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To Rick




Preface









RUNNING FOR LOCAL OFFICE CAN BE ONE OF THE MOST DEMANDING and yet exhilarating experiences of your life. Your house will be a wreck, your children ignored, and your partner, whether involved in the campaign or not, will be stressed. And yet seeking office or pushing through an issue-based campaign gives you an opportunity to be a leader, to effect change in your community, and to repay something to the city, county, state, or country you love. The campaign experience also offers you an opportunity to grow personally. You will be challenged and stretched as never before. When it’s all over, win or lose, you will be a different person, with a different outlook on our political process and a new respect for those who run and serve.




 






“Politics—good politics—is public service. There is no life or occupation in which a man can find a greater opportunity to serve his community or his country.”


HARRY TRUMAN






 





When I first ran for mayor of Ashland, Oregon, in 1988, I had little prior government or management experience. Many felt I should start at the council level and work my way up before taking on the position of CEO of a multimillion-dollar municipality. However, having so little experience allowed me to view things with a fresh eye. During my three terms and twelve years at that post, the council, the city staff, the community, and I implemented dozens of programs, including open space, water conservation, community composting and recycling, voter-approved air-quality standards, wetland and floodplain preservation, wastewater treatment plant upgrades, forest management, and restoration and expansion of the library, fire station, and city offices. We also worked closely with our public school system to find ways to ease its budget shortfalls in the wake of state education cutbacks. We divested our hospital, helped save a ski resort, and acquired an ambulance service. We installed a dark fiber ring in our city, providing direct-connect, high-speed internet access and cable TV services. By having community and government work in partnership, we were able to create and act on opportunities normally available only to large metropolitan areas.


There are over a half million elective offices in the United States. If you have an inclination to serve and a desire to be a leader in your community, do it. Being in a position where you can have a positive impact on your community and bring about change is more rewarding and fun than you can imagine. Ultimately the only real credentials you need are integrity, a caring heart, and a strong work ethic.




 






“You have to be smart enough to understand the game and dumb enough to think it’s important.”


GENE MCCARTHY on how politics is like coaching football






 





Since 1985 I have worked on or run many campaigns in my region. Through years of experimentation and collaboration with other seasoned campaigners, I found organizational techniques that work in political campaigns. This book is the culmination of campaign trial and error and will give you the tools you need to organize the efforts of others on your behalf. Whether you are a novice or a seasoned campaigner, you will find information here to make your efforts more organized and effective.


Good luck, and enjoy the process.




How to Use This Handbook









                  IN THIS SECTION


                  •  The Framework


                  •  The Layout


                  •  Know the Law


RUNNING AN EFFECTIVE LOCAL ELECTION IS MORE WORK THAN YOU can possibly imagine. It involves recruiting volunteers, raising money (lots of it), running phone banks, creating media presentations, canvassing, fully engaging in social media, and getting out the vote. The candidate or issue must be “packaged” in a believable and compelling way, and resources must be effectively allocated.


This handbook breaks down a campaign into manageable units for easy implementation. If you are the candidate, you will find the necessary tools to coordinate your efforts with those of your campaign manager and committee. If you’re the campaign manager, either for a candidate or for an issue-based campaign, this handbook will organize and guide you and your team through the campaign process.


Because implementing each of the components of a winning campaign is easier if you understand the complexity of the whole process, take time to read this entire handbook before drafting your campaign plan. But for those who came to this book late in the process, each chapter is designed to stand alone. If you have lawn sign installation in a week, you can go straight to that chapter and, following the instructions, implement that portion of the campaign.




 






“Behind all political success is attention to detail.”


LARRY O’BRIEN, adviser to John F. Kennedy






 





The Framework


In local politics, there are generally three types of political campaigns:


       •  Partisan candidate


       •  Nonpartisan candidate


       •  Issue-based


Although some states allow a primary winner who receives more than 50 percent of the vote to take office with no runoff, a partisan race typically has a primary, with party winners squaring off in a general election.


A nonpartisan race usually has only one election, the general election, in which the winner takes all. However, some nonpartisan races with more than two candidates, including judicial elections, require one candidate to receive 50 percent of the votes cast or face a general election runoff; this book includes strategies for winning 50 percent of the vote to avoid a runoff.


An issue-based campaign, like a nonpartisan race, takes place in one election cycle, but unlike candidate races, depending on the state and locality, the campaign can occur in any election. Issue-based campaigns may be brought to the voters either by the governing body (referral) or, in some states, through the citizen initiative process. For the down-ballot, nonpartisan, or issue-based campaign, Appendix B, “Campaigning on a Shoestring,” is a quick overview of what needs to be done to run an effective three-month campaign on less than $3,000. All of the pertinent material from the chapter on developing brochures is repeated in that section for those who do not want to slog through the entire manual.


Within these pages are field-tested systems designed to establish an organizational framework for campaign activities such as phone banks, clerical teams, brochure development, media, fundraising, lawn sign dispersal and maintenance, canvassing, social media, and the get-out-the-vote (GOTV) effort. Underlying each is the framework for systematically organizing other people’s efforts on your behalf through the campaign committee, the campaign team, and extended volunteer organization in the field.


Also included are branding your campaign on social media, tips for building theme and message, as well as disciplines to stay on your message whether you are in debates, facing the media, or creating campaign literature or media production.


By breaking down a campaign into manageable units and organizing the activities within each component, you will never overload your workforce. Once you have decided what you can or want to do in organizing your campaign, you will need to plot these activities on a campaign flowchart, calendar, or plan. Campaign plans are probably the most widely accepted blueprint for a campaign. However, some prefer a more visual campaign flowchart because it presents a campaign timeline that can be understood at a glance. Both options, as well as the campaign calendar, are included.




 






“Play for more than you can afford to lose and you will learn the game.”


WINSTON CHURCHILL






 





The Layout


Chapter 1, “Precinct Analysis,” looks at voter behavior based on social context. Although the actual process for conducting a precinct analysis is located in Appendix A, Chapter 1 explains the importance of and reasoning behind the many aspects of a precinct analysis. Conducting a precinct analysis will focus campaign time and resources for the biggest return. Further, it will reveal whether a candidate or an issue has a fighting chance.


A precinct analysis is the foundation for finding support, swing voters, persuadable voters, and the votes needed to win, all while avoiding voters who are opposed to your efforts. Precinct analysis can and should be done well before the campaign kickoff.


After conducting your precinct analysis and determining your chances, the remainder of the book targets organizational systems.


Chapter 2, “The Campaign Team and Volunteer Organization,” covers both the small, select group that will develop campaign strategies (the campaign committee) and the greater force behind activity implementation: volunteers.


Chapter 3, “The Campaign Brochure,” details the single most important thing the committee will do in the campaign: develop a theme and message. Within this chapter, you will also find detailed information on benchmark polling, slogans, logo design, and the voters’ pamphlet as well as tips on drafting an effective brochure.


Chapter 4, “Digital and Social Media,” touches on all aspects of social media communication and how best to employ them in campaigning. Although the focus is primarily those most effectively used in down-ballot races, it also covers systems used successfully on well-funded up-ballot campaigns in the advent they may soon be within reach of all campaigning.


Chapter 5, “Fundraising,” outlines the many ways a campaign can raise money through events, direct mail, and candidate and volunteer solicitation calls and includes sample budgets as well as a budget form to assist campaigns in creating their own. Raising money on the internet is also covered in this chapter.


Chapter 6, “Lawn Signs,” covers designing a logo, finding locations, establishing structure for volunteer systems for placement, and maintaining and removing both lawn and field signs. Also included are examples of signs that work.


Targeting voters, the topic of Chapter 7, builds on the precinct analysis to help you find likely voters. The chapter also outlines how to communicate with such voters.


Chapter 8, “Media,” provides examples of how to get the most out of your media dollars while effectively communicating with voters. Through the media, candidates and issue-based campaigns gain credibility. Given the expense and the power of this campaign line item, the more you know, the more effective you will be in getting the most out of each media dollar.


Chapter 9, “The Candidate,” outlines how best to package the candidate to project as positive an image as possible. It also covers negative campaigning, attacks, debates, and dealing with the press in detail.


