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H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  
W O R K B O O K  

W H AT  T H I S  B O O K  I S — A N D  W H AT  I T  I S  
N O T  

This workbook is an operations manual. It is not a checklist, or a 
collection of disconnected tactics. Its purpose is to support local party 
organizations in building long-term power through disciplined decision-
making, sustainable action, and continuous learning. 

Agreement with every assertion in this workbook is not required for it to 
be useful. Intentional use is required. The value of this manual lies not in 
passive reading, but in deliberate application. 

What This Workbook Is For 

This workbook is designed to help local party organizations: 

	 •	 Clarify the specific change they are trying to achieve 

	 •	 Focus limited capacity on the work that matters most 

	 •	 Build relationships that compound over time 

	 •	 Develop volunteers and leaders without burnout 

	 •	 Fund organizing work sustainably 

	 •	 Learn and adapt without restarting each cycle 



It is written for organizations that care deeply but feel stretched thin, have 
uneven experience with campaigns, want to stop reinventing the wheel 
each cycle, and are serious about building durable local power. 

What This Workbook Is Not 

This workbook is not: 

	 •	 A list of tactics 

	 •	 A collection of best practices 

	 •	 A software or tool tutorial 

	 •	 A motivational guide 

	 •	 A one-time read 

Readers seeking scripts, software instructions, or unstructured creative 
ideas will not find those as the focus here. This workbook emphasizes how 
to think, decide, and plan—not simply what to try. 



How This Workbook Is Designed to Be Used 

The workbook is structured around a simple operating logic: 

	 	 	 Decide → Act → Reflect 

This cycle is meant to be repeated over time. Readers are not expected to 
complete the workbook all at once. Each section builds on the previous 
one, includes write-in exercises, and concludes with a Minimum Viable 
Implementation designed to prevent overextension. 

Feeling overwhelmed is often an indicator that too much is being 
attempted at once. 

Who Should Use This Workbook 

This workbook is intended for use by: 

	 •	 Local party leaders 

	 •	 Field and organizing committees 

	 •	 Executive boards 

	 •	 New organizers stepping into leadership 

It is most effective when read and discussed collectively, used during 
planning meetings, and revisited between organizing cycles. Consensus on 
every point is not required, but shared decisions are essential. 



How to Approach the Workbook 

For readers who are new or overwhelmed: 

Begin with the Operating Sequence. Read the first three sections slowly. 
Stop after defining one clear change and one target. Avoid skipping ahead 
to tactics. 

For readers who are active but stuck: 

Identify what feels broken. Use the Troubleshooting section, then return 
to the earlier section that addresses the underlying issue. 

For experienced organizers: 

Use the write-in exercises to test assumptions, identify where habit has 
replaced intention, and simplify using the Minimum Viable 
Implementation guidance. 

How Much to Implement at Once 

Less than expected. 

This workbook assumes limited time, volunteer labor, and competing 
responsibilities. Attempting to implement everything simultaneously often 
leads to burnout or abandonment. Sustainable progress is achieved 
through consistency, not intensity. 



About the Exercises 

The exercises in this workbook are intentionally designed to be written in, 
to slow decision-making, and to focus attention on choices rather than 
activity. Difficulty is a signal, not a failure. Exercises should not be skipped 
simply because they are uncomfortable, but they may be skipped if a clear 
and shared answer already exists. 

About Ownership 

Throughout the workbook, readers are asked to “name an owner.” This 
means identifying a specific person, not a role, who can realistically take 
responsibility for the work. If no appropriate owner exists, the scope 
should be reduced. Work without ownership does not exist in practice. 

About Capacity 

This workbook is explicitly capacity-aware. Readers will be asked 
repeatedly to narrow focus, reduce scope, and stop doing work that does 
not serve stated goals. These actions are not failures. They are necessary 
practices for organizational survival and growth. 

A Final Note Before You Begin 

Perfection is not required. Speed is not required. Exhaustive 
implementation is not required. What is required is honesty, consistency, 
and a willingness to adjust. Used as intended, this workbook will not 
eliminate mistakes. It will help organizations avoid repeating the same 
ones cycle after cycle. 



T H E  O P E R AT I N G  S E Q U E N C E  

How This Workbook Is Meant to Be Used 

This workbook is not meant to be completed all at once. 

Local party organizations do not fail because they lack ideas. They fail 
because they try to do too much at the same time, without clear 
sequencing or ownership. 

The purpose of this section is to show you how the pieces of this 
workbook fit together in practice, and how to move through them without 
overwhelming your organization. 

You are not meant to do everything at once. 

You are meant to do things in the right order. 

 

Read This First: A Critical Warning 
If you skip ahead before making decisions, this workbook will 
not help you. 



Most organizations get stuck because they: 

• 	 Start with activities 

• 	 Add programs before clarity 

• 	 Expand before follow-up works 

• 	 Confuse urgency with progress 

This operating sequence exists to prevent that. 

The Three Phases of Work 

Everything in this workbook fits into three repeating phases: 

1. 	 Decide 

2. 	 Act 

3. 	 Reflect 

You will move through these phases over and over again. 

The goal is not speed. The goal is alignment. 



Phase 1: Decide (Sections 1–3) 

Purpose: Clarity and focus 

Output: Decisions, not activity 

Before you canvass, communicate, fundraise, or recruit, you must decide: 

• 	 What kind of organization you are (Section 1) 

• 	 What change you are pursuing right now (Section 2) 

• 	 Who must change for that to happen (Section 3) 

This phase should feel: 

	 Slower than expected 

	 Narrower than expected 

	 Slightly uncomfortable 

That is normal. 

If this phase feels easy, you are probably being vague. 



What to Produce in Phase 1 

By the end of this phase, you should be able to clearly state: 

• 	 One primary change for the cycle 

• 	 One primary target universe 

• 	 What you are not focusing on 

If you cannot say these out loud, do not move on. 

Phase 2: Act (Sections 4–7) 

Purpose: Build relationships and capacity 

Output: Repeated, sustainable action 

Only after decisions are made should you move into action. 

This phase includes: 

• 	 Fieldwork and canvassing (Section 4) 

• 	 Volunteer and leadership development (Section 5) 

• 	 Persuasion through communications (Section 6) 

• 	 Fundraising for sustainability (Section 7) 

You do not need to run all of these at full scale at once. 



A common and effective pattern is: 

• 	 Start with field work + follow-up 

• 	 Then layer in communications 

• 	 Add fundraising once trust and repetition exist 

Action without follow-up is not organizing. 

Action without repetition does not compound. 

Phase 3: Reflect (Sections 8–9) 

Purpose: Learn and adjust 

Output: Better decisions next cycle 

Reflection is not a pause from the work. 

It is part of the work. 

This phase includes: 

• 	 Evaluation and continuity (Section 8) 

• 	 Troubleshooting and course correction (Section 9) 



Reflection should: 

	 Be scheduled, not optional 

	 Produce at least one concrete adjustment 

	 Reduce burnout rather than increase it 

If nothing changes after reflection, reflection is not happening. 

A Sample Operating Timeline (Example, Not a Rule) 

Below is an example of how a low- to mid-capacity local party might move 
through this workbook over 90 days. 

This is not a requirement. It is a reference point. 

Weeks 1–2: Decide 

	 Read Sections 1–3 together 

	 Define one primary change 

	 Choose one primary target 

	 Stop or pause unrelated activities 



Weeks 3–6: Act (Field Work First) 

	 Train volunteers 

	 Run one canvass 

	 Follow up within 48 hours 

	 Do not add new programs yet 

Weeks 7–10: Act (Build Around Field Work) 

	 Repeat fieldwork 

	 Begin regular communications 

	 Improve volunteer follow-up 

	 Introduce a calm fundraising ask if appropriate 

Weeks 11–12: Reflect 

	 Hold a short evaluation session 

	 Identify one thing to keep, one to change 

	 Adjust the next cycle’s focus 

Then repeat. 



How Much Should Be Running at Once? 

As a rule of thumb: 

	 If follow-up is failing, stop expanding 

	 If leaders are exhausted, reduce scope 

	 If work feels chaotic, return to Phase 1 

Expansion without stability creates burnout, not power. 

How to Know You’re Ready to Move Forward 

You are ready to move from: 

	 Decide → Act when clarity exists 

	 Act → Reflect when repetition exists 

	 Reflect → Decide when learning is documented 

You are not behind if you are still deciding. 

You are behind only if you skip deciding entirely. 

If You Only Remember One Thing 

This workbook is not linear. 

It is cyclical. 



You will return to: 

	 Sections 1–3 when things feel scattered 

	 Sections 4–7 when energy is high 

	 Sections 8–9 when something breaks 

That is not failure. That is how durable organizations operate. 



L O C A L  PA R T I E S  A S  
P E R M A N E N T  C A M PA I G N S  

Building Power Without an End Date 

Local party organizations are not candidate campaigns. They do not have a 
finish line. They do not “wrap up” after Election Day. 

Their purpose is to build durable local power—the ability to reliably turn 
people out, recruit leaders, influence local decisions, and sustain 
organizing capacity over time, regardless of who is on the ballot. 

This workbook is built on a single premise: Local parties should adopt the 
discipline of campaigns without adopting their expiration date. This 
section explains what that means in practice and why it matters. 

1 .1  W H Y  L O C A L  PA R T I E S  S T R U G G L E  

Most local party organizations do not struggle because their members lack 
commitment, shared values, or willingness to work. Rather, they struggle 
because individual effort is not organized into a coherent system. 

In the absence of clear structure, similar patterns tend to emerge across 
organizations. Meetings become frequent but disconnected from concrete 
action. Activity intensifies in the period immediately before elections and 
declines sharply afterward. A small number of individuals carry a 
disproportionate share of the workload, while many activities create a 
sense of busyness without producing measurable outcomes. Over time, 
this dynamic often leads to volunteer exhaustion, followed by periods of 
decline and repeated attempts at rebuilding. 



These outcomes should not be understood as moral or motivational 
failures. They are the predictable result of weak organizational systems. 

Well-run political campaigns are designed to produce results under 
conditions of limited time and sustained pressure. To do so, they develop 
habits and decision-making practices that reduce drift, clarify priorities, 
and distribute work in sustainable ways. When local party organizations 
adopt these habits—without replicating the intensity, staffing structures, 
or scale of candidate campaigns—they can achieve greater clarity, 
continuity, and momentum, even in the absence of significant financial or 
personnel resources. 

Accordingly, this workbook focuses on identifying and applying those 
organizational habits, rather than on reproducing campaign-style urgency 
or operational models. 

1 . 2  W H AT  “ R U N N I N G  L I K E  A  C A M PA I G N ”  
A C T U A L LY  M E A N S  

Running a local party organization “like a campaign” is often 
misunderstood. It does not require maintaining a constant sense of 
urgency, treating every month as if it were the final weeks before an 
election, or operating at a pace that leads to volunteer burnout. Nor does it 
imply copying the structure or intensity of federal-level campaigns, which 
are designed for short-term objectives and supported by substantial 
resources. 

Instead, a campaign-oriented approach emphasizes clarity and 
intentionality. Organizations operating with campaign discipline establish 
clear goals, define the audiences they are seeking to reach, and maintain 



regular, purposeful contact with voters and supporters. They invest 
deliberately in volunteer development and track progress in ways that 
allow the organization to assess what is working and adjust accordingly. 
Measurement in this context does not require complex data systems; it 
simply means identifying progress that can be clearly explained, reviewed, 
and acted upon. 

At its core, campaign discipline is not about working harder or faster. It is 
about focus and decision-making. A disciplined organization evaluates new 
ideas and initiatives in relation to its current priorities, rather than 
adopting them based on enthusiasm alone. If an activity does not advance 
the primary change the organization is pursuing during a given period, it is 
deferred or declined. Campaigns succeed not because they do everything, 
but because they decide what matters most and organize their resources 
around those decisions. 

1 . 3  T H E  C R I T I C A L  D I F F E R E N C E :  L O C A L  
PA R T I E S  H AV E  N O  E N D  DAT E  

Candidate campaigns are organized around a single, fixed endpoint: 
Election Day. Their strategies, timelines, and resource allocation are 
designed to culminate in that moment. 

Local party organizations operate under fundamentally different 
conditions. They exist before, during, and after elections, carrying 
institutional memory across cycles and maintaining relationships that 
extend beyond any single contest. Over time, they are responsible for 
developing volunteers into leaders and candidates, building trust with 
voters and community partners, and creating organizational conditions 
that make electoral success more attainable in successive cycles. 



Because local parties do not have a defined endpoint, sustainability is as 
important as urgency. Their work is continuous, with periods of steady 
organizing punctuated by moments of intensified activity as elections 
approach. This workbook is designed to address that dual responsibility by 
outlining approaches that support ongoing organizational capacity while 
also enabling effective mobilization during election periods. 

1 . 4  C A M PA I G N  D I S C I P L I N E  I N  S E R V I C E  
O F  L O N G - T E R M  P O W E R  

Campaign discipline applied without a long-term perspective often results 
in exhaustion and organizational burnout. Conversely, a long-term vision 
that lacks discipline frequently leads to drift, as goals remain aspirational 
without being translated into consistent action. Durable local power 
emerges only when disciplined practices are sustained within a long-term 
framework. 

Within this workbook, local power is defined as an organization’s capacity 
to act reliably over time. This includes the ability to mobilize supporters in 
targeted areas, develop volunteers into leaders, influence local discourse 
and decision-making, and maintain organizing capacity across multiple 
election cycles. 

Accordingly, the objective is not solely to achieve individual electoral 
victories, but to create conditions in which success becomes more 
attainable in each successive cycle. The focus of this workbook is therefore 
on the habits and organizational systems that accumulate impact over time 
rather than on short-term tactics alone. 



1 . 5  F R O M  M E E T I N G S  T O  O U T C O M E S  

Many local party organizations structure their activity primarily around 
meetings, whereas political campaigns organize their work around defined 
outcomes. Meetings themselves are not inherently problematic; however, 
they are a means of coordination rather than an end in themselves. 
Organizational effectiveness depends on whether meetings contribute 
directly to decision-making, action, or accountability that advances stated 
goals. 

Common Party Habit		 	 Campaign-Oriented Habit 

Monthly meetings	 	 	 Weekly actions 

Reports	 	 	 	 	 Results 

Discussion		 	 	 	 Decisions 

Standing committees	 	 	 Time-bound teams 

Attendance		 	 	 	 Participation 

Meetings are useful only insofar as they support action, coordination, or 
accountability. Meetings are not the enemy; meetings that do not lead to 
action are. 

1 . 6  C YC L E S ,  N O T  S P R I N T S  



Because local party organizations are continuous rather than time-limited, 
they must operate through recurring cycles rather than fixed countdowns. 
Organizing work is most sustainable when it is structured into defined 
periods of focus rather than treated as an uninterrupted sprint. 

A typical organizing cycle may span several months and includes four core 
elements: a clearly defined objective, a period of concentrated execution, 
an intentional moment for assessment and reflection, and a planned reset 
before the next cycle begins. These cycles can take various forms 
depending on organizational needs, such as outreach efforts, training 
initiatives, election-related work, or leadership development activities. 

Sustainable organizations also plan explicitly for recovery, not solely for 
output. Incorporating periods of reflection and reset helps prevent burnout 
and enables organizational capacity to expand gradually over time. 

1 . 7  E V E RYO N E  H A S  A  R O L E  ( E V E N  
W I T H O U T  A  T I T L E )  

Political campaigns typically begin by identifying the work that must be 
accomplished, rather than by assigning formal job titles. Responsibilities 
are defined in relation to specific tasks required to achieve campaign 
objectives. 

