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INTRODUCTION



This book is for candidates and their campaign staffs who want to win local and state elections. It was written for those high-volunteer, low-budget campaigns that are the very heart of our democratic system.


Contrary to Watergate and what many pros chronicle as a growing cynicism about politics, we see a growing grass-roots movement toward increased involvement in electoral politics. Community organizations that previously demonstrated on the steps of city hall are now fielding their own candidates for city council. Women who played key support roles in previous campaigns are filing their own petitions for elections. As challengers for school boards or county commissions, from town hall to the state house, citizen candidates of all political persuasions are becoming involved in races for elected office.


Every two years, more than 450,000 offices are up for election across the United States. More than one and a half million candidates seek these positions, many of them for the first time.


This book is designed to make that first step an easier one. In it we try to demystify the techniques of running a professional, well-planned campaign. Each chapter emphasizes techniques that are applicable for local races from school board to state senate and for those candidates whose list of friends is bigger than their bank account.


Our formula for winning is simple: repetitive, persuasive communication with likely voters is the key to victory. Each of the techniques described in this book is part of a coherent strategy to communicate your campaign message to a carefully targeted audience. In addition to step-by-step descriptions of campaign activities, we’ve also included many of the forms, checklists, sample letters, and press releases you’ll need for your campaign.


We’ve provided the basic outline. Now it’s your turn to adapt this guide to fit your local situation. With careful planning and disciplined implementation you, too, can run to win.


Ann Beaudry
Bob Schaeffer
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Simply put, a campaign is a communications process. Whether you are running in a large state senate district or seeking a position on a small local commission, your goal is the same: to convey your message to voters in such a way that a winning margin votes for your candidate on Election Day. Any experienced campaigner will tell you this involves hard work, but the basic strategy for winning is straightforward: repetitive, persuasive communication with your likely supporters.


Your overall campaign strategy molds all of the separate components of your organization together to reinforce your message. In this manual we will explain how to set up and run the inner workings of scheduling the candidate, building a field organization, media, and fundraising. Because we’ve demystified these activities, you will find that many of the skills you already have can be successfully put to use.


However, good skills alone are not enough. To be successful, a campaign must have a well-defined communication strategy. Unfortunately, too many campaigns are designed by technicians rather than political strategists. Understanding the basic elements of voter communication strategy will help you develop a winning campaign. These are:


• Theme: What is the single, most important message to be communicated to the electorate?


• Audience: Who are the voters who can be persuaded to vote for you?


• Delivery: Which methods of communication will most effectively convey your message to potential supporters?


• Timing: When is the best time to deliver your message to targeted audiences?


• Resources: What resources are available to facilitate communication with your target audience?


We want to help you think through all of these elements in the context of your own campaign. Keep in mind that all of them are closely interrelated. Accordingly, assessments made about one will often affect the decisions made about all the others. That is why designing a winning campaign strategy is more an art than a science.


Let’s look at each of the basic elements of campaign communication in more depth.



Theme



The most important element is the theme—the basic message the campaign will communicate to voters. Its purpose is to differentiate, to set your candidate apart from all opponents in the race. It is your answer to the voter’s question, “Why should I support you?” The theme should capture the rationale for the campaign in a simple, dramatic, and persuasive way.


Anyone who decides to run for public office is likely to have strong stands on a number of public issues. But from the beginning, it’s important to keep in mind that a campaign is not an exercise in persuading the voters to accept all your positions. Developing a winning strategy and designing an educational program for voters are markedly different undertakings. It is often necessary to sacrifice complexity in order to develop the campaign’s primary message.


It’s a mistake to confuse the laundry list of the candidate’s positions on various issues with the fundamental theme that should define a campaign. While candidates should be prepared to respond to questions on a wide range of issues, they must have a single clear message that will convince voters. Then, all the components of the campaign can be designed to advance that message.


To understand why this is so, you need to know something about the modern communication process. We are all constantly bombarded by “messages” from newspapers, TV and radio, billboards, friends, and neighbors. This means that your campaign message will be competing not only against that of your opponent, but also against those from candidates in other races, commercials for detergents and soft drinks, and news reports of thousands of local, national, and international events. To screen out as much of this “noise” as possible, people erect protective barriers. Everybody blocks out hundreds of potential messages each day.