Chapter 10, “The Issue-Based Campaign,” covers initiative, referendum, recall, and school and library money issues, along with a couple of “monsters in the night”: the double majority and the super majority.


Chapter 11, “Getting Out the Vote,” encompasses the all-important voter activation effort that is critical to a winning campaign. This chapter offers tips for last-minute voter persuasion, dealing with the hybrid campaign—that is, the election with both absentee mail voting and poll voting—and tried-and-true methods for elections conducted partly or entirely through vote by mail. With nearly three decades of vote-by-mail experience, Oregon has this system down. GOTV, as with other aspects of campaigning, is influenced by the evolution of voter contact systems; this chapter examines both old and new approaches to activate voters.


Chapter 12, “The Campaign Plan,” puts in chronological order everything you will need to do to win. Although creating a campaign plan or flowchart is one of the first things you will do to organize your campaign, without the baseline knowledge of the first eleven chapters, drafting either would be more difficult. Also included in this chapter is a campaign calendar, yet another alternative to the campaign plan, which works equally well for organizing campaign efforts.


Chapter 13, “After the Ball,” is simply about winning and losing gracefully, putting your campaign to bed, election night, and retiring a campaign debt (should you have one).


Appendix A: “Conducting a Precinct Analysis” outlines the necessary steps to successfully execute a precinct analysis. Why you should conduct one is covered in Chapter 1.


Appendix B: “Campaigning on a Shoestring,” is designed for running a short, three-month campaign on less than $3,000 for either nonpartisan races, partisan primaries, noncontroversial issue-based campaigns, or those conducted in homogeneous populations where one party dominates in registration. As noted above, it stands alone for those unwilling to read this entire manual.


Know the Law


First things first: Visit the county clerk, election office, or city recorder to become familiar with state and local election laws. For example, in my city, you are not allowed to place lawn signs more than six weeks before an election. You are also not allowed to place them on the strip between the sidewalk and the street. Although the homeowner may plant, mow, water, and care for this area, it is in fact part of the public right-of-way. Placing a lawn sign here could be interpreted in one of two ways: Either you feel you’re above the law, or you don’t know the law. Either interpretation is a problem if you hope to be in government.


It is against federal law to place campaign literature in and around mailboxes. Even though you bought and installed your mailbox, the federal government dictates how it can be used. The same goes for the little boxes on the side of your home. Also, publicly owned buildings are maintained, lit, and owned by the taxpayers and so should not be used for campaign purposes either. And on and on. Throughout this book you will find alerts to potential legal missteps noted by: “Know the law.”


The county clerk or city recorder will also draw attention to filing dates that you and your treasurer must know. Missing a campaign expenditure filing deadline will almost always get you media coverage, but not the kind you need or want. Also missing the voters’ pamphlet deadline can unnecessarily hobble your efforts. These deadlines should be noted in the campaign plan.




 






“One thing I know: The only ones among you who will be really happy are those who will have sought and found how to serve.”


ALBERT SCHWEITZER






 





Other than the legal materials from the county clerk, the city recorder, or the secretary of state, everything you need to run a successful campaign is included in this handbook.






 






THE TEN COMMANDMENTS OF CAMPAIGNING


Honor thy base


Stay on message


Money is thy savior


Never tell a lie


Aim at the souls that can be saved


Never waste donors’ money


Do not commit adultery


Start early


Be prepared in all things


Know who you are






 









 






THE CARDINAL SINS OF CAMPAIGNING


Being caught in a provable lie


Committing a crime


Having a relationship with a member of your staff


Committing adultery


Declaring bankruptcy
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Precinct Analysis: The Sinners, the Saints, and the Savables









                  IN THIS CHAPTER


                  •  Context of Neighborhood


                  •  Independents


                  •  The Undervote


                  •  Finding Swing Voters


THERE’S VIRTUALLY NOTHING YOU CAN DO IN A CAMPAIGN THAT WILL give you a better cost/benefit ratio than a comprehensive precinct analysis. Precinct analysis looks at past voting patterns and the dynamic of party affiliation within the context of neighborhood. It is based on the premise that people who share similar values, politically and otherwise, live near one another. It looks for voting trends, precinct by precinct, to provide a geographic location of your core supporters. And using data from past elections, it will reveal where to find support, swing, and undervote for similar candidates or causes. Using this information, you may direct your efforts to activate and engage likely support. This is fundamental to a win: You want to invest effort and resources where they will do the most good.


The ease of locating potential-candidate and issue-based supporters through data mining of social media and internet activity has moved many consultants to declare precinct-level modeling to be dead. However, for the down-ballot campaign, targeting voters based on geographic location and combining that information with targeting voters through data mining, canvassing, lawn signs, and advertising is extraordinarily effective. Precinct analysis reveals geographic areas of voter behavior. It is no different than when presidential campaigns identify which states will be battleground territory and which ones will be an automatic win or loss for the nominee. And just as presidential campaigns will not spend precious resources in states whose outcome is certain, the down-ballot campaign must also know where to effectively direct campaign resources for the best outcome. Indeed, once you have determined the cities, communities, and precincts where voters can be persuaded to support your efforts, you can implement resources to influence those voters. Precinct analysis is about identifying battleground precincts.


Unlike some campaign activities, a precinct analysis may be conducted months or even years before the campaign, because it is based on voting history. Take advantage of this fact and get it out of the way. It’s also cheap. Using this handbook and a few dollars, anyone can conduct a precinct analysis. Although election offices charge a nominal fee for past election records, the information you need is public, relatively easy to obtain, and inexpensive. The only exception would be in counties that do not keep records broken down by party, turnout, or precinct. For such counties, you may have to go elsewhere to get your data, such as a voter contact service, your party, or a political action committee (PAC) that has endorsed you and tracks voting history. If it is a voter contact service, be prepared to pay, but your party or an endorsing PAC will usually provide some voter contact information as an in-kind donation to your campaign. If your campaign is too local for PAC or party support, go to a candidate who has such support and offer to include him or her in a precinct analysis if the person’s campaign can get you what you need.




 






“Aim at the souls that can be saved.”


BILL MEULEMANS






 





In addition to voting history from election offices, you may also use US Census data (www.uscensus.gov) to further profile your voters with demographic and economic data. The census database will give you demographic information by state, county, and city. This information is a fabulous resource, because data are presented separately for each incorporated city, irrespective of size, by neighborhood for larger cities, and by geographic area for rural communities. If your area of concern includes one or more small cities, you’re in luck.


Whereas polling data will tell you who supports your cause by gender, race, age, income, education, and party affiliation, a precinct analysis will give you an idea of how neighborhoods (precincts) vote on issues and candidates that parallel your campaign. For example, if you are working on a countywide election and your polling data show that 60 percent of women support your cause, you do not know whether that is 60 percent across the board or 70 percent in one city and 30 percent in another. To make your polling work better for your purposes, ask the polling firm to break down your data by region—or better yet, by zone. While a poll may tell you where you are on an issue at a given moment, a precinct analysis will give you more of a continuum of voter tendencies.


There will be times, however, when a precinct analysis is of minimal help: for example, if you are running a partisan race in an area with a huge registration disadvantage and no voter history of a win from anyone in your party. In this example, a precinct analysis will tell you where your voters are lazy—that is, those in your party who tend to be nonvoters—and it may provide some information on swing voters, depending on the quality of the candidates in the previous elections, but that’s about it for candidate history information. Nevertheless, knowing where your lazy support lives can improve your odds come Election Day. These potential voters can be activated through lawn sign placement, social media, direct mail, canvassing, and phone-bank calling. Still, unless your opposition is running his or her campaign from prison, if the voter registration difference is more than 15 percent, you are about to launch into an unwinnable race. Indeed, with voters sticking so keenly to party in recent elections, if your voter registration disadvantage is greater than 5 percent, you could be in an unwinnable race.


Basically, there are two kinds of voters: those with their minds made up and those who are undecided. Voters with their minds made up are either for you (“saints”) or against you (“sinners”). Those who are undecided or persuadable are the “savables.” For precinct analysis purposes, we have to understand the first two groups—the sinners and the saints—but we focus on the third group, the savables.


