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Your Trainer…



Why Host a Candidate Event?
� Give the community you serve an 

opportunity to hear from candidates on 
issues of importance to them.

� Bring recognition and clout to your 
organization and the issues you care 
about.  

� Build an engaged and informed electorate.
� Other reasons?



Planning: Key Steps in Hosting a 
Candidate Event
� Find Your Nonprofit Partners
� Decide on Your Format
� Set the Date and Establish a Timeline
� Develop a Budget – and stick to it!
� Develop Ground Rules
� Develop Nonpartisan Questions
� Create Candidate Invites and Confirm
� Select a Moderator and Timekeeper 
� Recruit Volunteers 
� The Big Day!



Find Your Partners
� Why Collaborate?

� Add clout and credibility to your event –
this will encourage candidates to attend

� Keep it legal: ensure that the event will 
cover a broad range of issues

� Combine your efforts to reduce demands 
on candidates

� And of course…increase turnout!



Find Your Partners

� How Do I Find Partners?
� Think about existing relationships with 

nonprofits
� Attend an MPP C3 Table meeting
� Contact MPP for nonprofits in your area
� Think creatively: which nonprofits in your 

area address issues that could be 
incorporated into your forum?



A Word About Collaboration…

� Collaborations can sometimes be 
challenging
� Be sure to be explicit and realistic about the 

roles that each organization can play

� Establish a minimum role for each cosponsor 
organization, e.g. turnout in their community

� Have regular meetings to check-in on 
progress and set next steps



Find Your Format

Meetings
-Equal time with each candidate
-Representatives from 
organization meet with Candidates 
privately

Fairs
-Equal time and visibility
-Candidates table and speak with 
public

Forums
-Equal time for each candidate
-Candidates attend event 
individually
-Town Hall

-Q and A

Debate
-Equal time for each candidate
-Candidates attend event at same 
time
-Prepared and Spontaneous 
debate
-Discourse debate



Your Budget: What are the costs?

� Space
� Food
� Organizing/Staff Time
� Publicity

� Postcards to constituents

� Fliers



And MPP Can Help!

� Mini-Grants for Candidate Events

� Up to $200 per candidate event
� MPP will help you find partners

� Additional support with planning and publicity
� Apply today at www.mncn.org/mpp



Remaining Nonpartisan

� Establish Ground Rules in Advance
� See www.lwvmn.org
� Notify candidates and audience of established rules
� Issues to consider: candidates campaigning inside of 

the event, candidate t-shirts, buttons etc. worn by the 
audience, equal time guarantees

� Select a neutral, easily accessible location
� Select a neutral moderator



Remaining Nonpartisan (cont.)
� Your Issues:  Design nonpartisan questions for 

the event
� Must cover a broad range of issues

� Can be one issue area that crosses issue lines, e.g., 
housing: livable wage, affordable housing programs, 
environmental issues, economic development, etc.

� Must not be worded to infer the “correct” or “desired”
response

� NO - Do you support increased public funding for 
Minnesota’s critical early childhood programs?

� YES - What is your position on public funding for early 
childhood programs

� Find the right cosponsors to ensure that you are 
covering a broad range of issues



Candidate Invites
� Make initial phone calls to get your event on their 

calendars early
� Craft and deliver candidate invites
� Invites should include:

� Your organization/coalition, its mission, and your impact in the
community

� Audience expected
� Nonprofit partners
� Brief overview of ground rules and statement of nonpartisanship
� Time to meet the audience and informal Q&A 
� Space for campaign lit outside of forum space

� Follow-up calls to candidates to confirm attendance
� KEY DATES: July 15 – Last day to file

July 18 – Last day to withdraw



Moderator and Timekeeper 
Selection
� Moderator selection

� Consider asking a local anchor/reporter to facilitate 
the forum

� League of Women Voters
� MPP and nonprofit moderators
� Should be considered neutral by the public
� Preferably resides outside of the district

� Timekeeper
� Have one volunteer/staff whose job it is to keep track 

of time allowed for candidate response to questions
� Green = 1 min left, Yellow = 30 sec, Red = STOP!



Volunteer Recruitment
� What do you need volunteers for?