In a campaign-oriented local party organization, roles are similarly action-
based rather than position-based. Individuals contribute by carrying out 
concrete functions—such as contacting voters, recruiting volunteers, 
managing follow-up, maintaining data, facilitating training, or coordinating 
teams—according to organizational needs at a given time. These roles are 



not fixed or permanent; they emerge as participation becomes consistent 
and evolve as priorities change. 

Holding a role does not imply taking on responsibilities beyond what an 
individual can sustain. Instead, it involves making a clear and dependable 
commitment that others within the organization can plan around. From an 
organizational perspective, the central question is therefore not how roles 
are titled, but what contributions individuals can reliably make within a 
defined period. 

1 . 8  T I M E  I S  T H E  M O S T  VA L U A B L E  
R E S O U R C E  

Local parties often guard money carefully and spend time casually. 
Campaigns do the opposite. 

Every activity competes with: 

• 	 Voter contact 

• 	 Volunteer recruitment 

• 	 Leadership development 

• 	 Follow-up 

Campaign-oriented organizations budget time intentionally. 



W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E :  T I M E  A U D I T  

List the activities your organization did last month: 

	

1._________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

2._________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

3._________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Circle the activities that directly: 

• 	 Moved voters 

• 	 Developed volunteers 

• 	 Built long-term capacity 

What would you stop doing to create more time for those? 



1 . 9  D I S C I P L I N E  W I T H O U T  B U R N O U T  

Campaign discipline should not be understood as an expectation of 
increased effort or constant activity. Rather, it refers to deliberate work 
that is guided by clear decisions and organizational boundaries. Deliberate 
approaches include setting explicit limits and ensuring that those limits 
are respected in practice. 

Healthy campaign-oriented organizations establish clear expectations, 
restrict the number of simultaneous priorities, and define the start and 
end points of major initiatives. They also normalize periods of rest 
between cycles of intensive activity. From this perspective, burnout is not 
primarily an individual failing but an indicator of inadequate planning or 
insufficient organizational structure. Sustainable organizations protect 
their members by maintaining focus and aligning workload with available 
capacity. 

1 .10  D E F I N I N G  “ W I N N I N G ”  B E T W E E N  
E L E C T I O N S  

When organizational success is defined exclusively by electoral victories, 
much of the work required to build long-term capacity can appear invisible 
or undervalued. Campaign-oriented local party organizations therefore 
identify intermediate measures of progress that reflect growth in 
underlying power between election cycles. 

Such indicators may include expanded voter contact within priority areas, 
more timely and consistent follow-up with supporters, increased 
participation of volunteers in leadership roles, growth in sustaining donor 
programs, or gradual improvements in turnout trends over time. These 



measures provide evidence that organizational capacity is strengthening, 
even in the absence of immediate electoral outcomes. 

Organizations are not required to pursue all such indicators 
simultaneously. Effective practice involves selecting one or two measures 
of progress for a given cycle and aligning organizational activity around 
them. Monitoring these intermediate outcomes helps signal whether 
power is being built in ways that will support future electoral success. 



1 .11  C A M PA I G N  M I N D S E T  C H E C K  

EXERCISE A: If Election Day Were in 90 Days… 

Answer honestly: 

	 What would you stop doing? 

	 What would you start doing? 

	 What would you do every week without fail? 

Write your answers 

here:_____________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE B: Long-Term Power 

Five years from now: 

• 	 How should your local party be stronger than it is today? 

• 	 What habits would make that growth inevitable? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



1 .12  W H AT  T H I S  W O R K B O O K  W I L L — A N D  
W I L L  N O T — D O  

This workbook is designed to support the development of campaign 
discipline within permanent local party organizations. Its emphasis is on 
organizational behavior rather than ideology, and on building and 
sustaining relationships rather than relying solely on tactical interventions. 
The materials are structured to provide practical tools that can be applied, 
adapted, and reused over time as organizational needs evolve. 

At the same time, this workbook does not seek to replace local knowledge, 
experience, or judgment. It does not offer uniform solutions applicable to 
all contexts, nor does it suggest that organizational development is simple 
or linear. Instead, it is intended to serve as a structured resource that 
complements local decision-making and acknowledges the complexity of 
long-term organizing work. 

  



Minimum Viable Implementation: Campaign Mindset 
If you only do one thing from this section: 

Hold a 60–90 minute conversation with your core leaders to explicitly 
agree that your local party is a permanent campaign, not an election-only 
operation. 

Do this: 

	 Name one long-term power goal (not a race) 

	 Agree that work will happen between elections 

	 Commit to operating in cycles, not emergencies 

Owner: ____________________ 

By when: __________________ 

If you cannot agree on this, stop here. Everything else will feel harder. 



D E F I N I N G  T H E  C H A N G E  
YO U  S E E K  

Effective political campaigns do not begin by selecting activities or tactics. 
They begin with a clear understanding of what conditions or behaviors 
must change in order to achieve electoral success. Strategic choices are 
made only after this desired change has been clearly articulated. 

Local party organizations frequently reverse this sequence. Activities such 
as events, meetings, or new initiatives are often planned before there is 
shared clarity about the specific behaviors the organization is attempting 
to influence or how those activities are expected to contribute to long-term 
power. As a result, effort may be expended without producing meaningful 
or cumulative impact. 

This section introduces a strategic discipline that underlies all subsequent 
material in this workbook. The process begins by identifying the specific 
change the organization seeks to produce. The next step is to define the 
mechanisms through which that change can occur. Only after these 
elements are established should activities be selected and implemented. 

2 .1  W H Y  A C T I V I T Y  I S  N O T  S T R AT E GY  

Organizational activity often creates a sense of productivity; however, 
productivity in a strategic context is defined by measurable change rather 
than by the volume of actions undertaken. Activities such as holding 
events, sending communications, or conducting door-to-door outreach are 
tools, not outcomes. Their value depends on whether they consistently 
produce changes in behavior that contribute to long-term organizational 
power. 



When planning begins with activities rather than intended outcomes, 
several predictable patterns tend to emerge. Organizations may develop 
extensive calendars of events without a clear strategic purpose, rely on 
tradition as justification for continuing certain practices, experience 
volunteer exhaustion without corresponding gains, or struggle to 
articulate why particular efforts matter. These patterns indicate an absence 
of strategic clarity rather than a lack of effort. 

Political campaigns are structured to change behavior, not simply to 
generate activity. This section focuses on shifting organizational practice 
from activity-centered planning toward approaches that emphasize impact 
and sustained behavioral change. 

2 . 2  W H AT  W E  M E A N  BY  “ C H A N G E ”  

Within this workbook, the concept of change is defined as a specific and 
observable shift in behavior. Change, in this context, refers to actions that 
can be identified, measured, and assessed over time, rather than to 
internal states or abstract intentions. 

Accordingly, change should not be understood as a belief, value, statement, 
or aspiration. Instead, it is reflected in concrete behavioral outcomes, such 
as increased consistency in voter turnout, growth in a reliable base of 
electoral support, supporters transitioning into volunteer roles, volunteers 
assuming leadership responsibilities, regular donor contributions, or 
visible engagement by community leaders with the organization. 

If a change cannot be observed or verified through behavior, it cannot be 
effectively organized toward. Clear, observable definitions of change are 
therefore a prerequisite for strategic planning and sustained organizational 
development. 



2 . 3  C H A N G E  M U S T  B U I L D  L O C A L  P O W E R  

Not all forms of change contribute equally to the long-term strength of a 
local party organization. Strategic decision-making therefore requires 
evaluating potential changes based on their capacity to build durable 
organizational power rather than on their immediate visibility or appeal. 

Before committing resources to a particular change, organizations should 
consider whether it increases long-term capacity, reduces the difficulty of 
achieving future successes, and produces benefits that compound over 
time. Changes that meet these criteria tend to strengthen the organization 
beyond the duration of any single initiative or cycle. 

Examples of power-building change include increasing voter turnout 
within targeted precincts, developing leadership at the precinct level, 
improving the speed and consistency of volunteer and voter follow-up, and 
expanding a base of sustaining donors. By contrast, changes such as one-
time events without follow-up, high-effort initiatives that cannot be 
maintained, or activities disconnected from future organizing cycles are 
less likely to contribute to lasting power. 

Power-building change is defined by its residual effect: it leaves the 
organization stronger, more capable, and better positioned for future work 
than it was before the change occurred.  

2 . 4  C H O O S I N G  A  P R I M A RY  C H A N G E  

Local party organizations rarely pursue a single objective at a time. 
Effective organizations commonly work simultaneously on voter contact, 
volunteer development, fundraising, leadership training, and 
communications. When these efforts are supported by clear ownership and 
aligned with available capacity, multiple goals can be advanced 
successfully. 



The challenge is not the presence of multiple goals, but the absence of 
strategic alignment among them. Difficulties arise when goals compete for 
attention, resources, or decision-making priority, resulting in 
fragmentation and loss of focus. In this context, focus should not be 
understood as doing less work, but as preventing conflict and dilution 
among organizational efforts. 

To address this challenge, strong organizations identify a primary change 
for each organizing cycle. The primary change functions as a strategic 
anchor rather than a list of tasks. It explains why the cycle matters, 
provides guidance when tradeoffs must be made under conditions of 
limited capacity, and establishes a reference point against which other 
goals are evaluated. While additional goals may remain active, they are 
assessed based on whether they support or distract from the primary 
change. 

Primary changes vary according to organizational needs and context. 
Examples include increasing direct voter contact in targeted precincts, 
converting passive supporters into active volunteers, developing a pipeline 
of trained local leaders, or establishing consistent year-round organizing 
within the community. At the same time, organizations may continue 
fundraising, communicating, recruiting volunteers, and conducting 
trainings. These activities do not represent competing goals when they are 
appropriately scoped, clearly owned, and strategically aligned. 

Pursuing multiple goals is most sustainable when each goal has a clearly 
identified owner, its scope matches organizational capacity, tradeoffs are 
explicitly acknowledged, and the goals reinforce one another rather than 
compete. Conversely, multiple goals tend to become problematic when 
priorities are unclear, urgency is applied uniformly, ownership is diffuse or 
committee-based, or the addition of new goals undermines existing work. 

Naming a primary change plays a critical role in organizational 
effectiveness. It clarifies priorities during moments of conflict, reduces 



internal disagreement, facilitates decisions about what to stop doing, 
limits reactive decision-making driven by urgency, and provides a shared 
narrative for the organizing cycle. In the absence of a primary change, 
organizations often default to activity without strategy, rely excessively on 
meetings, avoid difficult tradeoffs, and overburden their most capable 
volunteers. 

A useful diagnostic question for assessing organizational focus is: If only 
one outcome could be protected during this cycle, what would it be? If the 
response is unclear or results in a list of outcomes rather than a single 
priority, additional clarification is needed. 

Improving focus does not require eliminating goals entirely. Instead, it 
requires identifying one or more clearly defined primary changes, 
establishing explicit ownership of additional goals, and reaching 
agreement about which activities will be deprioritized if capacity becomes 
constrained. This form of discipline enables organizations to do more 
effectively without attempting to do everything simultaneously. 

2 . 5  F R O M  C H A N G E  T O  S T R AT E GY :  H O W  
D O E S  C H A N G E  A C T U A L LY  H A P P E N ?  

Once a desired change has been clearly identified, the next step is to 
determine how that change is expected to occur. This constitutes strategy. 
Strategy provides an explanation of the mechanisms through which change 
is produced, articulates why a particular approach is likely to be effective, 
and identifies the conditions that must be present for success. 

In practice, strategy links actions to outcomes through explicit 
assumptions. For example, voter turnout tends to increase when 



individuals are contacted repeatedly by trusted messengers. Volunteers are 
more likely to remain engaged when follow-up occurs promptly and they 
are offered meaningful opportunities for participation. Leadership capacity 
develops when responsibility is intentionally distributed rather than 
centralized. 

An organization that cannot articulate how its activities are expected to 
produce change has not yet developed a strategy. Strategy should be 
understood as a hypothesis about how change occurs, which must be 
tested through implementation and refined through observation, 
evaluation, and reflection. 

2 . 6  A C T I V I T I E S  C O M E  L A S T  ( A N D  S H O U L D  
B E  D E F E N S I B L E )  

Activities should be identified only after the intended change and 
underlying strategy have been clearly defined. In this sequence, activities 
function as the visible expression of strategic intent rather than as the 
starting point for planning. 

Common organizational activities include canvassing, training sessions, 
meetings, communications, and fundraising events. The strategic value of 
these activities depends on their alignment with the defined mechanism of 
change and their contribution to stated objectives. A limited number of 
carefully selected activities often reflects strategic clarity rather than 
organizational weakness. 

When an activity cannot be directly linked to the change an organization 
seeks to produce, it does not serve a strategic purpose. Effective planning 
therefore requires the ability to draw a clear and logical connection 
between each activity and its intended impact.  



2 . 7  T H E  C H A N G E – S T R AT E GY – A C T I V I T Y  
W O R K S H E E T  

Use the worksheet below to discipline your planning. 

Outer Box: The Change You Seek 

This is the outcome you are trying to create. 

1. 	 What specific change are you aiming for? 

2. 	 Whose behavior must change? 

3. 	 What do you want them to do differently? 

4. 	 Why is this change necessary for building local power? 



Middle Box: How Change Happens 

This is your strategy. 

1. 	 Why are you choosing this approach? 

2. 	 What effect do you expect? 

3. 	 How does this approach produce the change? 

Inner Box: Activities 

This is the visible work. 

1. 	 What are you actually doing? 

2. 	 What does this look like week to week? 

This worksheet is designed to be completed from the outside in. 

 
This worksheet can also be used from the inside out as a 
diagnostic tool to evaluate existing activities and determine 
whether they are truly strategic. 



 



2 . 8  C O M M O N  FA I L U R E  M O D E S  ( A N D  
W H AT  T H E Y  S I G N A L )  

Watch for these warning signs: 

• 	 The activity box is full, but the change box is vague 

• 	 Strategy is implied but not articulated 

• 	 Activities are justified by tradition, not impact 

• 	 The plan requires more people than you actually have 

These are planning problems, not effort problems. 

When this happens, simplify. 

2 . 9  C A PA C I T Y  R E A L I T Y  C H E C K  

Before committing to a change, assess your real capacity. 

Ask: 

1. 	 How many active people do we actually have? 

2. 	 How many hours can they reliably give? 

3. 	 What will we stop doing to make this possible? 

Ambition without capacity leads to burnout. A smaller, achievable change 
is better than an ideal plan that never happens. 



2 .10  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E S  

EXERCISE A: Define the Change 

Write the single most important change your organization should pursue 
in the next cycle. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE B: Explain the Strategy 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

How does your work create this change? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



EXERCISE C: Audit the Activities 

List your current activities. Then cross out anything that does not clearly 
support the strategy above. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Once you can clearly define: 
1. 	 The change you seek 

2. 	 How that change happens 

3. 	 The activities that support it 

You are ready to decide who must change for this to succeed. 

The next section focuses on targeting—choosing the specific people and 
places where your effort will matter most. 



Minimum Viable Implementation: Define the Change 
If you only do one thing from this section: 

Write down one primary change your organization is pursuing in the next 
cycle. 

Do this: 

• 	 Complete the outer box of the Change–Strategy–Activity 
worksheet 

• 	 Stop once one change is clearly written 

• 	 Do not list activities yet 

Owner: ____________________ 

By when: __________________ 

If the change is vague, everything downstream will be too. 



TA R G E T I N G :  W H O  M U S T  
C H A N G E  

Building organizational power does not require reaching every individual 
within a community. Rather, it requires engaging the right people, in the 
right locations, with sufficient consistency to produce measurable change. 
The effectiveness of organizing efforts depends less on the volume of 
outreach than on the precision with which resources are directed. 