I used to believe saints and sinners would cross the aisle if their candidate was profoundly compromised. Now I know better: A few years ago, a Republican candidate for the Oregon House maintained a five-point registration advantage win even after court documents surfaced alleging he force-fed his unwilling child to the point of vomiting, locked the child in a dark closet to help him get over his fear of the dark, squeezed him so tight that bruising resulted, and pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor assault charge after beating the child over the head with a screwdriver. The candidate was running against a mother of three, and a school budget committee member who had lots of political experience as a legislative assistant.




 






“If you would persuade, you must appeal to interest, rather than intellect.”


BEN FRANKLIN









The Sinners. Sinners will not cast a vote your way, no matter what you say or do. You never want to give sinners a reason to vote: Don’t canvass them, call them, or send direct mail to them. Nothing you say or do will convince these voters to support your candidate or issue. Sinners will vote against you if they vote in your election; they will never cross the aisle. If they do not stay home altogether on Election Day, the best you can hope for is an undervote. Remember, when it comes to sinners, apathy is your friend.


The Saints. Saints will vote for you, no matter what. They will not cross the aisle, but they can, and do, undervote. That means you do not want to completely ignore these voters, but you also do not want to waste valuable campaign resources on them.


The Savables. Savables are registered voters who are neither saints nor sinners, as they do not adhere to party lines. These are the voters you’re looking for in a precinct analysis. They tend to be undecided, may be moved by hot-button issues, and often pay little or no attention to politics. Sometimes they are partisans of one party, hiding from their neighbors by registering in another party. And sometimes they are simply lazy voters who need more prodding.


With precinct analysis, you can determine where the savables live and then, by further analysis of education, age, and voting history, determine the likely numbers of those who will actually get out and vote. A precinct analysis will give you important information for canvassing and for where to send direct mail, and even provide a profile for media, social networking, and phoning.


Election offices, political parties, and PACs often track voters by turnout. Voting frequency typically will be listed next to the registered voter’s name as 4/4, 3/4, 2/4, 1/4—that is, people voting in four out of four of the last elections, three out of four, and so on. They’re referred to as fours, threes, twos, and ones. Fours will take very little prodding to get to the polls. The others can be a little trickier to pin down, because some of the occasional voters vote only in presidential elections, some only in general elections, and others in their own individual pattern. However, with a little push, threes and often twos can be activated to get to the polls. This is where your precinct analysis is so critical: You never want to activate voters who are in your low-priority precincts, or you will turn out votes for the opposition. Your goal is to activate likely voters in high-priority and persuadable precincts who will support your candidate or issue-based campaign.




 






“Democracy is the worst form of government except for all the others that have been tried.”


WINSTON CHURCHILL






 





People who went to the polls only once in the past four elections are pretty tough, and courting those who have never voted is a waste of time and money.


Context of Neighborhood


Social Context, Individual Traits, and Microtargeting


Pollsters and political consultants dismiss social context as old school, but after thirty years of tracking registration trends both by precinct and zone in my county and state, I find social context is more reliable today than ever for identifying pockets of support. Further, its patterning dates back to the very founding of the nation. In 1776, David McCullough highlights the adversity the British troops suffered during the siege of Boston, a city sympathetic to the revolution, and how anxious the British were to move on to New York, where they would enjoy a warmer welcome. Even then, Americans segregated themselves by political ideology.


But it goes back even further. The genesis of our nation was the coupling of religious devotees with those seeking financial opportunity untethered to bloodlines. Not much has changed.


The fracturing within each of the voting blocs on a continuum of time is the essence of a precinct analysis. Indeed, not all whites vote the same, not all Chinese, not all women, not all men, not all eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds, not all white women between eighteen and twenty-five. What we do today, and have done since getting on ships to cross the Atlantic, is pack up and move next door to people who share core values and think and vote like we do. As Bruce Oppenheimer of Vanderbilt University said, “A lot of this has to do with self-selection. Democrats tend to live next to Democrats. Republicans tend to live next to Republicans.”1




 






“The more things seem to change, the more they stay the same.”


CORINNE BAILEY RAE






 





Microtargeting


Microtargeting, which determines voter patterns according to lifestyle and consumptive behavior, absolutely works. Stores with member or discount cards capture information each time the card is swiped at the checkout counter; every time you charge on your credit card, information is captured. Information about the community in which you live, the car you drive, the cell phone you use, the movies you rent, the books you buy, and the television you watch is captured through sales, your internet searches, Facebook posts, and even polling data. And all that captured information is worth something, and that something gets sold to campaigns and other marketers, who can accurately determine whether you will vote and, if so, whom you will vote for. Further, the data can profile people just like you all over the nation and come up with a precise picture of voting behavior based on age, residency, and buying patterns. It works. And for a price, you can buy this information.


Practitioners of microtargeting suggest that the failing of precinct analysis is that “geography, party registration and electoral turnout alone leaves some of your best voters stranded and untouched.”2 This is absolutely accurate; precinct analysis is about mining for gold in the veins rather than spending time going after the dust, and does so using data that are relatively easy to find and cheap to acquire. And because precinct analysis places the voter in a social context, it is indispensable to a winning strategy.




 






“The larger the mob, the harder the test.”


H. L. MENCKEN






 





Precinct analysis shows which neighborhoods and communities are trending where, and more important, it will tell you where the greatest numbers of swing voters live. Once you’re in the gold veins, precinct analysis behaves and looks very much like microtargeting because neighborhoods get profiled; that’s why it has worked for two hundred years in some form or another.


Social Context


Knowing the social context of cities within a county is just as important as knowing the social context of neighborhoods within a city. This fine-grained knowledge allows the down-ballot campaign to profile voters within a context of historic voting and registration trends.


For example, when I first began tracking voter registration in 1984, my county was fairly evenly mixed in registration, with a 2 percent countywide Republican registration advantage. Over the course of twenty-five years, this advantage moved from 2 percent to 11 percent and back to 2 percent in 2008. In 1986, the registration difference between Democrats and Republicans in my city was 16 percent; now it’s 60 percent. Some communities completely flipped in registration, moving from a 20-point Democratic advantage to a 20-point Republican advantage. During the period between 2002 and 2006, one boom city in my region had one Democrat move in for every 30 Republicans; between 2002 and 2012 this same town had 400 Republicans move in for every 18 Democrats who moved out.


And the same profile that is flipping here is also flipping in small communities in other parts of the state that I’ve tracked. Although this profile may not hold where you live, in my corner of the world the new Republicans are landed poor, Roosevelt Democrats, blue-collar workers, undereducated people, truck owners, the religious right, survivalist militia, and people deeply suspicious of government. They also have a real resentment for public education and the educated, and endorsements from newspapers are the kiss of death. Where the Democrats are gaining ground is with the educated, the wealthy, small-business owners, Reagan Democrats, McCall Republicans (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_McCall), secular people, youths, minorities, and unmarried women.


Nearly every sector of my county has become extreme in registration and voting pattern. When areas become extreme in registration, attitudes and voting will also be extreme. For example, a Republican living in a heavily registered Democratic area will be left of (more liberal than) Democrats living in heavily registered Republican areas. A Democrat in a very Democratic area may have trouble getting blue enough, just as a Republican in a heavily registered Republican city may have trouble getting red enough.




 






“No self-respecting woman should wish or work for the success of a party who ignores her sex.”


SUSAN B. ANTHONY






 





In a recent election, the wife of a Democratic county commission candidate was chased out of the yard of a registered Democrat in a heavily registered Republican precinct. As she left, the home owner yelled, “We don’t want your kind up here.” Tolerance is low out there right now, very low.


Individual Traits


Polling uses individual traits in conjunction with issue questions to target direct mail and media. For our purposes, individual traits include gender, ethnicity, education, economic standing, age, and other similar demographics. Although individual traits are important and will be thoroughly covered in Chapter 7, exclusively targeting voters using individual traits, without social context, can lead to missteps. Counties with many small cities, a mix of urban and rural voters, and multiple school districts are the stuff of down-ballot races. In these races, a strategy that treats all female, nonaffiliated voters—or all those within a certain gender, age, education, or income—as though they were one and the same, irrespective of where they live, is deeply flawed. On the other hand, a strategy based on individual traits among homogeneous populations is very effective.