� Meet and greet each candidate upon arrival (could 
also be key staff)

� Greeting participants
� Set-up and space arrangement
� Food table
� Question collection from the audience
� Filtering audience questions for duplicity and 

partisanship
� Tabling on your organization
� Voter Registration
� Troubleshooting
� Technical aspects (mics, PAs, etc.)



Question and Answer Format

� Direct audience questions
� Pro: direct participation in the process and sense of 

involvement
� Con: risk of inappropriate remarks

� Card filtering
� Pro: control over duplicate questions, inappropriate 

remarks, etc.
� Con: detached, can be volunteer intensive to filter and 

prioritize questions to be forwarded to the moderator
� Other creative options?



Publicity

� Craft your media message
� Make media contacts
� Write an Op/Ed piece
� Develop promotional materials
� Promote to your constituency and other nonprofit 

outlets
� Ensure adequate space at the forum for media 

crews



Turnout, Turnout, Turnout

� Turnout is everything!
� Strategies

� Postcards
� Email reminders
� Fliering
� Publicity at nonprofit events
� Phone calls to your list
� Food
� Childcare

� See Candidate Forum Turnout Toolbox



Preparation for the Big Day

� Develop nameplates for candidates
� Assign roles to volunteers
� Space set-up

� Sufficient chairs for the audience
� Space for the media
� Food set-up
� Tabling space for nonprofits and candidates 

outside of the event space
� Confirm, Confirm, Confirm with the 

candidates



On the Big Day

� Arrive early, complete forum set-up
� Coordinate volunteers and roles
� Meet and greet
� Establish a head table for the candidates
� Don’t forget to publicly welcome and thank 

candidates and audience
� Review the ground rules for the forum
� Q&A



What Does the Candidate Want?

� Guarantee of neutrality
� Partner with well-known and well-

respected nonprofits
� An opportunity to speak on a broad range 

of issues to a diverse audience
� A large audience!
� Time to speak with constituents informally



What Does the Media Want?

� Distribute your information to media outlets early 
and often

� Demonstrate how your event is a development 
in the overall story of this year’s election

� Connect to other forums/events in the region for 
a broader context

� Try to be an “early” forum

� Demonstrate broad public appeal



What Do Citizens Want?

� An opportunity to hear from the candidates 
on issues that matter to them

� To ask questions of the candidates
� A feeling that their opinions and issues 

matter
� A voice in the political process



Canceling Your Forum

� Unfortunately, you may be put in the 
position of having to cancel your forum if 
only one candidate confirms and the rest 
decline

� If on the Big Day only one candidate 
shows but others had confirmed
� You can cancel the forum
� OR You can allow a brief amount of time for 

the candidate to address the audience on 
their core issues and then allow for informal 
Q&A with the audience



 

4 Months To Go 

3 Months To Go 

2 Months To Go 

1 Month To Go 

Candidate 
Event!! 

�  Send 
invitations to 
candidates 

�  Make 
preliminary 
media 
contact 

�  Decide on 
format 

�  Find your 
partners 

�  Set the date 
�  Select and 

reserve the 
site  

�  Set the 
budget 

�  Begin 
volunteer 
recruitment 

�  Follow up on 
candidate 
invites 

�  Consider 
possible 
moderators 

�  Continue 
volunteer 
recruitment 

�  Final 
confirmation 
of candidates 

�  Hold mock 
forum 

�  Reconfirm site 
arrangements 

�  Distribute 
promotions 

�  Contact media 
again to 
confirm 
coverage 

�  Complete 
set-up 

�  Designate 
volunteer 
roles 

�  Review 
forum rules 

�  Create  a 
head table 
for 
candidates 

Less than 1 
Month To Go 

�  Select 
moderator 

�  Finish 
volunteer 
recruitment 

�  Promote 
audience 
attendance 

�  Final press 
release 

�  Write an 
Op/Ed piece 

�  Select a 
timekeeper 

Sample Timeline



Ask the Experts!

� Minnesota Participation Project
� www.mncn.org/mpp
� Maureen Ramirez Cisneros
� 651-642-1904 x229

� Alliance for Justice
� www.afj.org
� 202-822-6070 

� League of Women Voters
� www.lwvmn.org
� 651-224-5445 



Resources

� www.mncn.org/mpp
� Voter Education link

� Nonpartisan voter education resources
� Nonprofits Guide to Hosting Candidate Forums