Targeting is the strategic discipline that enables organizations to convert 
limited time, financial resources, and volunteer capacity into tangible 
results. By identifying priority audiences and geographic areas, 
organizations can concentrate effort where it is most likely to influence 
behavior and contribute to long-term capacity. In the absence of targeting, 
even well-conceived strategies tend to fragment, as resources are spread 
too thinly to generate sustained impact. 

Through targeting, abstract strategic goals are translated into concrete 
operational decisions. Choices about whom to contact, where to focus 
outreach, and how frequently engagement should occur give practical form 
to strategy and establish the conditions under which power can be built 
and sustained. 

3 .1  W H Y  TA R G E T I N G  I S  N O N -
N E G O T I A B L E  

Local party organizations often hesitate to adopt targeting practices 
because the concept can feel exclusionary or at odds with inclusive values. 
This discomfort is understandable; however, avoiding targeting does not 



eliminate exclusion in practice. Instead, it diffuses effort in ways that limit 
effectiveness. Political campaigns, operating under strict constraints of 
time and resources, cannot afford such diffusion and therefore rely on 
targeting as a core strategic practice. 

Targeting enables organizations to concentrate effort where it is most 
likely to produce meaningful results. By focusing on specific communities 
or audiences, organizations can build visible strength, establish credibility, 
and generate momentum within defined areas. Concentrated efforts also 
create opportunities to test approaches, assess what is effective, and refine 
strategies before attempting broader application. In addition, targeting 
helps protect volunteers from burnout by aligning expectations with 
realistic capacity and ensuring that effort is not spread too thinly. 

When organizations attempt to reach everyone simultaneously, they often 
fail to reach anyone with sufficient depth or consistency to influence 
behavior. Strategic focus should therefore be understood not as a moral 
judgment about who matters, but as a practical choice about how to 
allocate limited resources in service of long-term goals. 

3 . 2  TA R G E T I N G  S TA R T S  W I T H  T H E  
C H A N G E  YO U  S E E K  

Targeting does not begin with technical tools such as maps, voter lists, or 
software platforms. It begins with strategic clarity about the change the 
organization seeks to produce, as defined in the preceding section. 
Without this foundation, targeting decisions risk becoming arbitrary or 
disconnected from broader objectives. 



The initial task in targeting is to determine whose behavior must change 
in order for the desired outcome to occur. This requires identifying which 
individuals or groups are most critical to achieving the defined change and 
where those individuals are concentrated geographically or socially. These 
questions must be answered with specificity rather than with broad 
demographic or categorical descriptions. 

Different forms of change necessitate different targeting approaches. 
Efforts to increase voter turnout require identifying particular voters 
whose participation can be influenced. Initiatives focused on volunteer 
development require identifying supporters who are most likely to engage 
more deeply. Leadership development depends on recognizing individuals 
who demonstrate reliability, initiative, and capacity for greater 
responsibility. In each case, the target population is defined by its 
relationship to the intended change rather than by generalized 
characteristics. 

If an organization cannot clearly explain how its selected targets are 
directly connected to the change it seeks to achieve, this indicates 
insufficient strategic clarity. In such cases, it is necessary to revisit the 
definition of the primary change before proceeding with further planning 
or implementation. 



3 . 3  F R O M  C H A N G E  T O  TA R G E T S :  M A K I N G  
T H E  T R A N S L AT I O N  

Use the table below to translate your change into a target universe. 

 

If the primary change is…	 	 	 Likely primary targets include… 

Higher turnout	 	 	 	 	 Inconsistent base voters 

More volunteers	 	 	 	 	 Supporters who have already 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 engaged once or twice 

Stronger precinct teams	 	 	 Reliable voters with leadership 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 potential 

Candidate pipeline	 	 	 	 Community leaders and repeat 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 volunteers 

Donor growth	 	 	 	 	 Past donors and highly engaged  
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 supporters 

This table does not replace judgment—but it prevents guesswork. 



Worked Example 

	 Primary change: Increase turnout in Precincts 12, 14, and 18 

	 Why: These precincts show strong support but inconsistent 	 	 	
	 	 participation 

	 Primary targets: Inconsistent base voters in those precincts 

	 Secondary targets: High-turnout supporters who could become 	 	
	 canvassers 

If you cannot explain why a group matters now, it is not yet a target. 

3 . 4  YO U  A R E  TA R G E T I N G  P E O P L E  I N  
P L A C E S  

Local political power is built within real communities rather than in 
abstract populations or generalized geographic units. Effective targeting 
therefore requires identifying specific individuals whose behavior matters, 
as well as the concrete places in which those individuals are concentrated. 
Targeting people or geography in isolation is insufficient; durable power 
emerges from understanding the relationship between the two. 

In practice, this means defining targets with both human and spatial 
specificity. Examples include established base voters located within 
particular precincts, newly registered voters clustered around specific 
institutions such as high schools or colleges, volunteers who live within 
close proximity to a shared community space, or influential faith or labor 
leaders operating within defined neighborhoods. These types of targets 
reflect a clear connection between people, place, and the change an 
organization seeks to produce. 



A useful diagnostic test for evaluating the quality of targeting is to 
consider whether the intended audience remains clear if geographic 
boundaries are removed. If the organization can no longer identify who it 
is attempting to reach without reference to a location, the targeting lacks 
sufficient specificity. Effective targeting prioritizes depth of engagement 
within defined communities over broad but shallow outreach, recognizing 
that sustained influence is built through concentrated effort rather than 
expansive reach. 

3 . 5  D E F I N I N G  A  TA R G E T  U N I V E R S E  ( B E  
S P E C I F I C ,  N O T  P E R F E C T )  

A target universe must be defined with sufficient precision to guide action. 
A usable target is one that can be clearly identified, reasonably counted, 
and reached using the organization’s actual capacity. Broad or abstract 
descriptions, such as “everyone in the county,” do not constitute a 
meaningful target and cannot support effective planning or execution. 

A strong target definition includes several essential elements. It specifies 
who the intended individuals are, where they are located, approximately 
how many people are included, and why this group is strategically 
important during the current organizing cycle. Each element contributes to 
translating strategy into operational decisions about outreach methods, 
frequency of contact, and allocation of volunteer effort. 

Importantly, a target universe does not need to be perfectly defined to be 
usable. Estimates and approximations are often sufficient at the outset. 
For example, identifying “approximately 800 inconsistent Democratic 
voters across three precincts” provides enough clarity to begin organizing 
work, test assumptions, and refine targeting over time. 



By contrast, vague or overly expansive targets undermine effectiveness. 
When a target is poorly defined, organizations are unable to assess 
progress, assign work realistically, or determine whether their efforts are 
succeeding. Ambiguity at this stage therefore leads predictably to 
frustration and inefficiency later in the organizing process. 

3 . 6  P R I M A RY  A N D  S E C O N DA RY  TA R G E T S  

Just as organizations benefit from identifying a primary change for each 
organizing cycle, they also benefit from distinguishing between primary 
and secondary target groups. This distinction allows limited resources to 
be allocated intentionally rather than reactively and helps prevent diffusion 
of effort. 

Primary targets are the individuals or groups to whom the organization 
directs the majority of its effort during a given cycle. Secondary targets 
may also be engaged, but only to the extent that organizational capacity 
allows and without undermining the primary focus. The classification of 
targets is determined by their relevance to the current primary change, not 
by their overall importance to the organization or its long-term mission. 

Primary targets receive the greatest share of volunteer time, the most 
frequent and consistent contact, and priority attention in follow-up and 
support. When trade-offs arise—such as competing demands on volunteer 
capacity or staff time—decisions are made in favor of maintaining 
engagement with primary targets. This hierarchy provides a clear 
framework for resolving conflicts and setting expectations. 

Establishing clear distinctions between primary and secondary targets 
reduces the risk of mission drift and prevents the gradual accumulation of 
unplanned obligations. By making priorities explicit, organizations are 



better able to sustain focus, protect capacity, and ensure that effort 
remains aligned with strategic objectives. 

3 . 7  M AT C H I N G  TA R G E T S  T O  R E A L  
C A PA C I T Y  ( T H E  H A R D  PA R T )  

Setting targets that exceed organizational capacity is a common cause of 
volunteer exhaustion and organizational burnout. Ambitious targeting, 
when not grounded in a realistic assessment of available time and labor, 
creates expectations that cannot be met and undermines morale over time. 

Before finalizing target definitions, organizations should conduct an 
honest assessment of their current capacity. This includes estimating the 
number of active volunteers, the number of hours those volunteers can 
reliably contribute, the average number of meaningful conversations that 
can be completed per hour, and the length of time over which the work 
will occur. These factors together determine the volume of contact an 
organization can reasonably sustain. 

A simple capacity calculation can clarify these limits. For example, an 
organization with ten volunteers, each contributing two hours per week, 
and averaging six to eight conversations per hour, can realistically expect 
to complete approximately 120 to 160 meaningful conversations per week. 
This scale of effort, while substantial, does not support outreach to 
thousands of individuals within a short time frame. 

When the size of a target universe exceeds what an organization can reach 
with available capacity, the appropriate response is to reduce the target 
until consistent contact is feasible. As a general principle, it is more 
effective to engage a smaller number of individuals repeatedly than to 



contact a much larger group only once. Consistency of engagement is 
essential for producing durable behavioral change and sustaining 
organizational momentum. 

A Simple Capacity Reality Check 

If you have: 

	 10 volunteers 

	 Giving 2 hours per week 

	 With 6–8 conversations per hour 

You can expect 120–160 conversations per week—not thousands. 

If your target universe exceeds what you can realistically reach, reduce it 
until your team can contact each person. 

3 . 8  W H AT  G O O D  TA R G E T I N G  F E E L S  L I K E  

Effective targeting often produces a sense of constraint rather than 
expansiveness. Well-defined targets are typically narrower than initially 
anticipated and may feel uncomfortable because they require explicit 
prioritization and exclusion. At the same time, such targets are easier to 
articulate, justify, and operationalize, as they provide clear guidance for 
decision-making and resource allocation. 

By contrast, poorly defined targeting frequently feels energizing or 
ambitious because it avoids difficult tradeoffs and encompasses broad or 



loosely defined groups. However, this sense of expansiveness often masks 
a lack of strategic clarity. When targeting remains broad or imprecise, it is 
difficult to defend priorities, execute consistently, or assess progress. 

As a general indicator, targeting that feels expansive and universally 
appealing is often incomplete. Effective targeting is characterized by 
precision and defensibility, even when it appears modest or unremarkable 
in scope. 

3 . 9  C O M M O N  TA R G E T I N G  FA I L U R E  
M O D E S  

Watch for these warning signs: 

	 The target universe is “everyone” 

	 Targets are inherited from past cycles without review 

	 Geography is chosen without reference to people 

	 Capacity is assumed rather than calculated 

	 No one can clearly explain why these targets were chosen 

These are strategy problems—not effort problems. When this happens, 
simplify. 



3 .10  TA R G E T I N G  A N D  T O O L S  

The effectiveness of targeting and outreach does not depend on the 
sophistication of the tools an organization uses. Whether records are 
maintained through spreadsheets, voter files, customer relationship 
management systems, or paper lists, the underlying principle remains 
consistent. Organizations must be able to identify who they are attempting 
to reach, track when and how those individuals have been contacted, and 
learn from the outcomes of those interactions. 

Systems should be designed to support participation rather than to create 
barriers to engagement. A practical guideline is that if a system requires 
extensive training before new volunteers can contribute meaningfully, it is 
likely too complex for the organization’s current capacity. Overly 
complicated tools often reduce participation, slow follow-up, and shift 
attention away from relational organizing. 

Technology should be understood as a support for strategic judgment, not 
a substitute for it. The most effective system is not the most advanced or 
comprehensive, but the one that aligns with organizational capacity and is 
used consistently in practice. 



3 .11  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E S  

EXERCISE A: Define Your Primary Target 

Who must change for your primary goal to be achieved? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Where are they concentrated? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Approximately how many people are in this universe? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

  



EXERCISE B: Capacity Check 

How many active volunteers do you have? 

  

Average hours per volunteer per week? 

  

Estimated conversations per hour? 

  

Can you realistically reach each target at least twice per year? 

☐ Yes  ☐ No (reduce the universe) 



EXERCISE C: What You Are Not Targeting 

List at least one group or area you are intentionally not targeting this 
cycle. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Why? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

  



Once you know: 
1. 	 What change you seek 

2. 	 Who must change 

3. 	 Where they are 

4. 	 And what you can realistically do 

You are ready to decide how to engage them. The next section focuses on 
field work and canvassing—turning targets into conversations, 
relationships, and long-term power. 

 
Minimum Viable Implementation: Targeting 
If you only do one thing from this section: 

	 Define one primary target universe that matches your capacity. 

Do this: 

	 Name who must change 

	 Name where they are concentrated 

	 Estimate how many people are in that group 

	 Explicitly name who you are not targeting 

Owner: ____________________ 

By when: __________________ 
If the target is “everyone,” it is not yet a target. 



M A K I N G  D E C I S I O N S  
W I T H O U T  B U R N I N G  P E O P L E  

O U T  
All organizations must make decisions in order to function. The 
distinction between effective and stalled organizations lies not in whether 
disagreements occur, but in how decisions are reached, communicated, 
and implemented, particularly when full agreement is not possible. 

In volunteer-led organizations, differences of perspective and priority are 
inevitable. The challenge is therefore not to eliminate disagreement, but to 
maintain momentum, trust, and focus in its presence. Organizational 
effectiveness depends on the ability to establish clear direction and 
continue coordinated action even when individual members hold differing 
views. 

Alignment should not be equated with consensus. Rather, it refers to a 
shared understanding of the decision that has been made and a collective 
commitment to act in accordance with it. Alignment enables organizations 
to move forward coherently despite disagreement, preserving 
organizational capacity and preventing stagnation. 

4 .1  W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S  M O R E  T H A N  
P E O P L E  A D M I T  

Many local party organizations experience difficulty not because they lack 
ideas, energy, or commitment, but because their decision-making 
processes are ineffective. Decisions may take excessive time to reach, be 



repeatedly reopened after they are made, be quietly undermined in 
practice, or lack clear ownership for implementation. 

These patterns produce predictable organizational consequences. 
Prolonged or ambiguous decision-making contributes to exhaustion, 
creates informal veto power for those most resistant to change, encourages 
a return to familiar but ineffective practices, and generates frustration 
among members who are prepared to act. Over time, such dynamics erode 
organizational momentum and morale. 

Efforts to avoid conflict or preserve harmony by delaying or softening 
decisions often produce the opposite result. When decisions are unclear or 
inconsistently applied, trust is damaged more quickly than when decisions 
are decisive but controversial. Clear decision-making, even in the presence 
of disagreement, is therefore essential to maintaining organizational 
effectiveness. 

4 . 2  C O N S E N S U S  I S  N O T  T H E  S A M E  A S  
A L I G N M E N T  

Consensus and alignment represent distinct approaches to collective 
decision-making. Consensus requires full agreement among all 
participants, whereas alignment requires that individuals understand the 
decision that has been made and commit to acting in accordance with it, 
even if they would have preferred a different outcome. 

Alignment depends on listening, consideration, and transparency, but it 
does not require unanimity. In practice, most organizing work does not 
necessitate consensus to proceed effectively. When organizations seek 
consensus on all decisions, action is often delayed, and decision-making 



power can shift informally to those most resistant to change. This dynamic 
concentrates influence among a small number of individuals and may 
unintentionally reward obstruction rather than constructive engagement. 

Organizations that prioritize consensus in all circumstances frequently 
conflate inclusion with unanimity. As a result, they may achieve broad 
participation in discussion while remaining unable to act decisively. 
Emphasizing alignment over consensus allows organizations to maintain 
inclusivity while preserving momentum and operational effectiveness. 