Precinct analysis accepts the premise that a campaign should expend the bulk of time and resources in areas of the most persuadable voters, moderately acknowledge the party faithful, and virtually ignore areas of overwhelming opposition; the analysis puts this premise to work with the tools available within the public domain. This approach provides a campaign with the best outcome-to-money ratio of any other political strategy. However, should your campaign have the resources to run a poll or purchase information about voters’ lifestyle and consumer habits, the book covers how to incorporate these data in your precinct analysis. For example, the shortcoming of a poll centered on individual traits can be mitigated by assigning precincts to geographic zones and then looking at similarities of voters within those zones.


Independents


So-called independent voters are registered voters who are not affiliated with a political party. In the twenty-seven states and District of Columbia where voters register by party, the ranks of independents have swelled in the past few decades and now occupy a third of the voter rolls. In the twenty-three states whose voters do not register by party, polls report similar numbers.3


Traditionally, a swing vote comes from a Democrat who votes Republican or a Republican who votes Democrat. However, political pundits, the media, and polling firms have elevated the status of independents (nonaffiliated voters, or NAVs) by heralding them as the swing vote and often credit them in postelection analysis for a particular win or loss. Further, in the face of substantive and credible research to the contrary, in news and television dramas independents are presented side by side with Democrats and Republicans, as though they were a political party with a shared ideology.


A Misnomer


Polling conducted by the Washington Post and ABC in July 2002 and other polling by the Washington Post, Harvard University, and the Kaiser Family Foundation in 2007 indicate that independents are anything but. In the 2007 study, independents were assigned to one of five categories, with the “disguised partisans” and the “disengaged” composing 48 percent of the polled independents. The “dislocated” (the socially liberal/fiscally conservative) were 16 percent of these voters, with the “disillusioned” (angry voters) and “deliberators” (true swing voters) evenly divided among the remaining 36 percent. Much of this study mirrors the conclusions drawn in the 1992 book The Myth of the Independent, by Bruce E. Keith. When the disengaged are combined with the disillusioned, who are less inclined to vote, the study highlights that 42 percent are unlikely to participate in elections. Indeed, in the states that keep election returns by party and turnout, nonaffiliated voters consistently underperform registered Democrats and Republicans by twenty points.


Nevertheless, with nonaffiliated voters occupying one-third of the registration, a campaign must know who these voters are, where they live, and how to effectively predict their voting behavior.


Closet Partisans


A few years back, I was stuffing envelopes with a volunteer who lived in an area with a Republican-registration advantage of eighteen points. I told him that two years before, I had worked a campaign in his area and, during the get-out-the-vote (GOTV) effort, discovered that many registered Democrats believed they were registered Republicans. He said, “I have a confession to make: I’m a registered Republican—always have been—but I’ve never voted for a Republican in my life.”


I began to wonder: Within swing precincts, how many Republicans or Democrats never vote party? Finding the answer to that question was the genesis of the survey outlined below.


In partisan races, voters generally must choose between a Democrat and a Republican when casting a vote, and each party maintains a baseline of guaranteed votes, reflected by registration percentages—usually about 33 percent. But what about the remaining voters? Can an equally predictable percentage of nonaffiliated and third-party registrants be ascribed to partisan candidates? In 2004, after ten years of observing that NAVs appeared to consistently track party registration, precinct by precinct, I tested this assertion. To do so, I removed all third-party and nonaffiliated voters from registration totals and determined percentages of party registrants according to the new total.


Let me explain by way of example: Two actual precincts are listed in table 1.1. Precinct 2 has a total registration of 3,613 voters, of which 2,383 are Democrats (66 percent), 407 are Republicans (11 percent), and 823 are nonaffiliated voters and third-party registrants (23 percent). To determine whether registered voters outside the major parties track their partisan neighbors in party performance, I generated a new percentage for each of the parties by omitting NAVs plus third-party registrants from the total registration. Calculating the percentage of the combined total that Republicans and Democrats each hold generates a new percentage amazingly close to actual percentages of votes cast for each of the parties. So, in Precinct 2, the Democratic registration of 2,383 is added to the Republican registration of 407, totaling 2,790 voters. The new registration percentage for either Democrats or Republicans is calculated by dividing each party registration by the combined Democratic and Republican registration numbers.


That means if all those registered outside the two parties tracked their partisan neighbors, a Democratic candidate in Precinct 2 would receive 85 percent of the votes cast (Barack Obama received 86 percent), and a Republican would receive 15 percent (John McCain received 12 percent).


[image: Tale of Two Precincts. Collapsing other registrants (third-party registrants and nonaffiliated voters) into Democratic (D) and Republican (R) yields a predictable percentage of votes owed candidates according to party affiliation.]


TABLE 1.1 Tale of Two Precincts. Collapsing other registrants (third-party registrants and nonaffiliated voters) into Democratic (D) and Republican (R) yields a predictable percentage of votes owed candidates according to party affiliation.


Similarly, in Precinct 27, out of the 4,366 registered voters, 1,139 are Democrats (26 percent), 2,156 are Republicans (49 percent), and 1,071 are NAVs plus others (25 percent) (table 1.1). Exercising the same computation as done for Precinct 2, if NAVs and all others were to track the parties by the same percentages, the votes owed Democrats in Precinct 27 would be 35 percent (Obama received 34 percent), and the votes owed Republicans would be 65 percent (McCain received 62 percent).


So, within a percentage point or two, each precinct does exactly what it is predicted to do, revealing that NAVs and third-party registrants track the behavior of their neighbors when it comes to voting. In fact in eight out of ten precincts, party registrants get the votes they are owed within a percentage point or two. The remaining precincts that deviate from “votes owed” percentages are where the swing voters live.


Once you have calculated a percentage of votes owed, that number is multiplied by the turnout to get a votes-owed number. By subtracting the number of votes owed from the actual votes received by candidates, swing vote is revealed. Some precincts come in within 1 percent of votes owed; others consistently depart and do so always in the same direction, giving hundreds of votes to the other party’s candidate. Those that consistently differ, or swing, are the focus of winning campaigns.


Expanding the Test


To determine whether this model worked outside my county, I compared election outcomes of two very different counties in Oregon: Jackson and Lane. I examined both issue-based and partisan elections from 2002 to 2006 to determine whether nonaffiliated voters performed predictably in concert with their partisan neighbors.


Jackson County, located in southern Oregon, with a 2006 Republican-registration advantage of eleven points, and Lane County, home of the University of Oregon, with a 2006 Democratic-registration advantage of eighteen points, offered a wide array of voters and voting history for comparison. I began by assigning each precinct in each county with a new percentage owed partisan candidates based solely on the registration of Republicans and Democrats. I then multiplied these percentages by the voter turnout to determine the votes owed to each of the partisan candidates. In this way, NAVs and third-party registrants collapsed into the Republican and Democratic registration in the same percentages as party registrants.


Votes owed the partisan candidates, determined by the new registration percentage, were repeated for each election year and for all partisan candidates from 2002 through 2006. Issue-based campaigns were also charted to determine whether they too tracked predictably, precinct by precinct. I also looked back at returns between 1986 and 2000 in Jackson County, where data were more easily accessed than in Lane County.
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In both counties, the outcome was the same. Partisan candidates received the votes they were owed in better than 80 percent of the precincts. In precincts where voters did not follow the new party-registration percentages, some gave more votes to the Democratic candidates than were owed (left-leaning), and some gave more votes to the Republican candidates than were owed (right-leaning).


To determine which voters, partisans or independents, moved, a massive three-month volunteer effort was launched in Jackson County to systematically call through and identify all precincts where candidates were not getting the votes they were owed. Where precincts leaned right, all Democrats and independents were called, and where precincts leaned left, all Republicans and independents were called. In all, 23,356 voters were called, and 5,206 participated in the survey.