The chances of your message getting through is measured by what engineers refer to as the “signal-to-noise ratio.” Research has shown that a simple, dramatic message is most likely to stand out from background noise and be received by an individual. Especially in the final weeks of a campaign in which many offices are contested, competition among signals aimed at potential voters is tremendous. Thus, the message that convinces voters to vote for your candidate must be extremely clear. Your “signal” must be short and easy to understand.


Two main factors should determine your campaign theme: policy issues that concern voters, and the personal characteristics and reputation of the candidate. Let’s consider issues first.


Is there a big local problem, one that can be appropriately addressed by the office you are seeking? If so, that issue—a utility rate increase or a proposed school bond issue—can be developed into the major theme for your campaign. An incumbent may want to stress proven leadership in addressing such concerns, but a problem left unsolved by an incumbent is a good issue for a challenger to highlight.


A major national issue can also be used successfully in a campaign theme if research demonstrates a local connection. For example, the absence of plans for dealing with toxic wastes can be made a central local campaign issue if the candidate uncovers a little-known disposal site in the district. The key is to make sure the issue is important to local voters. One could say, for example: “Vote for Smith as though your life depended on it. She WILL clean up the Hoovertown dump.”


It may also be possible to develop an issue latent in the voters’ minds and intensify its importance. Such a strategy had a marked effect in the Santa Monica, California, city council elections in 1980. When research showed that more than 60 percent of the residents in that community were renters, campaign strategists for a slate of challengers made rent control their central theme. Their campaign communication dramatized the plight of longtime residents, especially the elderly, who were forced to move out because of escalating rents. Volunteers in an extensive door-to-door canvass distributed simple flyers with photos of senior citizens who had been evicted. By Election Day, rent control had become the dominant issue in the municipality and the pro-rent control slate won a majority on the city council.


The campaigners in Santa Monica learned from experience the distinction between a clear campaign theme and detailed policy positions. Two years earlier, activists in the same community tried to educate voters and garner support for their candidates by circulating fact-filled position papers on rent control. Their overwhelming defeat in the 1978 election was a marked contrast to their success in 1980 when the same issue was translated into a simple, graphic campaign message.


A campaign theme may also be developed around the candidate’s personal or political characteristics. To begin, assess the major ways your candidate can be contrasted with the opponent in terms of style, experience, capabilities, values, and alliances with interest groups.


Can you run as an “insider” and capitalize on your experience? If not, can you portray your candidate as a fresh new face? Will you identify your campaign with that of other candidates for other offices, either as a “slate” or by joint endorsements? What emphasis will you give to your candidate’s or your opponent’s support by trade unions, the downtown business community, or community organizations? As you ask questions like these, consider not only what the perceptions are at the outset, but also how they can be developed during the campaign.


The initial assessment involves evaluating your candidate’s strong points. It also requires analysis of the points on which your opponent may be vulnerable. Voting record research is a good place to start if you are challenging an incumbent or someone who has previously held elected office. Don’t overlook such matters as a poor attendance record or a general pattern of unresponsiveness to constituents’ problems. These may be more important in voters’ perceptions than any particular issue position. In 1984, for example, twenty-eight-year-old John Houston, a first-time candidate, defeated a sixteen-year incumbent, the majority leader of the Massachusetts State Senate, by waging an aggressive door-to-door campaign that reminded voters they had not seen their senator in years.


Finally, your candidate might have special attributes or an unusual background sufficiently distinguishing to help shape the communication theme. It’s not textbook civics, but the visibility of many first-time campaigns is increased because the candidate is a former astronaut, a well-known sports figure, or the spouse of a movie star.