4 . 3  D I F F E R E N T  D E C I S I O N S  R E Q U I R E  
D I F F E R E N T  P R O C E S S E S  

One common cause of stalled decision-making is the tendency to treat all 
decisions as equally significant. In practice, different types of decisions 
require different levels of participation, deliberation, and approval. 
Distinguishing among these categories helps organizations allocate time 
appropriately and maintain momentum. 

Some decisions require broad agreement because they define the 
organization’s identity and long-term direction. These include decisions 
related to values, mission, core principles, and overarching strategic 
orientation. Such decisions should be approached deliberately, involve 
wide participation, and be revisited infrequently once established. 

Other decisions require consultation but not full consensus. This category 
includes choices about strategy for a particular organizing cycle, major 
reallocations of capacity, or the decision to conclude long-standing 
activities. These decisions benefit from input and discussion, but they 



ultimately require a clear determination by designated leaders or 
governing bodies. 

A third category includes decisions that require a clearly named owner 
rather than collective approval. Day-to-day operational matters, tactical 
choices, scheduling, and messaging within an agreed-upon framework fall 
into this group. These decisions are most effectively handled by individuals 
with defined responsibility and authority. When all decisions are subjected 
to group approval, organizational progress slows and responsibility 
becomes diffuse. Clear differentiation among decision types is therefore 
essential for effective organizational functioning. 

4 . 4  N A M I N G  W H O  D E C I D E S  I S  A N  A C T  O F  
C A R E  

Organizational conflict frequently arises not from substantive 
disagreement, but from uncertainty about decision-making authority. 
When it is unclear who holds responsibility for making a decision, 
disagreements tend to persist and escalate, regardless of the merits of the 
underlying issue. 

For each significant decision, organizations should explicitly clarify three 
elements: who has decision-making authority, who will be consulted 
before the decision is made, and who must be informed once the decision 
is finalized. Documenting these roles is an important step in ensuring 
accountability and follow-through. When no individual or body is clearly 
designated, the decision remains effectively unresolved. 

In the absence of clear decision authority, influence often shifts informally 
to those with the greatest persistence or capacity to dominate discussion. 



Such dynamics undermine fairness, exhaust participants, and weaken 
organizational effectiveness. Clear articulation of decision roles helps 
prevent these outcomes and supports constructive collaboration. 

4 . 5  U N D E R S TA N D I N G  T H E  T Y P E  O F  
D I S A G R E E M E N T  YO U ’ R E  FA C I N G  

Disagreement within organizations can arise from multiple sources, and 
not all forms of disagreement warrant the same response. Effective 
leadership depends on the ability to distinguish among different types of 
disagreement and to respond in ways that are proportional and 
constructive. 

One category of disagreement concerns values. Values-based 
disagreements involve fundamental beliefs about purpose, ethics, or 
identity and are relatively rare in established organizations. When they do 
occur, they are serious in nature and typically require slow, deliberate 
processes to address, as they may affect the organization’s mission or 
cohesion. 

A second category involves strategic disagreement. These disagreements 
center on judgments about how best to achieve shared goals and are both 
common and healthy. Strategic disagreements can often be resolved 
through discussion, evidence, testing, and reflection, and they frequently 
contribute to better decision-making when handled productively. 

Other forms of disagreement arise not from competing strategies or 
values, but from discomfort or habit. Comfort-based disagreement reflects 
anxiety about change, risk, loss of control, or uncertainty about new 
approaches. Habit-based disagreement stems from attachment to familiar 



practices, routines, or traditions, even when their effectiveness has 
diminished. These forms of disagreement are understandable, but they do 
not typically indicate flaws in strategy or direction. 

These distinctions are intended to guide thoughtful response rather than 
to dismiss concerns without consideration. Misclassifying disagreement 
can create unnecessary conflict. In many local party organizations, the 
majority of recurring tension arises from discomfort with change or 
attachment to established habits rather than from deep strategic or values-
based divides. Treating such disagreement as a strategic or existential 
crisis can inadvertently amplify resistance and slow progress. Accurate 
diagnosis of disagreement allows organizations to respond with 
appropriate reassurance, support, or adjustment while maintaining 
forward momentum. 

4 . 6  H O W  T O  M OV E  F O R WA R D  W H E N  N O T  
E V E RYO N E  A G R E E S  

When disagreement persists after a decision has been made, 
organizational leaders may become hesitant to act, resulting in stalled 
progress. Such paralysis often reflects uncertainty about how to move 
forward in the presence of unresolved dissent rather than a lack of 
authority or clarity. 

An effective response follows a straightforward sequence. Leaders should 
acknowledge the concern that has been raised, restate the decision and the 
reasoning behind it, and clearly identify the next steps for implementation. 
After doing so, the organization should proceed with the agreed course of 
action. While this approach is conceptually simple, it requires resolve and 



is most effective when carried out calmly, respectfully, and without 
defensiveness. 

Effective leadership in these situations does not require winning 
arguments, achieving emotional consensus, or extending discussion 
indefinitely. Instead, it requires clarity in communication, composure in 
delivery, and consistency in follow-through. Reopening settled decisions in 
response to ongoing disagreement often serves as a way to avoid the more 
challenging task of implementation. Maintaining momentum depends on 
the ability to see decisions through once they have been made. 

4 . 7  W H AT  T O  D O  W H E N  S O M E O N E  
W O N ’ T  L E T  G O  

In some cases, individuals may continue to resist a decision even after it 
has been formally made. This situation is both common and challenging, 
particularly in volunteer-led organizations where relationships and 
participation are highly valued. 

Effective responses involve acknowledging the individual’s disagreement 
while reaffirming the decision and the organization’s intention to proceed. 
This may include clarifying that the decision will stand for the current 
cycle or that it will be revisited at a specified point once additional 
information is available. Such responses maintain respect while reinforcing 
organizational boundaries and preserving momentum. 

By contrast, ignoring ongoing resistance, repeatedly reopening settled 
decisions, or allowing dissent to delay implementation can undermine 
authority and erode organizational effectiveness. Moving forward in 
accordance with an established decision should not be understood as 



dismissive or disrespectful. Rather, it is a necessary expression of 
leadership and a prerequisite for sustained organizational progress. 

4 . 8  R E S T O R I N G  A L I G N M E N T  A F T E R  
C O N F L I C T  

Not all decisions are received smoothly, particularly when they involve 
tradeoffs, change, or strongly held preferences. Following a tense or 
contested decision, additional steps are often necessary to restore clarity 
and reinforce trust within the organization. 

Effective practice includes reaffirming the shared values and goals that 
underlie the decision, clarifying which aspects of the issue are settled and 
which remain open, and formally documenting the decision and its 
rationale. Establishing a defined point at which the decision will be 
reviewed—based on new information or the completion of a specific cycle
—can further reduce uncertainty and anxiety. 

These actions help prevent informal or repeated attempts to reopen the 
decision and provide members with confidence that concerns have been 
heard within a structured process. Bringing clear closure to a decision is 
not merely procedural; it is an act of organizational care that supports 
cohesion and allows the group to move forward collectively. 

4 . 9  W H E N  T O  R E V I S I T  A  D E C I S I O N  ( A N D  
W H E N  N O T  T O )  



Decisions should be revisited only under defined and substantive 
conditions. Appropriate reasons for reconsideration include the emergence 
of new and relevant information, significant changes in organizational 
capacity, or clear evidence that a decision is not producing the intended 
results. 

By contrast, decisions should not be reopened solely because 
dissatisfaction persists or because a change has caused discomfort. While 
such reactions may warrant acknowledgment and support, they do not in 
themselves indicate that the original decision was flawed. 

Revisiting decisions should be a deliberate and intentional process 
grounded in evidence and organizational learning rather than a reactive 
response to ongoing disagreement. 



4 .10  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E :  A  S T U C K  
D E C I S I O N  

Identify one decision your organization has struggled to make or keep. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

What kind of decision is it? 

☐ Values ☐ Strategy ☐ Operations 

Who should decide? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



What has prevented closure? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

What is the smallest next step toward clarity? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



F I E L D  W O R K ,  C A N VA S S I N G ,  
A N D  R E L AT I O N S H I P - B A S E D  

O R G A N I Z I N G  
Fieldwork is the primary means by which local party organizations 
establish a tangible presence in the lives of community members. Through 
direct contact, organizations move from being abstract political entities to 
becoming familiar and trusted participants in local civic life. When 
fieldwork is conducted effectively, it creates relationships that strengthen 
over time, reducing the effort required for future electoral campaigns, 
issue advocacy, and organizing initiatives. 

This section examines canvassing as a form of relationship-based 
organizing rather than solely as a method for increasing turnout. While 
voter mobilization remains an important outcome, the broader objective is 
to develop ongoing connections that extend beyond a single election cycle. 
Local power is built through individual conversations and sustained 
through consistent follow-up and repeated engagement. 

5 .1  W H Y  F I E L D W O R K  I S  C E N T R A L  T O  
L O N G - T E R M  P O W E R  

Local party organizations employ a variety of tools to engage supporters 
and communicate their priorities; however, fieldwork occupies a distinct 
role that cannot be fully substituted by technology, mass messaging, or 
social media. Direct, relational contact remains the primary means 
through which organizations develop trust, gather insight, and build 
durable connections within their communities. 



Within this workbook, fieldwork is defined broadly as any form of direct, 
relationship-based interaction with individuals in the organization’s target 
universe. This includes, but is not limited to, door-to-door canvassing 
during election periods. Ongoing conversations at community events, 
follow-up meetings, volunteer check-ins, and other forms of personal 
engagement are also considered essential components of fieldwork. 

Through consistent fieldwork, organizations establish direct relationships 
with voters and supporters, build trust through presence and active 
listening, and create pathways for individuals to become volunteers, 
leaders, and donors. Fieldwork also grounds strategy in the lived concerns 
of the community and maintains organizational visibility beyond election 
cycles. 

In the absence of regular fieldwork, organizations tend to become reactive 
and inward-focused, relying on assumptions rather than direct knowledge 
of constituent priorities. Sustained engagement is therefore critical; 
without ongoing conversation, strategic decisions are based on conjecture 
rather than informed understanding. 

5 . 2  C A N VA S S I N G  I S  A B O U T  L I S T E N I N G  
F I R S T  

Canvassing is often understood primarily as a method for delivering a 
message or persuading individuals to adopt a particular position. 
Campaign-oriented local party organizations employ a different approach. 
Rather than treating canvassing as a one-directional communication 
exercise, they emphasize relational engagement as the foundation of 
effective fieldwork. 



Effective canvassing prioritizes listening before persuasion, curiosity rather 
than argument, and respect rather than urgency. This orientation shifts the 
purpose of the interaction from transmitting information to understanding 
the perspectives, experiences, and concerns of the person being engaged. 

This approach is commonly referred to as deep canvassing, a structured, 
values-based method of engagement that centers the lived experience of 
the individual rather than the immediate objective of persuasion. Deep 
canvassing does not require every conversation to be lengthy or 
emotionally intensive. Many interactions will be brief. The distinguishing 
feature is not duration, but posture: conversations are conducted with 
genuine attention, openness, and respect. 

Research and organizing experience consistently demonstrate that 
individuals are more likely to remember and trust interactions in which 
they felt heard than those in which they felt persuaded. By grounding 
canvassing in listening, organizations lay the foundation for durable 
relationships that support long-term engagement and influence.. 

5 . 3  W H AT  D E E P  C A N VA S S I N G  L O O K S  
L I K E  I N  P R A C T I C E  

A deep canvassing conversation is structured to foster mutual respect and 
understanding while allowing space for meaningful exchange. Although 
individual interactions will vary, effective conversations commonly include 
several core elements. These typically begin with a clear and respectful 
introduction that establishes purpose and consent. The canvasser then 
invites engagement through an open-ended question focused on the 
individual’s lived experience, rather than on abstract opinions or policy 
positions. 



Active listening is central to this approach. The canvasser listens without 
interruption, seeks to understand rather than respond immediately, and 
reflects back what has been heard to confirm understanding. When 
appropriate, the canvasser may share limited personal or values-based 
reflections, not as a means of argument, but to establish authenticity and 
connection. Conversations conclude with a respectful close that preserves 
the relationship, regardless of whether agreement has been reached. 

These elements are not intended to function as a rigid sequence, nor will 
every conversation include all components. The defining characteristic of 
deep canvassing is flexibility grounded in respect, rather than adherence to 
a script. 

Deep canvassing should not be confused with debate, scripted message 
delivery, or an immediate attempt to secure a commitment or request. 
Instead, it is a relational skill that develops through training, practice, and 
repeated application over time. As canvassers gain experience, they 
become more adept at listening, responding thoughtfully, and adapting to 
different contexts. 

For a practical introduction to deep canvassing, see People’s Action’s deep 
canvassing resources. www.peoplesaction.org/deep-canvass/ 



5 . 4  F R E Q U E N C Y  I S  T H E  F O R C E  
M U LT I P L I E R  

An initial conversation serves primarily to introduce an organization and 
establish recognition. Power is built not through isolated interactions, but 
through repeated contact over time. Consistency of engagement allows 
relationships to deepen and reinforces the organization’s presence within 
the community. 

In this context, frequency should not be understood as constant or 
intrusive contact. Rather, it refers to intentional, appropriately spaced re-
engagement that occurs according to a plan. Local party organizations 
benefit from maintaining regular contact with priority households multiple 
times per year, including during periods outside the election cycle. 

For example, a household may be contacted through a door-to-door 
conversation in the spring, followed by a check-in or issue-related 
communication during the summer, and an additional contact during the 
fall election season. These interactions need not be identical in form or 
content. The strategic value lies in maintaining a consistent and 
recognizable presence that signals ongoing engagement rather than 
episodic outreach. 

	 	 Presence + frequency + listening = durable trust. 

5 . 5  F I E L D W O R K  O U T S I D E  E L E C T I O N  
S E A S O N  ( AT  A  S U S TA I N A B L E  S C A L E )  

When fieldwork occurs only during election years, relationships with 
community members tend to remain superficial and transactional. 



Interactions are often perceived as episodic and instrumental, limiting 
trust and reducing the long-term effectiveness of outreach. Sustained 
fieldwork outside of election periods is therefore essential for building 
durable organizational power. 

Non-election-year fieldwork serves several important functions. It 
increases recognition and familiarity, allowing the organization to become 
a consistent presence rather than a seasonal one. It also enables the early 
identification of potential volunteers and leaders, creating opportunities 
for development well before electoral demands intensify. Regular contact 
outside of campaign contexts helps normalize engagement that is not 
immediately tied to an ask, which in turn makes election-year outreach 
more credible and effective. 

For organizations with low to moderate capacity, non-election-year 
fieldwork does not need to be extensive to be effective. A minimum viable 
approach may include conducting a canvass in priority areas every six to 
eight weeks, ensuring follow-up with engaged individuals within one 
week, and holding a quarterly training or reflection session to support 
learning and consistency. These practices provide sufficient structure to 
sustain relationships and organizational learning without overextending 
resources. 

Building power through fieldwork depends more on consistency than on 
intensity. Regular, manageable engagement over time creates a foundation 
of trust and recognition that strengthens all subsequent organizing efforts. 



5 . 6  T R A I N I N G  M AT T E R S  M O R E  T H A N  
VO L U M E  

An increase in the number of conversations does not necessarily lead to 
greater impact. The effectiveness of fieldwork depends on the quality of 
engagement as much as on its quantity. Deep canvassing, in particular, 
requires intentional preparation, skill development, and ongoing support. 

Core canvasser training should address several foundational competencies. 
These include how to initiate a conversation respectfully, how to ask open-
ended questions that invite meaningful response, how to listen attentively 
without interrupting or correcting, how to conclude interactions in a way 
that preserves the relationship, and how to accurately record notes for 
follow-up and learning. These skills ensure that conversations are 
consistent with relationship-based organizing principles and that 
information gathered can be used effectively. 