We asked only three questions in the survey:


       1.  In general, do you think the state is headed in the right or wrong direction?


       2.  In general, do you think the county is headed in the right or wrong direction?


       3.  In general, do you vote Republican or Democrat?


While it was our hope to force the voter to answer “Republican” or “Democrat” in the last question, many simply offered up “both,” and that information was recorded.


The Outcome


Irrespective of whether a precinct moved left or right, a similar percentage of partisan voters confessed to never voting for a candidate in his or her party and a similar percentage of nonaffiliated voters, evenly divided among Republicans and Democrats, confessed to always voting for one party or the other.


However, what distinguished the precincts that deviated from votes owed was the percentage of partisans and nonaffiliated voters who confessed to mixing their ballots—that is, voting for candidates in both parties on the same ballot, or split-ticket voting. Of all surveyed voters in the selected precincts—whether their precinct leaned left or right, and whether they were nonaffiliated, Republican, or Democrat—16 percent to 18 percent ottered that they split their ticket. In short, in precincts where Republicans moved left and others where Democrats moved right, the independents directly mirrored the partisan registrants in the percentage of split-ticket voting. In other words, the swing vote among independents mirrored party swing in exactly the same percentages, precinct by precinct.




 






“Spend the time to make the foundation right or you will pay in time and money all the way to the roof.”
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Knowing where nonaffiliated voter support predictably falls provides a roadmap for campaign targeting, saving money in mail and time in canvassing, and offers an opportunity to alter registration disparity through the GOTV effort. A campaign does this by avoiding nonaffiliated voters along with the registrants of the opposing party in precincts that are leaning away from their efforts.


Polarized Populations, Skewed Registration, and Independents


If independents mirror partisan voters, then they should continue to do so even as registration percentages shift. Voter-registration shifts often occur as economies change, churches arrive, or development reshapes an area. Indeed, voters relocate to a neighborhood near their place of worship and move to find work, better schools, or less congestion. For example, in one city in southern Oregon, the Republican-registration advantage increased 38 percent between 1986 and 2006. In another city thirty miles away, the Democratic registration advantage increased 44 percent in the same period. Clearly, voters are choosing to locate near like-minded neighbors, selecting a state, a region within a state, a community within a region, and a neighborhood within a city. It’s a self-selecting process: Voters identify who they are and how they will vote by where they choose to live. That’s true with Democrats and Republicans and no less so with nonaffiliated voters or independents.


In the above study, independents in both Lane and Jackson Counties continued to track party affiliation as registration shifted. This is good news for political campaigns: As voters segregate themselves with like-minded people, targeting becomes easier, and campaigns become more efficient and economical. If independents mirror the voting behavior of their neighbors, then within any given voting region with a large Republican voter-registration advantage, independents will actually be Republicans, just as independents living in areas with skewed Democratic-registration advantage will actually be Democrats.




 






“The art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook.”
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Implications for a Campaign


Because vendors (those who provide mail, television, radio, and other communications services for a campaign) are often the same people who provide targeting strategies, it is not in their best economic interest to determine how communication can be fine-tuned to avoid activating voters for the opposition. Furthermore, because vendors tend to live and work in large metropolitan areas, they’re often unaware of the unique voting patterns of small cities in a given region and apply a one-size-fits-all approach. Campaigns that cover both rural and urban areas, as well as small and large cities, and that treat all nonaffiliated voters as the same, ignoring the registration of their neighbors, do so at their own peril.




 






“It gets late early out there.”
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Polling firms will typically contact Republicans, Democrats, and NAVs to test message and issues that may resonate with voters. They then present findings within each of these categories. But when a nonaffiliated voter is polled, the campaign cannot be certain whether that voter is actually a Democrat or a Republican. This can result in unreliable information for the campaign.


After the Jackson-Lane study, I reviewed four polls for state and county races where pre-election polls predicted a very different outcome than what eventually materialized. In each, once the nonaffiliated voters were removed, the preelection poll results fell within the margin of error. Granted, this is a small sample of the thousands of polls that are conducted each campaign season, but is still food for thought.


Indeed, in one race in 2004, a tracking poll showed the Democratic candidate winning by twenty points. Given that the district enjoyed a Republican registration advantage of six points and that it had been held by a Republican for twenty-eight years, the projection was suspect. After the election, which the Democrat won by two points, I removed the NAVs from the tracking poll and again found the poll fell within the margin of error, showing the Democrat winning by only a projected five points.


Important to campaigning is the understanding that when news teams, pollsters, or strategists report where so-called independents fall within a targeted question, they are sharing meaningless information. Independents should be omitted from polling and targeted with campaign efforts only in precincts where partisan registrants support the candidate or cause.


The Undervote


Undervotes occur when voters skip a particular candidate or issue on their ballot. Generally this happens for one of three reasons: Don’t know. Don’t like. Don’t care. Voters who have not been paying attention to a particular race will “leave it up to those who do know” and typically skip a race.


In a primary in which candidates are running unopposed, much of the undervote can be attributed to “don’t care.” A high undervote in a primary is a potential problem in the general election, and your campaign should work to understand the undervote and avoid it.


Unopposed candidates or campaign teams who think they will save money for the general election by not running a primary are misguided. The primary is your opportunity to curry your base, amass volunteers, establish an organization, build name recognition, and test your campaign and volunteer team. If you are running for a state legislative office, it is an opportunity to show the lobby that your campaign is organized and means business. It is also an opportunity to lock your base while getting your message out—all without attacks from the opposition that could cause damage in the general.


Running a campaign in an unopposed primary may entail no more than securing locations for lawn and field signs, printing them, and organizing volunteers to put them up, maintain them, and pull them down after the election. Given that your campaign must do all these things for the general anyway, there is simply no reason not to conduct a primary. Ideally, if a campaign can see a killer general in the offing, canvassing neighborhoods of overwhelming support to lock your base provides more time for canvassing swing precincts for the general. If you do not run a primary and your undervote comes in over 50 percent, you have a lot of work to do on your base that could have been managed with a modest primary campaign. If your undervote is over 60 percent, you’re in trouble. Save yourself the heartache: Run a primary.


Your undervote and that of your opposition provide important information for your campaign.


Your Undervote


Hotly contested general elections usually have undervotes in the 3 percent to 5 percent range, depending on the type of ballot. (Punch-card ballots have an undervote about three points higher than do scanned ballots.) However, unopposed primaries are very different from hotly contested general elections.


Coming out of an unopposed primary, you want as low an undervote as possible, but even if you run a primary campaign, be prepared for undervotes in the 20 percent to 30 percent range. Should high-priority precincts come in with significant undervotes (40 percent or more), you must determine why, so that the problem can be fixed in time for the general election. If a high undervote comes in where your saints live, don’t worry, but in precincts with potentially high percentages of swing voters, it should be dealt with. Consider sending a persuasion piece to your party. Look for opportunities within those precincts for coffees and other social gatherings. At the very least, send the candidate in for the canvass. A high undervote in a primary means additional work for you in the general, so put your team on notice.


I once worked for a candidate who ran uncontested in the primary and, to save money, did no campaigning for it. When I came onboard for the general, I conducted a precinct analysis on the primary for each candidate and found that the opposition, which had run a modest primary campaign, had a relatively small undervote compared with my candidate, who had undervotes that went as high as 60 percent. The high undervote may have been the result of the voters’ perception that the candidate was aloof and somehow thought he was too good to campaign. His invisibility during the primary only fed this belief.


The Opposition’s Undervote


If both you and your opponent ran unopposed primaries, you now have some great information on your opposition for the general.


After a primary, spend some time with the results published by the elections office. Abstracts often do not list undervotes, but these can be easily calculated by adding votes received by a candidate and subtracting that number from the total turnout for the party. When it comes to the opposition’s undervote, you are looking for high undervotes in areas where there is a high swing voter potential.


After completing your precinct analysis (see Appendix A), look for any precincts previously considered off limits and that have both a modest swing voter potential and a high primary undervote in the opposing party, and put them back on the table. Your job is to determine whether some of the undervotes in these precincts resulted from voters who didn’t like the candidate of their party. It is these voters the campaign should identify. Too often, campaigns take time conducting voter identification on members of their own party in precincts that historically vote for their party. Assume you have this support, and instead go behind enemy lines and pull votes from your opposition’s base. Identify them, communicate with them, and canvass them. With a little effort, you may move these voters.


