstone’s distinctive approach 
to organizing and grassroots politics. It is for people interested 
in citizen activism, working on campaigns, or running for of-
fi ce. More than seven thousand people have attended the camps 
in twenty- fi ve states. We have also introduced  Campus Camp 
 Wellstone, a specialized training for college students on cam-
puses across the country.

To learn more about Camp Wellstone and Wellstone  Action, 
contact us:

Wellstone Action
821 Raymond Avenue

Suite 260
St. Paul, MN 55114

651- 645- 3939
www.wellstone.org

www.wellstone.org
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