Basic canvasser trainings are typically concise and practical. Most can be 
completed within 60 to 90 minutes and should be offered regularly to 
accommodate new volunteers and reinforce shared standards. Periodic 
repetition helps maintain quality as participation fluctuates and 
organizational capacity grows. 

From an organizational perspective, it is more effective to engage a smaller 
number of well-prepared canvassers than to deploy a larger group without 
adequate training. Emphasizing preparation and support protects the 
integrity of fieldwork and strengthens the long-term impact of each 
interaction.. 



5 . 7  C A N VA S S I N G  R O L E S  

Fieldwork succeeds when responsibility is clear. 

Common canvassing functions include: 

• 	 Canvass Lead: plans routes, sets goals, supports volunteers 

• 	 Trainer: teaches and reinforces conversation skills 

• 	 Follow-Up Owner: ensures conversations lead to next steps 

• 	 Data Steward: tracks contacts and outcomes 

These roles describe responsibilities for a given canvass or cycle—not 
necessarily permanent positions. 

In low-capacity organizations, one person may hold multiple roles. What 
matters is clarity, not headcount. 

5 . 8  F O L L O W - U P  I S  W H E R E  F I E L D W O R K  
S U C C E E D S  O R  FA I L S  

Conversations that are not followed by subsequent contact represent 
missed opportunities for relationship-building. In relationship-centered 
organizing, follow-up is the mechanism through which initial interactions 
are transformed into ongoing engagement. 

Effective follow-up occurs within a defined and relatively short timeframe, 
typically within seven to ten days of the initial conversation. It should 
reference specific points that were shared during the interaction, offer an 
appropriate and manageable next step, and feel personal rather than 



automated. The purpose of follow-up is not simply to maintain contact, 
but to demonstrate attentiveness and continuity. 

Appropriate next steps vary depending on the context of the conversation 
and the individual’s level of interest. These may include a brief expression 
of appreciation, an invitation to a low-barrier event, a request for input or 
feedback, or a small and clearly defined volunteer opportunity. In all cases, 
referencing the original conversation helps reinforce trust and signals that 
the interaction was meaningful. 

Follow-up is a collective responsibility that must be intentionally assigned. 
When responsibility is assumed rather than designated, follow-up 
frequently fails to occur. If organizational capacity limits the ability to 
conduct timely and personalized follow-up, the appropriate response is to 
reduce the volume of initial conversations rather than to eliminate follow-
up altogether. Consistent follow-through is essential for converting 
conversations into durable relationships. 

  

5 . 9  I N T E G R AT I N G  F I E L D W O R K  W I T H  
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  A N D  F U N D R A I S I N G  

Fieldwork should not be conducted as a standalone activity. When 
conversations occur without being integrated into broader organizational 
systems, much of their potential value is lost. Effective organizing depends 
on the ability to translate information gathered through fieldwork into 
informed decisions across communications, volunteer development, 
leadership cultivation, and fundraising. 

Canvassing generates real-time insight into how people experience their 
community, what concerns motivate them, which messages resonate, and 
where trust already exists. This information should directly shape the tone 



and content of organizational communications, ensuring that messaging 
reflects lived experience rather than internal assumptions. It should also 
guide volunteer recruitment by identifying individuals who express 
interest in deeper involvement, as well as leadership development by 
highlighting people who demonstrate initiative, reliability, or influence 
within their networks. Similarly, fundraising appeals are more effective 
when they reflect issues and values articulated through direct 
conversations rather than abstract priorities. 

To support this integration, organizations benefit from establishing a 
simple and repeatable feedback loop. This loop begins with canvassing 
that prioritizes listening, followed by accurate recording of interests, 
concerns, and signals of engagement. That information is then used to 
guide timely, personal follow-up and to extend invitations for deeper 
participation that align with what individuals have already shared. The 
process is repeated over time, allowing relationships and organizational 
knowledge to accumulate. 

This integration does not occur automatically. It requires explicit 
responsibility. Someone within the organization must be clearly tasked 
with ensuring that information gathered through fieldwork is reviewed, 
interpreted, and incorporated into communications, volunteer outreach, 
and fundraising strategy. When this responsibility is diffuse or assumed, 
insights remain siloed and are rarely acted upon. 

Organizing is cumulative in nature. Each conversation builds on previous 
interactions, and each cycle of engagement strengthens the organization’s 
understanding of its community. When fieldwork is systematically 
integrated into other functions, the organization becomes more 
responsive, more credible, and more effective over time. 

  



5 .10  C A PA C I T Y  R E A L I T Y  C H E C K  F O R  
F I E L D W O R K  

Fieldwork plans must match real capacity. 

Before committing to a plan, ask: 

• 	 How many volunteers will realistically show up? 

• 	 How often can we train and support them? 

• 	 How many conversations can we sustain over time? 

A smaller, consistent field program builds more power than a large, 
sporadic one. Sustainability beats scale. 

5 .11  C O M M O N  F I E L D W O R K  P R O B L E M S  
( A N D  H O W  T O  F I X  T H E M )  

If canvasses are frequently canceled, goals are likely too ambitious or 
ownership is unclear. Reduce scale and assign a single owner before trying 
again. 

If volunteers feel unprepared, slow down and invest more time in training. 

If conversations feel rushed or scripted, refocus on listening rather than 
message delivery. 

If follow-up is inconsistent, name a follow-up owner and reduce the 
number of conversations until it improves. 

If data is collected but unused, simplify what you track and connect it 
directly to next steps. 



5 .12  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E S  

EXERCISE A: Define Your Field Purpose 

What is the primary purpose of your fieldwork this cycle? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

How does this support the change you defined in Section 2? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE B: Frequency Planning 

How many times per year will you aim to contact priority households? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



How will those contacts be spaced? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

EXERCISE C: Ownership Map 

Who owns: 

	 Training? __________________ 

	 Canvass planning? __________________ 

	 Follow-up? __________________ 

If no one is named, this work will not sustain itself. 



 

If you only do one thing from this section: 
Run one well-prepared canvass focused on listening, followed by real 
follow-up. 

Do this: 

	 Train volunteers for listening-based conversations 

	 Knock doors or make calls in your target universe 

	 Follow up with everyone within 48 hours 

Owner: ____________________ 

Canvass date: ______________ 

One canvass with follow-up builds more power than five canceled ones. 



VO L U N T E E R S  &  L E A D E R S H I P  
D E V E L O P M E N T  

Local party organizations function through human effort rather than 
abstract ideas or platforms. Every canvass, follow-up conversation, 
meeting, and fundraising activity depends on individuals who are willing 
to contribute time, energy, and accountability. 

Organizations that lack durable structures often rely on a small number of 
highly committed people to carry most of the work. While this approach 
may sustain activity in the short term, it creates vulnerability: burnout 
increases, leadership becomes concentrated, and organizational capacity 
stagnates. Such organizations are fragile because their success depends on 
the continued availability of a few individuals rather than on shared 
systems. 

Durable organizations operate differently. They intentionally create 
pathways that allow participants to assume increasing levels of 
responsibility over time. Responsibility is not treated as a scarce resource 
to be guarded by existing leaders, but as a capacity to be developed, 
distributed, and supported. Through clear roles, mentorship, and gradual 
delegation, participants move from involvement to ownership. 

Sustainability is achieved when responsibility is broadly shared. When 
many people understand their role, feel accountable for outcomes, and 
have the authority to act, the organization becomes more resilient. 
Leadership continuity improves, workload is distributed more equitably, 
and the organization is better equipped to adapt and grow over time. 

In this way, turning participation into shared responsibility is not merely a 
leadership preference. It is a foundational requirement for building long-
term organizational strength. 



6 .1  W H Y  VO L U N T E E R  S YS T E M S  M AT T E R  

Most local party organizations do not struggle because they are unable to 
recruit volunteers. They struggle because they fail to develop the 
volunteers they already attract. Recruitment without development 
produces constant churn, uneven workloads, and organizational fatigue. 

A weak volunteer system emphasizes continual recruitment while giving 
little attention to structured growth. New participants are asked to help 
once, but are not intentionally guided toward deeper involvement. Over 
time, this results in predictable patterns: volunteers participate in a single 
activity and then disappear; a small group of individuals performs the 
majority of the work; leaders experience chronic overload; and there is no 
clear or visible pathway for increased responsibility or leadership. 

These outcomes are not the result of insufficient motivation or 
commitment on the part of volunteers. They are indicators of system 
design failures. When organizations do not provide clarity, feedback, or 
progression, even highly motivated individuals disengage. 

Campaign-oriented organizations approach volunteer engagement 
differently. They design volunteer experiences so that participants 
understand what to expect, feel useful quickly, receive appreciation and 
timely follow-up, and can easily identify a next step for involvement. Each 
interaction is treated as part of a larger developmental pathway rather than 
as an isolated task. 

Volunteers rarely leave because the work itself is demanding. They leave 
because the path forward is unclear. Clear structure, intentional 
development, and visible opportunities for growth are essential to 
retaining volunteers and building long-term organizational capacity. 



6 . 2  PA R T I C I PAT I O N  I S  N O T  T H E  S A M E  A S  
L E A D E R S H I P   

Not every individual who participates in a local party organization seeks or 
should be expected to assume a leadership role. This is both normal and 
healthy. Effective organizations recognize that sustained participation 
takes many forms and that leadership is only one of several valuable 
modes of engagement. 

Local party organizations typically depend on three broad categories of 
participants. Supporters remain connected to the organization, receive 
communications, and provide periodic assistance or resources. Activists 
engage more frequently, taking repeated actions such as canvassing, phone 
banking, or event support. Leaders assume responsibility not only for 
tasks, but for coordinating others, maintaining continuity, and ensuring 
that work is completed reliably. 

An organization does not need the majority of its participants to become 
leaders in order to function effectively. The objective is not universal 
conversion, but intentional identification of individuals who demonstrate 
readiness for greater responsibility. These individuals should be supported, 
trained, and entrusted with ownership as they progress. 

Leadership development is often misunderstood as a matter of enthusiasm 
or passion. While energy can be helpful, it is not the defining characteristic 
of effective leadership. Leadership is defined by reliability, accountability, 
and a willingness to take responsibility for outcomes and for other people. 
Organizations that prioritize these traits build stronger, more sustainable 
leadership over time. 

  



6 . 3  T H E  VO L U N T E E R  →  A C T I V I S T  →  
L E A D E R  PAT H WAY  

Engagement within local party organizations typically occurs in 
identifiable stages rather than through sudden transitions. Most 
individuals deepen their involvement gradually, as familiarity, confidence, 
and trust are built over time. 

A common progression includes three stages. At the volunteer stage, 
individuals participate once or twice, often in response to a specific 
request or event. As they continue to engage, some move into an activist 
role, characterized by repeated participation and a growing sense of 
commitment. A smaller subset advance into leadership roles, in which 
they recruit, train, or coordinate others and assume responsibility for 
ensuring that work is completed. 

Individuals rarely bypass these stages. Development is driven primarily by 
repeated participation and lived experience rather than by persuasion or 
exhortation. Competence, confidence, and ownership emerge through 
doing the work multiple times in supportive environments. 

The transition from volunteer to leader typically unfolds over months 
rather than weeks and often spans multiple organizing cycles, campaigns, 
or program phases. This timeline reflects the reality that leadership 
capacity is built through sustained practice and trust, not rapid conversion. 

Leadership development should therefore be understood as a long-term 
process. Not all participants will move along this path, and this variation is 
both normal and healthy. Effective organizations design systems that 
support progression for those who are ready while continuing to value and 
retain participants at every level of engagement. 



6 . 4  D E S I G N I N G  A  S T R O N G  F I R S T  
VO L U N T E E R  E X P E R I E N C E  

An individual’s first experience as a volunteer plays a decisive role in 
determining whether they will remain involved in a local party 
organization. Early interactions shape expectations, establish trust, and 
signal how the organization values participation. 

A strong first volunteer experience is intentionally designed. It is 
welcoming and personal, helping new participants feel seen rather than 
interchangeable. The task assigned is clear, with a defined purpose and 
time commitment, reducing uncertainty and anxiety. Basic training or 
orientation is provided so volunteers understand what they are doing and 
why it matters. The work results in a tangible contribution, allowing 
participants to see the impact of their effort. Finally, follow-up is 
scheduled, reinforcing that the organization noticed their participation and 
inviting continued engagement. 

In contrast, a weak first experience often feels disorganized or impersonal. 
Tasks may be unclear or poorly explained, leaving volunteers uncertain 
about expectations. There is no defined next step, and participation goes 
unacknowledged. These signals communicate, intentionally or not, that 
the volunteer’s time and effort are not valued. 

Most people decide whether to return based less on the difficulty of the 
work than on how their initial effort felt. Organizations that invest in 
thoughtful, structured first experiences significantly increase the likelihood 
of sustained participation and long-term involvement. 



6 . 5  F O L L O W - U P  I S  VO L U N T E E R  
R E T E N T I O N  

Follow-up should not be treated as an optional or supplementary task 
within local party organizations. It is a central component of the work 
itself. Without consistent follow-up, participation remains episodic and 
relationships fail to deepen. 

Effective follow-up is timely, intentional, and personal. It begins by 
thanking individuals directly, acknowledging their contribution and 
reinforcing that their effort mattered. Follow-up communications reference 
the specific action taken, demonstrating attention and care rather than 
automation. Each interaction offers one clear and appropriate next step, 
allowing participants to understand how they can continue engaging 
without feeling overwhelmed. To be effective, follow-up should occur 
promptly, typically within 24 to 48 hours of the initial action. 

For example, a message might express appreciation for a volunteer’s help, 
note the impact of their contribution, and invite them to participate again 
at a later date. Another might thank a participant for their time and 
suggest a small, clearly defined opportunity for further involvement. 

Through this process, follow-up transforms momentary interest into 
sustained habit. It is the mechanism by which isolated actions become 
ongoing participation and by which organizations build lasting 
relationships rather than one-time interactions. 



6 . 6  M A K I N G  C L E A R ,  S U S TA I N A B L E  A S K S  

Volunteer burnout is often the result of how requests are structured rather 
than a lack of commitment or capacity. When asks are vague, excessively 
large, too frequent, or disconnected from a clear purpose, volunteers 
experience confusion, pressure, and fatigue. Over time, these patterns 
erode trust and contribute to disengagement. 

Effective requests are intentionally designed to respect both the volunteer 
and the organization’s needs. Strong asks are specific about what is being 
requested and time-bound so participants understand the scope of 
commitment. They are matched to an individual’s level of readiness and 
experience, rather than assuming unlimited availability or capacity. Clear 
communication about expectations allows volunteers to make informed 
decisions and reduces the risk of resentment or burnout. 

The difference between an overwhelming request and a sustainable one is 
often a matter of scale and clarity. Asking someone to “lead the entire 
program” places an undefined and potentially unmanageable burden on a 
volunteer. In contrast, asking them to “coordinate one specific component 
next week” defines a limited, achievable responsibility that can build 
confidence and competence over time. 

Clear, right-sized asks demonstrate respect for volunteers’ time and 
energy. Organizations that consistently make such requests are more likely 
to retain participants, develop leadership capacity, and sustain long-term 
engagement. 



6 . 7  I D E N T I F Y I N G  L E A D E R S H I P  P O T E N T I A L  
( W I T H O U T  B I A S )  

Leadership potential is best identified through consistent behavior rather 
than through visibility, confidence, or familiarity. Individuals who speak 
frequently, have long tenure, or appear highly available are not necessarily 
those best suited for leadership responsibility. 

Observable patterns provide more reliable indicators of readiness for 
leadership. Individuals who may be prepared for greater responsibility 
tend to show up consistently and complete tasks as promised. They ask 
thoughtful questions that reflect an interest in understanding the work 
rather than merely performing it. Others naturally come to trust them, and 
they often take initiative without needing repeated direction or prompting. 