Undervotes and Negative Campaigning


Your precinct analysis will tell you where a party is consistently undervoted in past elections. Abdicating registration strength by undervoting is helpful in close elections. Indeed, I consistently win issue-based and candidate races by the undervote. But sometimes a campaign can add to their problems.


Because the undervote can help win races, I study them. In the beginning of this chapter, I referenced a race in which a Democrat lost a legislative race to a Republican who pleaded guilty to misdemeanor assault charges on his child. The Democrat had out-raised and outspent the Republican by more than two to one. In my research, I looked at the television spots of the Democratic candidate. In these ads, all the abuses were reviewed for the voter. It was off-putting to me, and I’m in the business. So, I looked at the undervote to see if perhaps voters were also disturbed by what they saw. I found that in this race—where nearly a half million dollars was spent—the undervote was 14 percent. Given that the Democrat lost by six points (the spread plus 1 percent), one might wonder whether watching this horse getting flogged on television repeatedly, night after night, contributed to the undervote and the loss.
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Assigning the Undervote


In 2004 a Democratic state representative ran against a local Republican businessman for the state senate. In one precinct with 3,400 registered voters, the Democrat was owed 80 percent of the ballots cast, and the Republican was owed 20 percent based on the formula previously outlined. However, after the ballots were cast, the Democrat received only 79 percent of the ballots cast and the Republican only 17 percent. So where were the other 4 percent of the votes? If there is no third-party candidate—and there wasn’t—you will find the missing votes in the undervote, that is, those who voted for neither candidate but still participated in the election.


By determining a percentage of votes owed to each party’s candidate and then calculating the percentage received versus the percentage owed, you can assign both a percentage and an actual count of the undervote to each of the party candidates. In other words, you now know the undervote each candidate receives. So, again using our example—the above precinct with 3,400 registered voters—the Democrat who received only 79 percent of the votes cast instead of 80 percent is attributed 1 percent of the undervote, or 34 votes, and the Republican is attributed 3 percent of the undervote, or 102 votes.


Being able to assign the undervote helps diagnose potential problem areas so they may be remedied. For example, if the undervote is coming primarily from your party, your efforts must focus on waking up and energizing your voters so they care enough to fill in the bubbles on their voter card. Typically voters are not activated with vacuous mail that simply talks about what a wonderful person the candidate is. Similarly, negative mail may depress participation even more. Therefore, a consistent and large undervote for your party’s candidates may dictate a more aggressive mail and media campaign of comparison pieces delivered with a knock at the door.


After you have completed your precinct analysis and charted your results, if some precincts consistently give more votes than are owed to your candidate’s party while others consistently give more votes to the opposing party, you know where to concentrate money, voter identification, and campaign efforts as well as which areas to avoid.




 






“What should be done to give power into the hands of capable and well-meaning persons has so far resisted all efforts.”
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Once you know neighborhoods that are swinging in your direction, use them to profile other voters outside that area. What do their homes look like? Do they have porches? What are people watching on television when a canvasser knocks on the door? Do they have children? Pets? Do they keep up their homes and property? Are they rural? Urban?


Finding Swing Voters


Although I typically determine swing based on the votes-owed model, which is covered in depth in Appendix A, there are other ways to do it as well. One remarkably easy way is outlined below that can be done only if you happen to have two candidates very similar to yours and your opponent who previously ran in different races on the same ballot. Stick with me—this is pretty cool.


In 2004 I was working for Democrat Alan Bates, a local physician who was running against a moderate Republican from Medford—the largest city in the county. Two years before, a local physician, Dave Gilmour, also a Democrat, ran for county commissioner, and in a judicial race on the same ballot was a moderate Republican from the same neighborhood as our opponent. Although the judicial race was nonpartisan, voters knew who was the Democrat and who was the Republican.


To determine swing, I matched the doctor from 2002 with the moderate Republican of 2002 as though they were running against each other. But because voters could legitimately vote for both the moderate Republican and the doctor (remember, they were two different races on the same ballot), putting together these two candidates from different races as though they were running against each other created an overvote. Typically an overvote occurs when a person votes for two candidates in the same race on the same ballot. However, in this instance, the overvote was artificially created by lining up two candidates from two races on the same ballot as though they opposed each other. To figure the artificial overvote, I simply added the totals of the two candidates that mirrored those in my race and subtracted their total from the total voter turnout, precinct by precinct.


The results were quite revealing. Out of the thirty precincts in the senate district, eight of them had a combined overvote of 2,253 votes; the remaining twenty-two precincts had a combined overvote of only 54 votes. The majority of the swing lived in eight precincts. Of those eight, however, four were precincts of solid saints—that is, voters who never leave their Democratic candidate. The other four precincts were the same ones that popped off the charts in the precinct analysis as left-leaning. All this meant our entire campaign needed to focus only on four precincts, which is exactly what we did: The candidate and volunteers repeatedly canvassed targeted neighborhoods with targeted literature. We flipped a twenty-eight-year Republican hold on the senate seat while being outspent nearly two to one. It was magic.




 






“An elected official is one who gets 51 percent of the vote cast by 40 percent of the 60 percent of voters who registered.”
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Microtargeting is about getting those 54 votes in the remaining twenty-two precincts. Precinct analysis is about getting the 2,253 votes in eight precincts.


Work Smart


I once worked for a candidate who did not fully believe in precinct analysis. I had conducted an in-depth analysis of a number of elections in which candidates who embraced a similar political ideology to my candidate’s ran for office. I also reviewed initiatives that covered issues similar to ones with which my candidate was closely aligned. This candidate had also faced a recall attempt while in office, so I conducted an analysis of a successful recall of an elected official who had similar political leanings. All pointed to the same precincts for sinners, saints, and savables. No exceptions. It was clear from the analysis that a handful of precincts would never support the candidate, and given that they typically turned out in lower numbers, there was a real concern that if activated they would vote for the opposition.


Notwithstanding the warning, toward the end of the campaign, after all the high- and medium-priority precincts were done, the candidate decided to burn up some restless energy by covering these low-priority precincts. His feeling was that if he personally went to the door, people would be swayed.


Not surprisingly, the low-support precincts turned out to be difficult canvasses. People were rude, and mishaps occurred. The candidate came back demoralized but decided to press on. Ultimately, he lost the election by a few hundred votes out of 30,000 cast. After the election, a postmortem analysis showed that the low-priority precincts had turned out in record numbers and voted two to one against the candidate.


Precinct analysis tells you not only where your support lives so that it can be activated, but also where the opposition’s support lives so that it can be avoided. You never want to activate voters for the opposition.


Campaigns are often so strapped for money that they must be highly focused. Under these circumstances, no matter your party, if certain areas represent solid support and solid turnout (your saints), you need to assume that they will vote for you. If they don’t, you’ll lose anyway, and that will be that. You must feel that you can count on them without spending too much money or time on getting their vote.


Conversely, there will also be areas that support candidates in the opposing party, election after election. With the exception of the swing or undervote alignment outlined above, these areas should be avoided so that votes for the opposition are not activated; it will save volunteer time and campaign money. After all, if you spend time, money, or energy in areas where you will lose, that means you are not spending time, money, and energy in areas where you need to win. Work smart: Write off the sinners, trust the saints, and persuade the savables.
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Finally


I have received candidate calls from all over the nation, and at some point in the conversation, each person says, “I’m just going to go out and start canvassing.” The single biggest challenge campaigns face is the tendency to confuse motion with progress. Unless some study of historic voting patterns and behavior is conducted, no matter how modest the study, candidates risk contacting voters who, once activated, will support the opposition.


In Appendix A, you will find the step-by-step process for conducting a precinct analysis. Do as much as you’re capable of doing, but know that the more comprehensively you look at historic voting patterns and incorporate that information in decisions of message and activities, the more likely you are to win.