To develop your campaign theme, you will have to find your own balance between issues and personal characteristics. Though we have tried to resist the temptation to use examples from national campaigns, a well-known presidential campaign best illustrates the point. In this case it’s a negative example—the wrong mix of issues and perceived personal attributes. In the early stages of the 1980 campaign the Kennedy for President staff prepared a large tabloid for use in Iowa and New Hampshire. In bold letters the front page read: “THERE IS ONE ISSUE IN THE RACE FOR PRESIDENT.” The two-page center spread was devoted to a full-page photo of Ted Kennedy and the words in giant type, “… LEADERSHIP.” Three short paragraphs covered the senator’s positions on a variety of issues, but the clear message of the piece—and the theme that was stressed from his November announcement through February—was a personal trait, leadership.


Obviously, campaign strategists thought the Kennedy image would contrast favorably with Carter’s lackluster persona. However, by their choice of a theme, the campaign encouraged voters to compare the personal characteristics of the two candidates, which only heightened Kennedy’s identification with Chappaquidick.


Contrast Kennedy’s showing in the early primary and caucus states to his more successful performance after the famous Georgetown speech in which he emphatically delineated his policy differences with the President. With this first real substantive address, the campaign changed thematic horses in midstream. It could not, of course, stop the public and press attention given to Kennedy’s personal history, but it did begin to create a positive counter focus around issues.


In developing your campaign theme, try to anticipate potential negatives and turn these into positives. For example, an extremely young candidate can stress new, innovative solutions while a senior citizen can emphasize experience and make age a positive attribute.


Jim Hightower’s 1980 statewide race for Commissioner of Agriculture in Texas used humor to turn a potential negative into a positive campaign theme. In an opening campaign salvo, his opponent called Hightower an “agitator,” referring to his ties to many activist organizations. To the delight of the press, Hightower’s reply set the tone for his challenge to a three-term incumbent. “I welcome being called an agitator,” he said. “That’s what my grandmother used to call the thing in the center of the washing machine that went around and got the dirt out—and that’s exactly what we intend to do in this campaign!”


Again, keep in mind that all the components of communication—theme, audience, delivery, timing, and resources—are interrelated. Be sure to take into account the campaign’s resources and its planned method of delivery as you decide on your theme. Your message and your means of delivering it must reinforce one another. A high-powered, paid media campaign projects a very different image from a grass-roots volunteer effort no matter what the content of its message.


The proposed theme should also be evaluated in the context of the audience to which it will be addressed—the voters in your district. Remember, you can’t sell wrinkle cream to teenagers, not even very good wrinkle cream. Therefore, always consider the demographics of your district. For example, a candidate who supports a school tax levy can win an election in a district that has a large percentage of senior citizens, but few campaign strategists would advise that as a major theme.



Audience



To win on Election Day, your communication must convince your audience and motivate them to vote for you. That’s the ball game. The more precisely you define your audience and target your message to it, the more likely you are to have a winning campaign. Your strategy must consider the following four variables about your potential audience:


• Voting behavior


• Voter opinions


• Geography


• Demographics


Taken together, these variables will give you the best composite picture of your campaign’s audience. Take the time to carefully research each one during the early stages of mapping out your campaign. You may find that in the process of developing this picture you’ll come up with new information and perspectives that contradict the quick assumptions you may have made earlier—or that people may have told you—about your district.



Voting Behavior



The single most important factor in defining the audience for your campaign message is the past voting behavior of residents of your district. Analyzing turnout and voting patterns will help you narrow the potential electorate by identifying areas with population concentrations most likely to vote for you.


It may sound like heresy to suggest that you only need to communicate with those who are already favorable or who can be persuaded to be. In fact, this advice often doesn’t sit well with many first-time candidates who feel they must knock on every door at least once. But in even the smallest campaign, the secret to success is repetitive, persuasive communication with your likely supporters, not casual contact with the entire universe of adults in your district. By narrowing the audience for your campaign communications, you can concentrate your limited resources where they will do the most good, which is produce the most votes.


Defining the most likely audience for your campaign is called “targeting.” The simple methods of computation for targeting are described in detail in Chapter 2. Even those with math anxiety can perform them quite easily. Targeting should be completed in the earliest stages of planning your campaign.