Organizations should be cautious not to equate confidence, assertiveness, 
availability, or personal familiarity with leadership potential. While these 
traits may draw attention, they do not substitute for reliability and follow-
through, which are essential to effective leadership. 

Leadership readiness is not static. It can vary over time and across 
different roles or contexts. A person may be prepared to lead in one area 
while still developing capacity in another. For this reason, leadership 
development should be understood as a process of careful observation and 
intentional invitation. The goal is not to persuade individuals into 
leadership, but to notice demonstrated readiness and extend appropriate 
opportunities for growth and responsibility.. 



6 . 8  S H A R I N G  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y  B E F O R E  
B U R N O U T  H A P P E N S  

Burnout most often occurs when responsibility remains concentrated in 
the hands of a few individuals for extended periods of time. When 
leadership roles are poorly defined or excessively broad, the burden on 
those individuals increases, and organizational sustainability is threatened. 

Burnout can be prevented through intentional distribution of 
responsibility. Assigning clear ownership for specific tasks ensures 
accountability while preventing any one person from carrying the entire 
workload. Breaking leadership roles into smaller, well-defined components 
makes responsibility more manageable and allows more individuals to 
participate meaningfully. Training backups early reduces dependence on 
single points of failure and supports continuity when leaders step away or 
transition out of roles. Equally important is creating a culture in which 
individuals are able to reduce or pause their involvement without guilt, 
stigma, or organizational disruption. 

When no one is prepared to assume a leadership role, the appropriate 
response is not to pressure individuals beyond their capacity, but to reduce 
the scope of work. Sustainable leadership emerges when responsibility is 
aligned with available capacity and support. 

Organizations are particularly vulnerable when only one person 
understands how a critical function operates. Such concentration of 
knowledge creates risk and fragility. Durable organizations intentionally 
share knowledge, document processes, and ensure that leadership and 
operational responsibilities are broadly understood. 



6 . 9  T R A I N I N G  A S  O N G O I N G  
I N F R A S T R U C T U R E  

Training should not be understood as a one-time event or a box to be 
checked. In effective local party organizations, training is a continuous 
process that reinforces skills, builds confidence, and supports 
organizational growth. 

Core trainings—such as canvassing, follow-up, and leadership skill-
building—must be repeated regularly. Repetition allows new participants 
to enter the organization at different points, ensures consistency in 
practice, and provides opportunities for experienced volunteers to refine 
their skills. As roles evolve and responsibilities expand, ongoing training 
helps individuals adapt and remain effective. 

Training serves multiple organizational functions. It increases participant 
confidence by clarifying expectations and reducing uncertainty. It improves 
the quality and consistency of work across teams. Most importantly, it 
makes delegation possible by ensuring that knowledge and skills are 
shared rather than concentrated. 

Through sustained training, organizations can expand their capacity 
without overloading a small number of individuals. In this way, training is 
a primary mechanism by which organizations scale responsibly and 
maintain long-term effectiveness. 



6 .10  M I N I M U M  V I A B L E  L E A D E R S H I P  
S T R U C T U R E  

Effective local party organizations do not require complex hierarchies or 
elaborate chains of command. What they require is clarity. Even simple 
structures can function well when responsibility is clearly defined and 
shared. 

A minimum viable organizational structure includes clear ownership of 
core functions, ensuring that essential tasks are explicitly assigned rather 
than assumed. Critical roles should have at least one backup to prevent 
disruption when individuals become unavailable. Shared documentation is 
also essential, allowing knowledge and processes to remain accessible and 
reducing dependence on any single person. 

In low-capacity organizations, it is common for one individual to hold 
multiple roles. This arrangement is not inherently problematic. 
Organizational fragility arises not from limited headcount, but from 
ambiguity about who is responsible for what and how work is carried out. 
Clarity of roles and shared understanding of processes are therefore more 
important than the number of people involved. 

6 .11  C O M M O N  VO L U N T E E R  S YS T E M  
P R O B L E M S  ( A N D  F I X E S )  

If the same people do everything: reduce scope and share ownership 

If volunteers disappear: improve first experiences and follow-up 

If no one will lead: break leadership into smaller pieces 

If leaders are exhausted: pause growth and stabilize systems 



These are design problems—not motivation problems. 

Retention problems are almost always follow-up problems. 

6 .12  U N D E R S TA N D I N G  VO L U N T E E R  
C A PA C I T Y,  S K I L L S ,  A N D  I N T E R E S T S  

Effective organizations do not assign work based on guesswork or 
assumption. They ask. Matching people to sustainable roles requires 
learning what volunteers and members enjoy doing, what they are good at, 
what they would like to learn, and how much time they realistically have 
available. This process is not an evaluation of worth or commitment; it is a 
form of respect. 

When this information remains informal or is assumed rather than 
discussed, responsibility tends to concentrate among a small group of 
reliable individuals. Others are underutilized or never invited into 
meaningful work. Over time, this pattern increases burnout, limits 
leadership development, and reduces overall organizational capacity. 
Matching people to work they can sustain is therefore a core organizing 
skill. 

Capacity Discovery Is Not a Skills Audit 

This process is intentionally lightweight and relational. It is not a résumé 
review, a test of worthiness, a prerequisite for participation, or a one-time 
survey that is collected and forgotten. Rather, it is an ongoing practice of 
listening, observing, and learning. 



The objective is not to catalog people for its own sake. The objective is to 
make better, more appropriate asks that align with individuals’ interests 
and capacity. 

Why Capacity Matching Matters for Leadership Development 

Leadership does not emerge randomly. It develops when individuals are 
asked to take on work that fits their interests and abilities, when 
responsibilities increase gradually over time, and when strengths and 
curiosity are noticed and supported. Equally important, leadership 
develops when consent is respected and participation is voluntary rather 
than coerced. 

When leaders guess at capacity instead of discovering it, predictable 
problems arise. The most reliable people are asked too often, while quieter 
or newer participants are overlooked. Availability is confused with interest, 
and professional skills are mistaken for readiness to lead within an 
organizing context. These patterns undermine both equity and 
sustainability. 

How Capacity Discovery Occurs in Practice 

Formal systems are not required to begin matching people effectively to 
work. Capacity discovery happens through everyday organizing 
interactions, including follow-up conversations after actions, one-on-one 
check-ins with repeat volunteers, simple questions on sign-up forms, and 
careful attention to who participates and how they engage. 

Useful questions might include asking what someone enjoyed about a 
recent activity, what kind of work they would like more or less of, how 
much time feels realistic at the moment, or whether there is a skill or role 
they would like to learn. These conversations build trust while revealing 
opportunities for deeper and more sustainable engagement. 



Light Documentation and Organizational Memory 

Information only strengthens an organization if it is remembered and 
accessible. This does not require a complex database or formal tracking 
system, but it does require a shared place to note basic information such 
as interests, availability, past participation, and follow-up commitments. 

When this knowledge exists only in one person’s memory, the 
organization remains fragile and dependent on that individual. 
Maintaining organizational memory is not merely an administrative task; it 
is a form of care that supports continuity, equity, and long-term resilience. 

Guardrails: What to Avoid 

Be explicit about avoiding these common mistakes: 

	 Treating one “yes” as permanent consent 

	 Assuming people will self-advocate if overwhelmed 

	 Equating professional expertise with leadership readiness 

	 Asking the same people first because it’s easier 

	 Turning discovery into obligation 

People stay involved longer when they feel seen, not used. 



Using This Information Well 

Capacity discovery should help you: 

• 	 Right-size asks 

• 	 Rotate responsibility 

• 	 Identify emerging leaders 

• 	 Reduce burnout 

• 	 Expand participation 

It should never be used to: 

• 	 Rank people 

• 	 Pressure participation 

• 	 Lock people into roles 

• 	 Substitute for training 

Skills inform asks; training builds capacity. 



Minimum Viable Capacity Discovery 
If you only do one thing from this section: 

Choose one moment this month—after a canvass, meeting, or action—to 
ask active volunteers what they enjoy, what they have time for, and what 
they’d like to try next. Write it down somewhere shared. 

Owner: ____________________ 

By when: __________________ 

Asking is how you find capacity. Listening is how you keep it. 



Write-In Reflection 

Who are three people currently doing more than their share? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Who are two people who might be under-asked? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

What is one ask you could re-match more thoughtfully this cycle? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



Why This Matters Long-Term 

Organizations that take time to understand their people: 

• 	 Develop more leaders 

• 	 Share responsibility earlier 

• 	 Retain volunteers longer 

• 	 Build power without burning out 

This is not extra work. It is how the work becomes survivable. 

Sustainable organizations are built by matching people to work they can 
carry. 



6 .13  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E S  

EXERCISE A: Map Your Volunteer Pathway 

How does someone move from first contact to leadership in your 
organization? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

Where do people most often drop off? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

____________________________________ 

EXERCISE B: Leadership Inventory 

Who currently owns: 

	 Field coordination? __________________ 

	 Follow-up? __________________ 

	 Training? __________________ 



Where is responsibility concentrated? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE C: One Change This Cycle 

What is one change you could make in the next 60 days to improve 
volunteer retention or leadership development? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



If you only do one thing from this section: 
Improve follow-up after volunteer participation. 

Do this: 

	 Name one person responsible for volunteer follow-up 

	 Ensure every volunteer hears back within 48 hours 

	 Offer one small, clear next step 

Owner: ____________________ 

Start date: ________________ 



M E E T I N G S  D O N ’ T  B U I L D  
P O W E R — A C T I O N  D O E S  

Most individuals are not motivated by meetings themselves. They are 
motivated by opportunities to take action, feel useful, connect with others, 
and see tangible results from their efforts. These experiences, rather than 
formal gatherings, are what sustain participation over time. 

Local party organizations often default to meetings because they are 
familiar, predictable, and relatively easy to schedule. While meetings can 
serve important functions, over reliance on them creates a subtle but 
harmful pattern. The organization gradually becomes oriented around 
internal process and discussion rather than outward-facing action and 
impact. Participation begins to feel passive, and engagement declines. 

This section examines when meetings are genuinely useful, when they 
become counterproductive, and how organizations can avoid confusing 
internal coordination with organizing work. Meetings should support 
action, not replace it. 

People do not join organizations primarily to attend meetings. They join in 
order to contribute to work that matters. Effective organizations design 
gatherings—formal or informal—that prioritize meaningful activity, shared 
purpose, and visible progress. 



7.1  W H Y  M E E T I N G S  A R E  A  C O M M O N  
T R A P  

Meetings often feel productive because they provide visible structure, 
concentrate leadership attention, and create the appearance of activity. 
They offer a sense of coordination and progress, particularly for those 
already involved in the organization. 

However, meetings by themselves do not accomplish many of the core 
goals of organizing. They do not persuade voters, expand the 
organization’s base, build relationships beyond existing participants, or 
automatically develop new leaders. Without intentional design and follow-
through, meetings primarily circulate information among the same group 
of people. 

Meetings are not inherently harmful, but they are frequently used as 
substitutes for clearer decision-making, defined ownership, or consistent 
follow-through. When meetings become the primary or default form of 
engagement, organizational growth slows and participant energy 
diminishes. 

An organization whose activities are largely internal will tend to produce 
largely internal impact. Effective organizing requires outward-facing 
action, relationship-building, and accountability beyond the meeting room. 

7. 2  B U S I N E S S  M E E T I N G S  A R E  N E C E S S A RY
— B U T  N O T  G R O W T H  T O O L S  

County and local party business meetings serve specific and necessary 
functions within an organization. Their primary purposes include 



governance, legal and procedural compliance, formal decision-making 
through votes, and fulfillment of required reporting obligations. These 
meetings provide the structure needed to maintain organizational 
legitimacy and accountability. 

However, business meetings are not designed to fulfill broader organizing 
goals. They are not intended to welcome new participants, inspire 
sustained involvement, build momentum, or create an accessible or 
enjoyable entry point for engagement. The formal procedures and 
technical requirements that make business meetings effective for 
governance often make them challenging for newcomers. 

Treating business meetings as tools for recruitment or volunteer 
engagement misunderstands their function and frequently discourages 
participation. When new or prospective volunteers encounter an 
organization primarily through formal business meetings, they may 
perceive the organization as inaccessible, insular, or overly procedural. 
Effective organizations distinguish between spaces designed for 
governance and those designed for action, learning, and relationship-
building.. 

7. 3  OV E R - I N V I T I N G  I S  A  H I D D E N  
O R G A N I Z I N G  FA I L U R E  

A common and costly mistake in local party organizations is the repeated 
practice of inviting an entire email list to attend business meetings, even 
when most recipients have no voting rights, no defined role, and no 
meaningful reason to participate. Rather than increasing engagement, this 
approach conditions recipients to ignore organizational communications 
altogether. 



Over time, indiscriminate invitations contribute to attention fatigue. Open 
rates decline, responsiveness drops when action is genuinely needed, and 
overall mobilization capacity weakens. Leaders may then misinterpret this 
reduced engagement as apathy, when it is more accurately a response to 
irrelevant or excessive messaging. 

Attention is a limited resource. When organizations fail to respect it, they 
diminish their ability to mobilize supporters effectively. Clear targeting 
and purpose-driven communication are essential to maintaining trust, 
responsiveness, and long-term organizational effectiveness.. 

7. 4  E M A I L  I S  A N  O R G A N I Z I N G  A S S E T —
T R E AT  I T  L I K E  O N E  

Email communication is often treated as costless because it is easy to 
send. In practice, however, every email carries a strategic cost. Each 
unnecessary or irrelevant message reduces trust, signals a lack of 
relevance, increases the likelihood of unsubscribes, and makes future 
requests more difficult. 

Organizations that depend on urgency and rapid mobilization at critical 
moments cannot afford to misuse attention during routine operations. 
When supporters receive frequent messages that do not apply to them or 
offer no meaningful opportunity for participation, they learn to disengage. 

Repeatedly sending irrelevant invitations—particularly to formal meetings
—actively undermines an organization’s ability to mobilize when it 
matters most. Attention is finite, and organizations have a limited number 
of opportunities to earn and maintain it. Once that attention is lost, 
rebuilding responsiveness is difficult and time-consuming. 



7. 5  S E G M E N T  YO U R  L I S T — O R  A C C E P T  T H E  
C O N S E Q U E N C E S  

An organization’s database should not be treated as a single, 
undifferentiated audience. Individuals engage with local party 
organizations in different ways and at different levels, and effective 
communication depends on recognizing these distinctions. 

At a minimum, organizations should differentiate among officers and 
committee members, active volunteers, occasional participants, and 
general supporters. Each group has different responsibilities, interests, and 
expectations, and therefore does not require the same information or 
frequency of communication. 

Business meeting notices, in particular, should be directed only to those 
who are required to attend, have a defined role, or have specific business 
to conduct. Sending such notices to individuals who do not fall into these 
categories does not promote inclusion. Instead, it creates unnecessary 
noise and reduces the perceived relevance of organizational 
communications. 

Trust is built by asking the right people to take the right actions. Fatigue is 
created by asking everyone to do everything. Clear audience segmentation 
strengthens engagement, preserves attention, and improves overall 
organizational effectiveness. 

7. 6  W H AT  A C T U A L LY  B R I N G S  P E O P L E  I N  

People are most likely to participate—and to return—when their 
experience meets a small set of consistent conditions. Activities that 
attract and retain participants have a clear purpose, allow individuals to 



contribute immediately, take place in a welcoming environment, feel 
meaningful, and provide a sense of enjoyment or satisfaction. 