A precinct analysis is the first step to a winning effort.
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The Campaign Team and Volunteer Organization









                  IN THIS CHAPTER


                  •  The Campaign Committee


                  •  The Treasurer


                  •  The Campaign Manager


                  •  The Campaign Chair or Co-Chairs


                  •  Volunteer Organization


                  •  Applying the Methodology


                  •  Phone Banks


                  •  Clerical Workers


                  •  Time Allotments for Volunteer Tasks


THE CAMPAIGN TEAM REFERS TO ALL THOSE WHO HELP ORGANIZE YOUR efforts: the committee, the treasurer, your volunteers, and each of the individual teams that oversees a portion of the campaign. Your media team, for example, may have a liaison to the campaign committee, but the media team should be viewed as part of your overall campaign team rather than part of the committee itself (figure 2.1). Aspects of the campaign team will be covered in this chapter. Campaign efforts that involve large numbers of people and independent efforts, such as lawn sign activities, media projects, brochure development, social media, and fundraising, will be covered in separate chapters.


The Campaign Committee


The relatively small campaign committee serves two functions: First, it is a support group, both for itself and for the candidate or issue-based campaign; second, it is the primary source of expertise for the campaign. This small, select group will maneuver and steer a campaign while drawing on the resources of the community. The committee should consist of individuals who have different personal strengths and areas of ability.


[image: FIGURE 2.1 Campaign Organization Chart]


FIGURE 2.1 Campaign Organization Chart


Your campaign committee is an insiders’ group. The candidate, the manager, and each of the members must feel safe in speaking candidly without fear of recrimination. Treat them like insiders and keep them informed of any campaign development. You would never want a committee member to first learn about a problem with the campaign in the newspaper or through the rumor mill. Call or email your committee members often. Welcome their criticism. Encourage them and support their individual efforts in the campaign. Listen carefully to determine when they might need additional help. Be clear about their tasks, expectations, and time commitment.


Take time in choosing the right number of people for a campaign committee. I have worked on countywide campaigns with four committee members (including the candidate), which was too few, and citywide campaigns with twelve members, which was too many. I have found that six or seven committee members is perfect. In countywide campaigns a successful committee might also include members who come from each targeted region or city and who oversee teams within their respective areas.
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You want only enough committee members to cover the campaign activities that you have decided to do. Keep in mind that not all campaign activities occur at the same time, so it is often possible to have more than one task assigned to a single committee member. For example, the campaign brochure is written and printed at the beginning of the campaign, whereas the demands on the canvassing coordinator are greatest toward the end of the campaign. On the other hand, activities such as fundraising responsibilities and volunteer coordination (field operations) are ongoing tasks and should not be combined with any other campaign responsibilities.


Once the campaign starts, meet with the committee each week for one hour unless it is the first meeting and you’re setting up the campaign. For this first meeting, allow additional time by starting the meeting earlier, or have the meeting at a different time—for example, set up a morning retreat followed by a lunch at which the campaign becomes official. For countywide campaigns, it works well for the committee to meet in a central location at the end of the workday before dinner.


Campaign Committee Packets


Your committee may quickly break down into specialized campaign functions. Once specialized groups are formed, keep track of their progress through weekly reports. When the committee gathers, meetings should be productive. Always have an agenda. It is important that all meetings begin and end on time.


A campaign committee packet is a great organizational tool for committee members (figure 2.2). Each pocket folder contains tiered sheets of alternating colors organized by category for the tasks the committee will undertake in the course of the campaign, such as lawn signs, canvassing, phone banks, letters to the editor, and so on. Although one sheet should be dedicated to listing committee members and all contact information for each person, the remaining sheets clearly outline job descriptions for each campaign duty and indicate who will oversee that particular job. The folders travel with committee members to committee meetings and contain information that may be distributed there. Helping volunteers with this kind of organizational framework keeps members happy and makes your campaign a little more volunteer friendly.


[image: FIGURE 2.2 Example of a Campaign Committee Packet]


FIGURE 2.2 Example of a Campaign Committee Packet


In addition to the weekly meeting for the full committee, you should occasionally get together with the individuals who are responsible for specific campaign tasks, and bring this information back to the committee. For example, you may meet with the ad person to hammer out two or three ads and then bring these to the regular committee meeting to have them critiqued.


The makeup of the campaign committee is discretionary, based on how many people will be needed to plan and supervise the campaign. You will depend on the people you invite to join your campaign committee, so they should be capable of organizing and directing some particular aspect of the campaign. In addition to a campaign manager, your committee must include one or more people to oversee letters to the editor, canvassing, clerical work, brochures, the media, lawn signs, phone banks, fundraising, getting out the vote, direct mail, social media, and volunteer workers.
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The Treasurer


A capable volunteer who has attention to detail can serve as the campaign treasurer. Look for someone who is well respected in the community and who will lend credibility to an issue-based campaign or balance a candidate campaign. Selecting the right person for this position is important. Depending upon the laws of your state, the name of your treasurer may appear on every campaign publication. He or she may be called from time to time by the press, or even the opposition, and asked questions. Like a vice president in a presidential election, the treasurer should balance the ticket. For example, if you are a retired senior, then select a prominent, involved young person of the opposite sex. If you are a young progressive man and relatively new to your community, consider an older conservative woman who has been in town a number of years. Find a person who complements rather than merely repeats your strengths. If you’re a Democrat, find a respected Republican. If you are working for more taxes for schools, get someone who may have sometimes spoken out against tax increases.
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If possible, find someone willing to represent the campaign, discharge the official duties of treasurer, and help in other ways. For example, a treasurer may take on all thank-you notes and keep donor files up-to-date in a database. In one campaign I managed, the treasurer sat in on war room meetings, canvassed, helped with lawn signs, and oversaw data input on campaign donations, but this level of involvement by the treasurer is the exception and not the rule.


The treasurer, campaign manager, and candidate are responsible for obtaining and completing the registration forms required for participation in an election. The necessary forms can be obtained from the city recorder’s office for city races, from the county clerk’s office for county races, and from the election division under the secretary of state for elections to state offices. Don’t be afraid to use these offices. The people who staff government offices are extremely helpful and accommodating.


Not all the forms and information in the election packet are necessary or applicable to every race or election. Ask exactly what you need to read, what is required, and when it is required. Typically all campaign deadlines are available online but if not, ask the local elections office for a schedule of the pertinent dates for filing your campaign contributions and expenditures. While the filing of these reports is the principal job of the treasurer, it is a good idea for both the candidate and the campaign manager to be aware of them. As a reminder, these tasks should be placed in your campaign plan, on the flowchart, or on the calendar as outlined in Chapter 12.


Because campaign finance laws have become very complex in some states, with a plethora of filing deadlines and fines for those who miss them, I now employ a hybrid system where a banker or retired certified public accountant (CPA) actually does all the work for the treasurer named on campaign literature. If I can’t find one who will volunteer to oversee the reports, I use campaign funds to hire someone. Having a professional on board is actually a great comfort to the volunteer treasurer and helps reduce the overall stress of a demanding campaign cycle. The hired and volunteer treasurers should work together closely.


Note: I’ve found that practicing CPAs who volunteer for the treasurer position can ramp up the stress of a primary-election campaign simply because paying customers whose taxes are due at the same time as filing periods will get priority over a volunteer campaign position. Late filings can be a public and financial disaster for a down-ballot race.




 






“Making the simple complicated is commonplace; making the complicated simple, awesomely simple, that’s creativity.”


CHARLES MINGUS






 





Finally, if the “perfect” treasurer cannot be found, simply press on. Look for someone who is thorough, honest, easy to work with, trustworthy, and committed to your cause or candidate. If that fails, hire a professional to cover the task. There are now companies that specialize in campaign finances; they know the law because they do nothing but campaigns and often will generate thank-you notes and receipts for an additional fee.


Contributions and Expenditures


Your treasurer and the CPA or banker should be sticklers for detail. The opposition will be examining your contributions and expenditures (C&Es) filings for any mistakes to report to the state elections office. If a mistake is found, it is bound to make the local papers. That sort of damage is completely preventable.