Voter Opinions



A successful campaign theme emphasizes the candidate’s priority issues that most closely match the key concerns of the targeted electorate. To find an optimum match, you must evaluate the opinions of the electorate in your district. There are many formal and informal ways to do this. Candidate coffees and voter canvasses provide good opportunities for two-way communication. The candidate can also consult with community leaders to identify key concerns of neighborhood residents as well as with representatives of important constituencies, interest groups, and organizations.


Depending on the size of your district, the amount of lead time available, and your budget, you may choose to conduct a poll to get a better understanding of voters’ opinions. To do this, seek the help of someone experienced in designing surveys and choosing samples, possibly a political science professor from a local college. Volunteer interviewers can do a good, inexpensive job if the poll is brief. Remember to keep it simple. You are only interested in testing major campaign themes, not in compiling a detailed list of voter opinions on a wide range of public issues.



Geography



Where people live in your district is also an important factor. Among other things, geography limits possible campaign styles and, thus, has a major effect on the delivery of your message. Just ask anyone who’s tried to conduct a campaign in New York City how difficult it is to conduct a door-to-door canvass in high-rise apartment buildings—the security system or doorman usually won’t let nonresident volunteers in. On the other hand, the distance between houses in sparsely populated areas makes it equally difficult to personally reach voters. Some districts, however, may include a geographic mix. So to reach prospective voters directly, you may have to use a variety of tactics: door-to-door canvass in small towns or suburban areas, but mail or telephone contact downtown and in rural communities.


Geography is also important because it defines the main travel and assembly routes in the district. Traffic patterns can help you identify places where there are large numbers of people. For example, in a district with a high percentage of public transportation commuters, you can reach many voters with relatively few volunteers by leafleting bus, subway, or railway stations.


Issues of concern to residents may vary significantly among the neighborhoods or communities within your district. The targeting methods outlined in Chapter 2 will help you break your district down into smaller geographic units. This will allow you to fine tune your message by amplifying certain stands according to local attitudes.



Demographics



Another way to analyze your audience is demographically. Demography looks at voters not in geographic subdivisions, but as members of special groups with common concerns. Surveys such as the U.S. census give a profile of voters in a tract that includes information about age, race, education, income, ethnicity, home ownership, and employment patterns. Why are these important? Because group interests play an important role in determining the themes of the campaign. Obviously, the issues that concern blue-collar renters in an area with high unemployment will differ from those in a professional suburb where most residents are upper-income homeowners. Likewise, an audience with a high concentration of young families with children is very unlike one with a majority population of senior citizens or students.


Decisions about campaign style and methods are also affected by demography. In communities with many established formal groups your strategy may emphasize the endorsements from labor unions, community organizations, environmentalists, and women’s or minority groups that will contribute volunteers and/or financial support. In some areas, you will need bilingual materials and volunteers for door-to-door campaigning. If your district has a high percentage of students, you will have to design campaign techniques appropriate to reach them. In general, understanding the demography of your district will enable you to tailor your campaign programs so that they will most effectively reach your targeted voters.



Delivery



Your campaign will deliver its message to voters in two basic ways: through direct personal communication (either by the candidate, surrogates, or volunteers) and nondirect, or mediated, communication (radio, TV, newspapers, brochures, billboards, and the like, including both free news coverage and paid advertising).


Your overall campaign strategy must outline how each of these delivery methods will be used. A host of techniques for direct voter contact are detailed in Chapter 4 on candidate activity and Chapter 5 on field organization. The campaign’s capacity to obtain free press coverage and the extent of the paid advertising program are important to your campaign strategy and will be covered in detail in Chapters 6 and 7. The delivery methods your strategy chooses to stress will depend on the theme itself, the audience you are trying to reach, and the resources available to the campaign.


The important thing to remember is that all the methods chosen for delivering your campaign message should reinforce one another. Each should reflect the simple themes that you have chosen to provide repetitive, persuasive communication with your supporters.


To reach the voters you must also know what they read, what they listen to, and what they watch. What is the relative importance of the local 5,000-watt radio station or the local TV channel or the one affiliated with a major network? Here, a good understanding of the demographics of your district is essential. In St. Petersburg, Florida, with a high percentage of senior citizens, it may be more important to place ads or to have stories about the candidate in the local senior citizens’ publication than in the daily newspaper. Similarly, a candidate for local office in Gary, Indiana, might discover that the local steelworkers’ union publication reaches a greater percentage of targeted voters than the metropolitan daily.