These conditions explain why certain organizing formats are consistently 
more effective than others. Canvassing activities tend to grow participation 
because they are action-oriented and clearly connected to outcomes. 
Phonebanks that include food or social elements are more successful 
because they combine productivity with human connection. Trainings 
often outperform meetings because they build skills and confidence rather 
than focusing solely on discussion. Similarly, social events that include a 
concrete action generate more sustained engagement than gatherings 
centered only on conversation. 

People are generally motivated by opportunities to act, to be productive, 
and to feel that their time is well spent. Effective organizations design 
participation around these motivations. When activities are purposeful, 
accessible, and enjoyable, participation becomes self-reinforcing rather 
than dependent on constant persuasion or urgency. 

7. 7  M E E T I N G S  F O R  P E O P L E  W H O  H AT E  
M E E T I N G S  

Certain gatherings can contribute to organizational growth, but only when 
they are intentionally designed for people who are not motivated by 
traditional meetings. Most participants are drawn to gatherings that 
emphasize action, clarity, and connection rather than extended discussion. 

Effective gatherings share several key characteristics. They are time-
limited, with a clear beginning and end. They are organized around a 
specific outcome rather than open-ended conversation. Action is central, 
ensuring that participants contribute to tangible work rather than merely 



exchanging opinions. These gatherings also foster relationships by creating 
space for interaction and collaboration, and they conclude with something 
visibly completed or accomplished. 

Examples of effective gathering formats include canvass launches, skill-
based trainings, planning sprints focused on producing concrete outputs, 
volunteer orientations, and post-action debriefs that include food and 
informal connection. Each of these formats combines purpose, 
productivity, and social engagement. 

If a gathering does not clearly achieve one of these outcomes—producing 
work, building skills, or strengthening relationships—it should be 
reconsidered. Intentional design ensures that gatherings support 
participation rather than draining energy or attention. 

7. 8  R E P L A C E  M E E T I N G S  W I T H  A C T I O N  
W H E N E V E R  P O S S I B L E  

Before scheduling a meeting, organizers should pause to assess whether a 
meeting is truly the most effective format. Many objectives can be achieved 
more efficiently through other means. Key questions to consider include 
whether the matter could be handled asynchronously through written 
communication, addressed through a one-on-one conversation, completed 
while participants are engaged in actual work, or reframed as an action 
rather than a discussion. 

Defaulting to meetings is often a response to uncertainty rather than a 
reflection of genuine necessity. When roles, decisions, or next steps are 
unclear, discussion can feel safer than action. However, extended 
deliberation rarely produces clarity on its own. 



Action often generates clarity more quickly than discussion. By doing the 
work, organizations surface practical constraints, identify decision points, 
and create momentum. Meetings should therefore be used selectively and 
purposefully, in service of action rather than as a substitute for it.. 

7. 9  M I N I M U M  V I A B L E  G AT H E R I N G  
D I S C I P L I N E  

If you only do one thing from this section: 

	 	 Audit your recurring meetings and meeting-related emails. 

Choose one to: 

• 	 cancel 

• 	 restrict to the people who actually need to attend 

• 	 replace with an action 

• 	 or redesign around doing something together 

Then observe the impact on energy and participation. 

Owner: ____________________ 

Decision date: _____________ 

Canceling one unnecessary meeting often improves engagement 
immediately. 



7.10  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E :  W H AT  T O  S T O P  
I N V I T I N G  P E O P L E  T O  

List your recurring meetings. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Which one is most likely to turn people off? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Who actually needs to attend? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

What could replace it with action or shared work? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



S U B T R A C T I O N  I S  S T R AT E GY  
Every local party organization makes strategic choices, whether 
intentionally or by default. Decisions are not only reflected in what an 
organization chooses to do, but also in what it continues doing without 
evaluation. 

When organizational capacity is limited and no activities are explicitly 
discontinued, priorities are determined by exhaustion, urgency, and habit. 
This dynamic leads to predictable outcomes: burnout among leaders and 
volunteers, fragmented effort, and organizations that are continually busy 
but fail to build meaningful or lasting power. 

This section outlines how organizations can intentionally decide which 
activities to stop in order to focus resources, improve follow-through, and 
strengthen long-term effectiveness. Choosing what not to do is a core 
leadership responsibility. 

If an organization does not deliberately decide what to stop, its capacity 
will make that decision instead—often in ways that are inefficient, 
inequitable, and unsustainable. 

8 .1  W H Y  S U B T R A C T I O N  I S  N E C E S S A RY  

Most local party organizations do not struggle because they selected the 
wrong activities. They struggle because they failed to stop doing activities 
that were no longer aligned with their goals or capacity. 

Over time, organizations tend to accumulate legacy programs, annual 
traditions, standing meetings, and obligations that persist largely because 
no one remembers making the original decision to continue them. 



Activities justified by “we’ve always done this” often remain unexamined, 
even as organizational conditions change. 

Each ongoing activity consumes finite resources, including time, attention, 
emotional energy, and leadership bandwidth. Even initiatives that were 
once effective can become counterproductive when they crowd out more 
strategic work or overwhelm available capacity. 

Organizational capacity is not unlimited. Every affirmative decision 
implicitly requires multiple trade-offs. Recognizing that every “yes” 
contains several “no’s” is essential to maintaining focus, sustainability, and 
long-term effectiveness. 

8 . 2  S U B T R A C T I O N  I S  N O T  G I V I N G  U P  

Discontinuing an activity is often misunderstood as a sign of failure or 
retreat. In reality, choosing to stop doing something does not imply that 
the work was pointless, that the people involved were unsuccessful, that 
the organization is in decline, or that its values have changed. 

Rather, stopping an activity reflects a recognition that conditions have 
changed, organizational capacity has shifted, priorities have become 
clearer, and greater discipline is being applied to how resources are used. It 
is a strategic decision grounded in assessment, not an emotional judgment 
of past efforts. 

Subtraction should be understood as a form of alignment. By letting go of 
activities that no longer serve current goals or capacity, organizations 
create space for more effective and sustainable work. Organizations that 
endure over time are those that are willing to reassess, adapt, and release 
what no longer fits.. 



8 . 3  W H Y  S T O P P I N G  F E E L S  H A R D  

Decisions to discontinue activities often provoke anxiety within 
organizations. Common fears include concerns that volunteers will 
disengage, individuals will be upset, visibility will decline, programs will 
never be restarted, or the decision will be perceived as failure. These 
concerns are understandable, particularly in volunteer-driven organizations 
where relationships and goodwill matter deeply. 

In practice, however, these fears are frequently exaggerated. Most 
participants prefer a smaller number of well-run, purposeful efforts over a 
larger number of poorly supported or inconsistent activities. Clear focus 
and intentional prioritization tend to increase organizational credibility 
rather than diminish it. Over time, discontinuing work that is poorly 
aligned with capacity or goals often builds trust, as participants experience 
greater follow-through and reliability. 

Disorganization and overextension erode confidence more quickly than 
clarity or restraint. Organizations that communicate decisions 
transparently and act with discipline are more likely to maintain trust and 
sustain engagement than those that attempt to do everything at once. 

8 . 4  T H E  C O R E  T E S T :  D O E S  T H I S  B U I L D  
P O W E R ?  

Every organizational activity should be evaluated against a single guiding 
question: Does this activity clearly support the change the organization 
seeks to achieve? When the connection between an activity and the 
desired outcome is unclear or indirect, that activity should be considered a 
candidate for discontinuation. 



Certain types of activities frequently fail this test. These include events 
that do not include follow-up, meetings that do not result in decisions or 
assigned ownership, communications that lack a clear persuasion or 
engagement goal, fundraisers that are disconnected from a broader donor 
development strategy, and traditions that continue primarily out of habit 
or obligation. 

Good intentions alone do not make an activity strategic. Effectiveness 
depends on alignment between effort and outcome. Organizations that 
consistently apply this standard are better able to focus their resources, 
strengthen follow-through, and build durable power over time. 



8 . 5  A  S I M P L E  S U B T R A C T I O N  F R A M E W O R K  

Use this three-part test for every ongoing activity. 

1. Alignment 

Does this directly support our current change and target? 

☐ Yes  ☐ Somewhat  ☐ No 

2. Capacity 

Do we have the capacity to do this well, including follow-up? 

☐ Yes  ☐ Barely  ☐ No 

3. Opportunity Cost 

What are we not doing because we are doing this? 

  

If an activity fails two or more of these tests, it should be stopped, paused, 
or reduced. 



8 . 6  S T O P P I N G  W I T H O U T  C R E AT I N G  
DA M A G E  

The manner in which an organization discontinues an activity is as 
important as the decision to stop the activity itself. Clear, respectful 
endings protect relationships, preserve trust, and reinforce organizational 
credibility. 

Effective practices for ending activities include explaining the reason for 
the decision in straightforward terms and linking it to organizational 
focus, capacity, or long-term sustainability. It is essential to acknowledge 
and thank those who contributed their time and effort, affirming the value 
of their work. Organizations should clearly state whether the decision 
represents a temporary pause or a permanent conclusion, and, when 
appropriate, invite participants to engage in higher-impact or better-
supported work. 

Organizations should avoid ending activities through silence or neglect, as 
this creates confusion and erodes trust. Blame, defensiveness, or 
prolonged “re-evaluation” without resolution can damage relationships 
and undermine confidence in leadership. Similarly, promising to restart 
activities without realistic capacity sets false expectations and increases 
future frustration. 

Clear and intentional endings demonstrate respect for participants and 
help ensure that organizational transitions strengthen rather than weaken 
long-term engagement. 



8 . 7  W H AT  T O  P R O T E C T  W H I L E  
S U B T R A C T I N G  

When organizations reduce activities or capacity, certain functions should 
never be eliminated. Follow-up with participants, maintenance of core 
relationships, ongoing learning and reflection, basic communications, and 
preservation of institutional memory are foundational to organizational 
health. Removing these elements undermines trust, continuity, and long-
term effectiveness. 

In situations where reductions must be significant, priority should be 
given to protecting field follow-up, volunteer care, and consistency in 
persuasive messaging. These functions sustain relationships, maintain 
engagement, and ensure that organizing efforts continue to build influence 
over time. 

Other activities may be adjusted, paused, or discontinued as necessary. 
However, the preservation of relational work and organizational memory is 
essential. These elements form the infrastructure that allows organizations 
to recover, adapt, and rebuild capacity when conditions improve. 

8 . 8  S U B T R A C T I O N  I S  O N G O I N G ,  N O T  
O N E - T I M E  

Subtraction should not be understood as a purge or a reaction to crisis. It 
is a regular discipline that supports organizational health and strategic 
clarity. 

Healthy organizations routinely revisit their commitments at the end of 
each cycle or organizing period. They anticipate the need to pause, modify, 



or end activities as conditions evolve. Change is normalized rather than 
treated as a failure, and the scope of work is adjusted in response to shifts 
in capacity, leadership, and external circumstances. 

Strategy is not a one-time decision. It is an ongoing practice that requires 
continual maintenance, reflection, and adjustment. Organizations that 
regularly reassess what they are doing—and what they are no longer doing
—are better positioned to sustain focus, adapt to change, and build long-
term power.. 

 

If you only do one thing from this section: 
Choose one ongoing activity that does not clearly support your current 
change and pause it for this cycle. 

Do this: 

	 Name the activity 

	 Name why it is being paused 

	 Communicate the decision 

	 Reallocate that capacity intentionally 

Owner: ____________________ 

Decision date: _____________ 

Stopping one thing creates room for everything else to work better. 



8 .11  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E :  YO U R  S T O P  
L I S T  

List all ongoing activities your organization is currently running. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Circle: 

	 One activity to stop 

	 One activity to pause 

	 One activity to reduce in scope 

Why these? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

What capacity does this free up? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



C O M M U N I C AT I O N S ,  DATA ,  
A N D  T H E  S U P P O R T E R  

J O U R N E Y  
Fieldwork creates contact, but communications shape understanding. In 
local party organizations, these functions are complementary rather than 
interchangeable. While fieldwork initiates relationships and gathers 
information, communications provide the ongoing context through which 
people interpret issues, actions, and the organization itself. 

For local party organizations, communications should not be understood 
primarily as reminders, newsletters, or event promotion. Instead, they 
function as a long-term persuasion effort designed to gradually influence 
how people understand public issues, perceive the organization, and define 
their own relationship to it. This process unfolds over time through 
consistent messaging rather than through isolated appeals. 

Unlike campaigns with fixed endpoints, local party organizations operate 
without a defined end date. As a result, persuasion cannot depend solely 
on urgency or short-term mobilization. It must be built through repetition, 
consistency, and intentional framing that accumulates influence over 
months and years. 

Through sustained communication, local parties shape what feels normal, 
credible, and expected within their communities. Communications are 
therefore not a peripheral activity, but a core mechanism by which local 
organizations build understanding, reinforce identity, and maintain long-
term persuasive capacity.. 



9 .1  C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  A S  S T R AT E G I C  
P E R S U A S I O N  

Many local party organizations approach communications reactively. 
Messages are sent in response to events, declining turnout, or immediate 
fundraising needs. While this approach may address short-term gaps, it 
does not build sustained understanding or long-term engagement. 

Campaign-oriented local parties treat communications as a planned 
persuasion effort rather than a series of ad hoc responses. Messaging is 
intentional, sequenced, and designed to accumulate influence over time 
rather than to resolve isolated problems. 

From an organizing perspective, the central communications question is 
not “What should we send this week?” but rather “What do we want 
people to understand more clearly six months from now, and how will we 
reinforce that understanding consistently over time?” This framing shifts 
communications from reactive output to strategic input. 

Adopting this approach is foundational to building durable influence. 
Planned persuasion allows organizations to shape expectations, reinforce 
identity, and align messaging with long-term goals rather than being 
driven by short-term urgency. 

9 . 2  S C H E D U L E D  P E R S U A S I O N  
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  

Scheduled persuasion communications are planned, intentional messages 
delivered on a predictable schedule—through email, postal mail, or other 
channels—designed to gradually shape how people think, feel, and 



understand their relationship to the organization. An example of this 
approach is a weekly message sent every Sunday outlining opportunities to 
engage in the coming week, framed as an ongoing invitation rather than an 
urgent call to action. 

These communications function as a persuasion campaign, not a 
mobilization tactic. Their purpose is not to trigger immediate behavior, but 
to reinforce understanding, normalize participation, and build familiarity 
over time. 

Scheduled persuasion communications share several defining 
characteristics. They are planned in advance rather than sent reactively. 
They are delivered on a consistent and predictable schedule, allowing 
recipients to come to expect them. Messages are repeated over time, often 
without urgency, and are designed to accumulate influence rather than 
generate instant response. 

A single communication rarely produces meaningful change. Behavior 
shifts as a result of patterns, not isolated messages. Scheduled persuasion 
works because repeated exposure builds familiarity, and familiarity shapes 
perception. Over time, consistent messaging influences what feels normal, 
credible, and expected, strengthening long-term engagement and 
alignment with the organization. 

9 . 3  W H AT  S C H E D U L E D  P E R S U A S I O N  
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  A R E  ( A N D  A R E  N O T )  

Scheduled persuasion communications are defined by repetition with 
purpose. Rather than attempting to convince through argument, they 
emphasize framing, shaping how issues, participation, and organizational 
identity are understood. Over time, these communications reinforce a 



consistent narrative and contribute to the gradual formation of shared 
identity between the organization and its audience. 

This approach contrasts sharply with common but ineffective practices. 
Scheduled persuasion communications are not email blasts, constant 
requests for action, or messages limited to event reminders. They are also 
not designed to provoke immediate responses or urgency-driven behavior. 

A persuasion campaign succeeds not because a single message “works,” 
but because the message becomes familiar. Repeated, consistent 
communication changes perception by establishing norms and 
expectations over time, making engagement with the organization feel 
natural and ongoing rather than episodic or transactional. 