After the C&E forms have been filed, local newspapers may do a story on who spent how much on what. If you are running a modest campaign and your opposition is funded by outside money, make sure that this information makes it to the media. Running a visibly hardworking campaign with modest funds gives people the sense that you are fiscally responsible. That trait is desirable in office, and voters will make the connection.


Although it is difficult to work on a campaign whose opposition has unlimited funds, it can also work in your favor. In a small community election that involves no TV ads, there is just so much ad space to buy in the newspaper and just so much direct mail that can be sent to homes without it becoming pretty clear that the election is being bought. In one campaign I ran, we were outspent five to one by the opposition, and we publicized this spending discrepancy to our advantage. When the newspapers ran the usual C&E article, many in the community were stunned by the amount of money coming in from outside interests. Since we had a good idea of how much the opposition was spending, we were ready when the press called for our reaction. Supporters wrote and sent letters to the editor for those who missed the newspaper articles when they first appeared.


In that particular race, the opposition was convinced that the accounting in our campaign was wrong and regularly sent people to the recorder’s office to check our C&Es. (This is where having a meticulous treasurer pays off.) Finally, convinced of foul play, the opposition called the paper and suggested there must be something wrong. When the press called me, I explained that we were in fact spending a normal amount for a small-town race and it was the opposition whose expenditures were excessive. We got another great newspaper story.


Committee to Support


Given the importance of a good treasurer, what do you do if you can’t find the right one for you? Not to worry. You have two options: First, you can place a short list of carefully selected supporters (six to nine) at the bottom of all your literature and ads. This “committee to support” should represent a good cross-section of the community. Although some of these people might be working on your campaign, this is not your campaign committee. The primary job of this group is to give your cause credibility by lending their names. Depending on the issue, the committee to support may include people in business, environmental groups, real estate, labor, and so on.


Using a committee to support works well if you have broad-based support up front, but it does not work at all if your support is marginal. I once worked on a campaign that was so controversial that I could get only three people to sign their names to the committee-to-support list. Rather than have such a short list that didn’t cover the political spectrum of the city, I dropped the notion of listing the committee. In fact, it helped the campaign to discover the level of controversy so early in the campaign. Information of this sort should not discourage, but rather help set the course.




 






“Putting a bunch of people to work on the same problem doesn’t make them a team.”


GERALD M. WEINBERG (The Psychology of Computer Programming)






 





Let me caution you here: When you are working on a very controversial campaign and have a listed committee to support at the bottom of all your literature, you run the risk that opponents to the campaign will get to one or more of those listed and will undermine your public support. The newspapers also may call these people and grill them on the cause. This can get a little dicey. I find it best to use a committee to support for relatively unknown candidates or difficult yet uncontroversial initiatives, propositions, or measures, such as school or public library funding.


The Campaign Manager


The campaign manager is the single most important position in a campaign. Where other jobs have finite responsibilities and time commitments, the job of campaign manager is open-ended. It is a lot to ask of anyone, especially on a volunteer basis. For this reason it is usually the first and sometimes the only paid position.


A campaign manager will interact with your volunteers more than any other person in the campaign, so good communication skills, especially phone and computer skills, are a must. The duties of the campaign manager vary greatly, depending on the number of individuals working in the inner circle. In general, he or she will do such things as attend coffees, debates, and events with the candidate and set up sign-in sheets while lending moral support. The campaign manager also must give candid feedback to the candidate without being indelicate.




 






“Even the highest towers begin from the ground.”


CHINESE SAYING






 





If you are running a countywide partisan election campaign, having a manager is critical. You need someone to oversee it all and to be a source of support for the candidate. Although I believe it is a mistake to run for office without a campaign manager, if you are running for office in a small city, you can probably get away with it. Whether you’re serving as your own campaign manager or have hired one, you still need capable people to head up various campaign tasks such as lawn signs, canvassing, field work, the internet, and letters to the editor. The most effective campaign teams are those with volunteer team members supervised by a strong manager.


Potential Sources for a Campaign Manager


I highly recommend teachers as campaign managers. They are generally smart, organized, articulate, and personable. They are able to speak to large groups of people and ask for things in simple, understandable ways. They tend to know computers, have a nice collection of presentable clothes, work hard, and are generally politically savvy. They are also likely to be available all summer. If you choose wisely, a teacher who is a campaign manager will force you to get everything ready during the summer so that your fall campaign will go much easier. The drawback of using a teacher is that he or she may be overwhelmed with school responsibilities in the fall and less available to the campaign.


Other potential sources for campaign managers are development directors for local charities, private schools, or nonprofit organizations. These people might consider short-term work for a candidate, and they will have a proven track record. Other leads: people who have worked on other political campaigns, for a United Way campaign, or for a Heart and Lung fund drive, and those who have organized local parades, 4-H fair shows, concerts, or county fairs. Also check with colleges nearby for political science graduates looking for field experience. Each summer the Oregon Bus Project (OBP) runs a ten-week course (Policorps) to train future campaign managers and field operatives. Although Policorps is held in Portland, Oregon, the students are from all over the nation. For information on the graduates and the Oregon Bus Project, go to busproject.org.


In general, a good campaign manager is hardworking, organized, intelligent, self-confident, reliable, and loyal. And because appearance is important, this person should reflect the values and style of the candidate or campaign.


Maintaining Control


Recently I was an adviser to a campaign whose manager became problematic; he was parking illegally on city-owned land and then hassling the police with a “do-you-know-who-I’m-working-for?” attitude. To make matters worse, volunteers were complaining to the candidate about the campaign manager’s unnecessary rudeness. The candidate was at the end of his rope and called me to help find a way to let this volunteer go.


Although a candidate does not need this kind of stress, firing a volunteer manager can bring more headaches than it cures. So, short of firing the manager, what can the candidate do?




 






“We’ve run into a couple of problems, but nothing minor.”


BRENDA COLLIER






 





First, the candidate always has the option of reorganizing the campaign so that the manager has less involvement and responsibility. Second, the candidate could deal with the campaign manager and the situation in a clear and straightforward manner. He or she could kindly explain how others were interpreting the manager’s actions and how they were reflecting negatively on the campaign and the candidate. Because campaign managers are so closely affiliated with the candidate, there is an assumption that the candidate condones their activities. A problematic situation like this must get immediate attention. Campaigns not only allow the community to see how a candidate will perform both publicly and under pressure, but also allow the candidate to get some experience in dealing with awkward situations and people. Once a candidate is in office, difficult people materialize all the time. If none of this works, the volunteer must be fired.


When running for state legislative office, be prepared to pay the campaign manager handsomely. A good manager speaks truth to power, brings many skills to the table, and can mean big money to your campaign. Individuals, organizations, political action committees (PACs), and lobbyists want to contribute to a winning campaign, and your manager is a big indicator. A strong, experienced, well-organized, hardworking manager will bring an air of confidence to a candidate and campaign team. A candidate should listen to the campaign manager and follow his or her advice.


The Campaign Chair or Co-Chairs


When working on an issue-based campaign, the messenger is the message. Who heads it up is therefore directly linked to the campaign’s success. Here you have the choice of using either one person serving as a campaign chair or two people serving as co-chairs. Campaign chairs should be noncontroversial leaders in your community and may serve either in name only as figureheads or as the actual campaign co-coordinators. Mostly they are the face of the campaign. They meet the media, they are part of the war room, and they work the endorsement circles of the community—the Rotary Club, the Chamber of Commerce, business leaders, and more. They gain power and stature when they seemingly have nothing personally to gain by the passage of the measure. Avoid using as a campaign chair someone who has a vested interest in the outcome of a campaign, such as a county commissioner for a county tax base or a teacher for a school levy.




 






“If you want something done, ask a busy person.”


BENJAMIN FRANKLIN






 





Choose your co-chairs carefully. Well-respected community leaders with a strong community network are best. Their community relationships are part of the network the campaign will lean on to raise money and activate volunteers. The co-chairs should balance each other, in gender and in interests. For a county measure, one chair may be from the rural area with ranching or farming ties, and the other from the city with business ties. Selection of your chair or co-chairs depends completely on the ballot measure.
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