Decisions about how to deliver your message must also take into account the resources you have available. If the campaign organization has enough money, you may decide to do direct mail that is personalized by interest groups. If funds are short but you have enough volunteers, you may decide instead to distribute literature door-to-door in targeted areas.



Resources



The final elements to consider in developing a strategy are the campaign’s resources: the candidate, people, money, and time. Every activity included in the campaign plan involves some combination of these. And as anyone who has run a campaign can tell you, resources are always limited and needs are always unlimited. Only careful planning will help you allocate resources most effectively.


Many resources can be used interchangeably. The precise mix depends on how much of each resource you have and how you decide to allocate them. It’s possible to run a phone bank, for example, using rented space and paid callers—it will cost about forty cents per call. Yet an all-volunteer operation out of private homes or donated space can do the same job for approximately one cent per call. A volunteer phone bank needs much less of one resource, money, but far more of another, volunteer hours.


Let’s take a look at each resource.



The Candidate



A successful campaign is a team effort, but the central figure in developing the campaign strategy is always the candidate. As noted earlier, the candidate’s priority issues, personality, and experience frame the major themes of the campaign. Contrasting the relative strengths and weaknesses of the candidate with those of the opponent will further shape a strategy that highlights the candidate most effectively.


Another key factor is the candidate’s name recognition and reputation. A campaign for an “unknown” will have to utilize different techniques in the early stages than one in which the candidate is already well known to the voters. Your message cannot persuade voters until they know who your candidate is. Name recognition is always the first hurdle.


What about the personal abilities of the candidate? It’s necessary to take stock at the outset. You can certainly build a winning campaign around someone who is less than charismatic—to be honest, few candidates are—but your strategy must emphasize your candidate’s strong points. Good organizational planning must compensate for areas of weakness.


• Is the candidate a good public speaker who is persuasive with large audiences, or does he or she communicate more effectively in small informal gatherings?


• How successful will the candidate be in getting resources for the campaign—raising funds or recruiting volunteers?


The answers to these and similar questions will help to determine the most effective scheduling of the candidate’s time and the style of campaign.


Another factor is the amount of time the candidate will make available for campaigning. A full-time candidate can obviously adopt a more flexible schedule than someone with a full-time job or someone with extensive family or civic obligations. The attitudes of members of the candidate’s family must also be considered. Will they object to hours spent on the campaign trail, or do they plan to play an active role in the campaign? If your effort can count on a number of family members to do door-to-door canvassing or to represent the candidate as surrogate speakers, be sure to factor this additional resource into your communication strategy.



People



There are two things to consider as you evaluate the people resources in your campaign: the endorsements of key individuals and volunteers. Decide whose support will be important and begin lining up those endorsements early. These may be leaders of organizations that you will rely on for dollars and volunteers, or they may be well-known figures with such standing in the community that their endorsement is tantamount to the “Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval.” Political leaders and other elected officials can also gain votes for you, particularly within their own constituencies. In many elections the early race to get endorsements helps to clear the field of potential candidates, with only those who have sufficient pledges of support officially announcing their candidacy. You are the best judge of who the key people are for your particular race. Remember, endorsements can help in several ways: not only are many voters guided by endorsements, but influential people can help raise money and recruit volunteers.


In most state and local races, motivated volunteers fill most, if not all, campaign staff roles. The smaller the race the more likely this is to be true. Volunteers are essential in a campaign whose strategy involves a high degree of direct contact with voters. Except in the very smallest districts, it’s simply not possible for the candidate to meet each prospective voter in person.


Your estimate of the number of volunteers you will be able to recruit will significantly affect the planning of major campaign activities. To do this, begin with the network of the candidate’s friends and contacts; then consider the members of organizations who will play major roles in the campaign. To this base, add an estimate of the number of voters who can be recruited through candidate coffees and other events.


As you do this, you should measure not only the number of people you can recruit, but also the talent or skills they bring to the campaign. People with specialized skills will be necessary in a few roles. For example, the success of the campaign fundraising plan will depend either on your ability to recruit finance committee members who have contacts with potential large donors, or on a greater number of volunteers who are able to run small-scale events or direct mail drives. A lawyer will also be needed to advise the campaign on election laws.


Prior campaign experience may be helpful, but it is often not the best measure of a volunteer’s effectiveness. The financial director of a citizens’ organization or someone with business experience has valuable skills that can be easily transferred to the job of campaign treasurer. The greatest assets that volunteers bring to a campaign are their enthusiasm and their commitment.


As with all the other resources, the value of volunteers in a campaign can be multiplied many times by good organizational planning that ensures they are well used.



Money



The techniques outlined in this manual are specifically designed for high-volunteer, low-budget campaigns. Many campaigns have been successful even though they were outspent two, even three, to one, but it is a myth that candidates or organizations can run even highly motivated volunteer campaigns without money.


California State Treasurer Jesse Unruh is usually credited with the saying, “Money is the mother’s milk of politics.” That’s understandable wisdom in a state where Tom Hayden’s successful 1982 campaign for the state legislature set a new record with campaign expenditures totaling $1 million. Those figures may seem astronomical compared to the costs in your state, and indeed, there is a wide variation across the country in the average expenditures for state and local elections.


One of your first research efforts should be to find out what similar local campaigns have spent in preceding elections. Then realistically estimate the amount of money that will be available to you. This is not the wish-list amount, but a reasonable figure that you can use in your campaign planning. Compare this figure to what has been spent in previous races and to what you expect your opponents will raise.



Time



Time is the only resource you cannot alter. With a large number of volunteers, you can design activities to raise more money. Conversely, if you have a lot of money you can hire staff or compensate for a small volunteer corps by reaching voters through direct mail or a paid media program. But neither people nor money can buy more time. A campaign that gets a late start faces especially severe limitations. In such a case there may not be sufficient lead time to prepare direct mail or organize fundraising events, so all fundraising may have to be done by personal solicitation.


In a campaign, time is usually measured by counting the number of days until the election. However, other factors may limit the amount of time available for campaign activities. For example, no matter how early it starts, a campaign in a district with a mid-September primary has only the first two weeks in September to reach returning college students. Consider, too, such factors as midsummer vacations and school or religious holidays that may make reaching voters more difficult. Will the number of volunteers who are available for your campaign decrease or increase during certain time periods? Consider these factors as you allocate the time resource during the campaign.


Conclusion


Once you’ve reviewed the basic elements of campaign communication, you’ll be ready to craft your own answers to these five basic questions:


• What is your theme or message?


• Who is your audience?


• How will you communicate your message?


• When?


• With what resources?


Your answers will define the overall strategy for your campaign. Think about the questions and your answers as you go through this handbook. Remember, no matter how large or small your campaign, careful design at the outset will pay off Election Day.
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Remember the golden rule for high-volunteer, low-budget campaigns: repetitive, persuasive communication with your likely supporters. Here we want to talk about the second half of the rule: identifying your likely supporters.


Our major premise is that the more carefully you define your audience the more effectively you can concentrate your efforts to reach them. The reason for audience definition is simple: the people most likely to vote in your election are those who regularly vote in similar elections. And their voting patterns will most likely resemble those of previous years. Never get the idea that your campaign is going to magically transform the electorate.


In any campaign with a clearly defined strategy not all areas should be treated equally. For example, you should expend fewer resources in low turnout areas and in your opponent’s stronghold than in areas with a high percentage of potential supporters. Attempting to attract voters in an area where your prospects are minimal is a waste of valuable limited resources.


Mind you, that’s not the correct approach if you can afford to saturate the electorate with paid advertising. But in all the races for the more than 450,000 state and local offices across the country, such expensive media campaigns are rare. So, unless you know at the outset that money will be no object in your campaign, it is essential to identify the areas in which voters who are most likely to vote for you, or who can be persuaded to vote for you, reside. Limited campaign resources can thus be focused where they are likely to produce maximum results.
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