9 . 4  C H A N N E L S :  E M A I L ,  U S P S ,  A N D  
R E P E T I T I O N  

Scheduled persuasion communications can be delivered through a variety 
of channels, including email, postal mail, periodically distributed printed 
materials, and limited, intentional text outreach. While each channel has 
distinct strengths, the specific medium is less important than consistency 
and intentional use over time. 

Different communication channels reinforce one another when used 
strategically. Postal mail conveys seriousness, legitimacy, and a sense of 
permanence. Email supports continuity through regular contact and low 
barriers to distribution. Repetition across multiple channels increases 
recall and strengthens message retention. 

Familiarity functions as a form of credibility. When individuals encounter 
consistent messages across time and platforms, the organization becomes 



more recognizable, trustworthy, and authoritative. Effective scheduled 
persuasion relies on this cumulative effect rather than on any single 
message or channel. 

9 . 5  S C H E D U L E D  P E R S U A S I O N  
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  A N D  I D E N T I T Y  
C H A N G E  

Long-term organizational power is built when individuals move from 
passive agreement to personal identification. The critical shift is from 
thinking “I agree with this” to believing “This is part of who I am.” This 
transition reflects a change in identity, not simply opinion. 

Scheduled persuasion communications play a central role in facilitating 
this shift. Through consistent repetition of shared values, reinforcement of 
belonging, and normalization of participation, these communications help 
individuals internalize their relationship to the organization. Over time, 
involvement is framed not as an occasional choice, but as an expected and 
meaningful part of one’s identity. 

This process explains how supporters become activists, activists assume 
leadership roles, and irregular or one-time donors evolve into sustaining 
contributors. Each transition is driven less by a single appeal than by 
accumulated reinforcement over time. 

Identity change occurs gradually and requires repetition. Scheduled 
persuasion provides the steady, long-term communication necessary to 
support this evolution and to build durable organizational commitment. 

  



9 . 6  C A D E N C E  A N D  S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y  

Effective communication is not defined by frequency alone. More 
communication does not necessarily produce better outcomes. 
Predictability and consistency are far more important than volume. 

For many local party organizations, a reasonable baseline is one scheduled 
communication every two to three weeks, supplemented by additional 
messages only when they are layered intentionally rather than sent 
reactively. This approach allows organizations to maintain presence and 
reinforce messaging without overwhelming their audience. 

Organizations with limited capacity should begin with a smaller 
communication cadence and prioritize maintaining it reliably. An 
infrequent but consistent schedule builds trust and familiarity more 
effectively than bursts of high-volume messaging followed by silence. 

Consistency strengthens recognition, credibility, and engagement over 
time. Volume without intention erodes attention, while predictable 
communication sustains long-term influence. 

9 . 7  T H E  S U P P O R T E R  J O U R N E Y :  
D E F I N I T I O N  A N D  F U N C T I O N  

A supporter journey is the intentional sequence through which an 
individual moves from initial contact with an organization to deeper and 
more sustained participation. 

It is not a funnel, a script, or a personality-based classification system. 
Rather, it is a set of organizational decisions governing how individuals are 
invited into work, supported in participation, and developed over time. 



All organizations have a supporter journey, whether it is explicitly 
designed or not. When left undesigned, the journey is typically 
inconsistent, dependent on individual leaders, and prone to producing 
burnout and disengagement. 

9 . 8  P U R P O S E  A N D  S C O P E  O F  T H E  
S U P P O R T E R  J O U R N E Y  

The supporter journey functions as: 

• 	A shared framework for understanding how engagement 
typically deepens 

• 	A map of common transition points rather than a rigid or 
prescriptive path 

• 	An alignment mechanism across fieldwork, communications, 
leadership development, and fundraising 

• 	A system for converting one-time actions into ongoing 
relationships 

At its core, the supporter journey answers a single operational question: 

When an individual engages once, what occurs next, and who is 
responsible for carrying that engagement forward? 



9 . 9  W H AT  T H E  S U P P O R T E R  J O U R N E Y  I S  
N O T  

The supporter journey should not be conceptualized as a persuasion 
funnel, a uniform linear progression, or a system through which all 
individuals are expected to advance in the same manner. It is not a 
segmentation or categorization exercise, nor is it a compilation of tactics, 
scripts, or messaging sequences. The existence of a supporter journey does 
not constitute a promise of advancement, leadership opportunity, or 
increased responsibility. 

Patterns of engagement vary across individuals and over time. 
Participation may deepen, stabilize, pause, decrease, or resume in response 
to changing personal circumstances. The function of the supporter journey 
is to support informed choice, sustainable participation, and appropriate 
organizational response. It is not designed to compel advancement, 
standardize engagement trajectories, or maximize extraction of time, labor, 
or resources. 

9 .10  F U N C T I O N A L  S TA G E S  O F  A  
S U P P O R T E R  J O U R N E Y  

While implementation varies by organization, effective supporter journeys 
generally include the following functional stages: 

1. 	First Contact 
An initial interaction with the organization. 
Examples include a canvassing conversation, event attendance, 
sign-up, donation, or referral. 

2. 	Recognition and Follow-Up 
The organization acknowledges the interaction in a timely and 



appropriate manner, reinforcing that the individual is 
recognized rather than processed. 

3. 	Low-Barrier Engagement 
Accessible opportunities for continued participation that 
emphasize familiarity and confidence rather than output or 
responsibility. 

4. 	Relationship Building 
The beginning of two-way communication in which interests, 
motivations, and constraints are learned and recorded. 

5. 	Contribution 
The individual contributes time, skills, financial resources, or 
influence in ways aligned with their expressed capacity. 

6. 	Development 
Growth in confidence, skill, or responsibility. Leadership is 
offered through invitation rather than assumption. 

7. 	Sustained Belonging 
Participation becomes normalized and durable, with the 
organization adapting expectations as life circumstances 
change. 

These stages describe organizational posture and responsibility, not the 
value, commitment, or worth of any individual supporter. 



9 .11  T H E  S U P P O R T E R  J O U R N E Y  A S  A  
S YS T E M  

The supporter journey operates as an integrated system rather than a 
discrete program or standalone initiative. Its effectiveness depends on 
several organizational conditions: the establishment of clear expectations 
that follow-up will occur; the explicit assignment of responsibility for 
follow-up actions and engagement transitions; reliable information flow 
among field operations, communications, fundraising, and leadership 
development functions; and the use of capacity discovery processes to 
ensure that requests and opportunities are appropriately matched to 
individual capacity. Advancement within the journey must be invitational 
rather than extractive, emphasizing consent and sustainability over output. 

In the absence of these conditions, disengagement is rarely the result of 
deliberate withdrawal by supporters. More commonly, it reflects a failure 
of the organization to carry engagement forward through consistent 
systems and assigned responsibility. 

9 .12  I M P L I C AT I O N S  F O R  C A PA C I T Y  A N D  
S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y  

In the absence of a clearly defined supporter journey, several predictable 
organizational patterns emerge. Responsibility for engagement 
concentrates on a small number of individuals, resulting in repeated and 
often misaligned requests. New supporters frequently plateau after initial 
participation due to the lack of structured follow-up and development 
pathways. Leaders rely on personal memory and informal relationships 
rather than shared systems to manage engagement, and burnout arises as 



a structural consequence of organizational design rather than as an 
individual shortcoming. 

By contrast, when a supporter journey is explicitly defined and consistently 
practiced, organizational capacity is distributed more equitably and 
sustainably. Requests and opportunities are better aligned with individual 
capacity and expressed interest. Engagement compounds over time rather 
than restarting each cycle, enabling intentional and repeatable leadership 
development. Fundraising activity emerges from ongoing participation and 
a sense of belonging rather than from episodic urgency. 

The supporter journey is the mechanism through which organizing shifts 
from episodic activity to cumulative, long-term power building. 

9 .13  DATA  A S  M E M O RY  F O R  P E R S U A S I O N  

Data plays a supporting role in persuasion by preserving organizational 
memory. Its primary function is not accumulation, but recall. At a 
minimum, data systems should enable an organization to remember who 
has been communicated with, which frames or messages they have 
encountered, when they last received communication, and how they have 
engaged in the past. 

This information allows communications to be sequenced, contextual, and 
respectful of prior interaction. Without it, messaging becomes repetitive in 
the wrong ways or disconnected from individuals’ actual experiences with 
the organization. 

Data collection should be disciplined and purposeful. If a data point does 
not influence how future communication is framed, timed, or targeted, it 
should not be collected. Data is only valuable insofar as it informs and 
improves future persuasion efforts. 



9 .14  I N T E G R AT I O N  W I T H  F I E L D ,  
VO L U N T E E R S ,  A N D  F U N D R A I S I N G  

Scheduled persuasion communications are most effective when they 
reinforce, rather than replace, direct contact. They function best as part of 
an integrated system in which fieldwork, volunteer engagement, and 
communications inform and strengthen one another. 

This integration occurs when insights from field conversations shape 
messaging themes, volunteer participation influences the organization’s 
narrative, and fundraising requests are introduced only after sustained 
persuasive communication has established context and trust. In this way, 
communications reflect lived organizing experience rather than operating 
in isolation. 

A simple integration loop illustrates this relationship. Fieldwork surfaces 
concerns, questions, and priorities through direct contact. 
Communications then reinforce consistent frames that address those 
concerns. Repetition builds familiarity and shared understanding over 
time. As a result, requests for action or support feel natural and expected 
rather than abrupt or intrusive. 

Persuasion and organizing are not separate systems. They are 
interdependent functions that, when aligned, create cumulative influence 
and strengthen long-term organizational power. 



9 .15  O W N E R S H I P  A N D  D I S C I P L I N E  

Persuasion efforts often fail not through visible mistakes, but through 
quiet neglect when responsibility is unclear. Without explicit ownership, 
communication becomes inconsistent, reactive, or absent altogether. 

Effective organizations clearly define responsibility for their persuasion 
work. This includes identifying who plans the persuasion calendar, who is 
responsible for approving framing and messaging, who ensures 
consistency across communications, and how frequently messages and 
strategies are reviewed. Clarity in these areas prevents drift and maintains 
alignment over time. 

Ownership does not require that one individual write every message. 
Rather, it requires accountability for ensuring that a coherent persuasion 
campaign exists and is sustained. When responsibility for persuasion is 
diffuse or undefined, the work is unlikely to occur. Clear ownership is 
therefore essential to maintaining long-term persuasive capacity. 



9 .16  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E S  

EXERCISE A: Define the Frame You Are Reinforcing 

What idea, value, or identity should people associate with your 

organization six months from now?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

What messages reinforce that frame? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE B: Scheduled persuasion Planning 

How often will you send scheduled persuasion communications? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Which channels will you use? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



 Who owns this plan? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE C: Stop Doing 

List one reactive or one-off communication you will stop sending. 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Why? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



Minimum Viable Implementation: Communications & Persuasion 
If you only do one thing from this section: 

Schedule one recurring communication designed to reinforce a single 
frame. 

Do this: 

	 Choose one idea or value you want people to associate with your 
organization 

	 Schedule a monthly email or mail piece reinforcing that frame 

	 Remove reactive messages that dilute it 

Owner: ____________________ 

First send date: ___________ 

Persuasion works through repetition, not urgency. 



F R A M I N G  &  N A R R AT I V E  
D I S C I P L I N E  

People rarely change their beliefs because they encounter a single, well-
crafted sentence. Meaningful change occurs when ideas become familiar, 
credible, and connected to personal identity through sustained 
reinforcement. 

This section is not concerned with slogans, talking points, or rapid 
reactions to the news cycle. Instead, it focuses on discipline: the 
intentional choice of which ideas an organization will consistently 
reinforce over time, and which it will deliberately set aside. 

Organizational power grows through repetition and focus. When messages 
are repeated consistently, they gain strength and clarity. When too many 
ideas are advanced simultaneously, confusion increases and influence 
weakens. Effective persuasion depends not only on what is said, but on 
what is intentionally left unsaid. 

10 .1  W H Y  “ M E S S A G I N G ”  FA I L S  ( A N D  
F R A M I N G  W O R K S )  

Many local party organizations struggle with what they describe as 
“messaging” because they treat language as reactive, tactical, individual, 
and temporary. Communication is often shaped by immediate events, 
personal preference, or short-term needs rather than by a coherent long-
term strategy. 



This approach produces predictable challenges. Messages are constantly 
rewritten, internal disagreements spill into public communication, tone 
varies across channels, canvassers and leaders improvise language 
independently, and significant effort is expended without producing 
meaningful persuasion. The result is exhaustion without cumulative 
impact. 

Framing represents a different approach. A frame is the core idea or 
understanding that the organization wants people to carry with them after 
a conversation, message, or interaction ends. While messaging focuses on 
the question, “What do we say?”, framing asks the more strategic 
question, “What do we want people to understand?” 

By prioritizing framing over reactive messaging, organizations create 
consistency, reduce internal friction, and allow communication efforts to 
build upon one another over time. 

10 . 2  F R A M I N G  C O M E S  F R O M  T H E  
C H A N G E  YO U  S E E K  

Frames should not be selected based on clever wording, internal 
preference, or superficial consensus. They must be derived directly from 
the specific change the organization seeks to achieve, as defined in its 
strategic objectives. 

Effective framing begins with disciplined inquiry. Organizations should ask 
which beliefs must become more widespread for the desired change to 
occur, what attitudes or behaviors should feel more normal within the 
community over a defined period of time, and what actions or 
commitments should come to be expected of people who identify with the 
organization. 



If these questions cannot be answered clearly, framing work should not 
proceed. Without a clear strategic foundation, frames lack direction and 
coherence. Framing that is disconnected from strategy does not persuade; 
it produces noise and confusion. 

10 . 3  F E W E R  F R A M E S ,  B E T T E R  F R A M E S  

Many organizations undermine their own communication efforts by 
attempting to accomplish too much with language. They try to address 
every issue, respond to every headline, and satisfy every internal concern 
simultaneously. This approach fragments messaging and prevents any 
single idea from being reinforced effectively. 

As a general rule, organizations should limit themselves to one primary 
frame per organizing cycle, with at most one secondary frame. This 
discipline ensures that communication remains focused and that key ideas 
are repeated often enough to become familiar. 

When everything is treated as equally important, nothing is reinforced. 
Persuasion depends on repetition. Repetition builds familiarity, and 
familiarity in turn creates credibility. 

10 . 4  W H AT  D I S C I P L I N E  L O O K S  L I K E  I N  
P R A C T I C E  

Framing discipline requires that all parts of the organization reinforce the 
same core idea. Canvassers, email communications, organizational leaders, 
and fundraising efforts should consistently reflect a shared frame. 



Language should be recognizable across time and channels, allowing 
individuals to encounter the same underlying idea repeatedly. New 
information and events are interpreted through this frame rather than 
treated as separate or competing messages, and not every issue is given 
equal emphasis. 

Framing discipline also involves restraint. Organizations must resist the 
impulse to sound clever, engage in public debate, respond immediately to 
every development, or prioritize winning arguments over shaping long-
term understanding. These impulses often disrupt consistency and dilute 
persuasive impact. 

Consistency is more effective than novelty. Repeated, coherent framing 
builds familiarity and trust, enabling persuasion to accumulate over time 
rather than being dissipated by constant variation. 

10 . 5  W H AT  T O  S AY  N O  T O  ( E X P L I C I T LY )  

Maintaining framing discipline requires intentional subtraction. 
Organizations must deliberately avoid actions and language that weaken or 
contradict their long-term persuasive goals. This includes refraining from 
reactive statements that dilute the core frame, preventing internal 
disagreements from being aired externally, and avoiding language that 
conflicts with the organization’s established narrative. Issue sprawl—
addressing too many topics without sufficient capacity—also undermines 
coherence and effectiveness. 

Strategic restraint is an essential component of disciplined framing. 
Choosing not to respond to every development or provocation is often a 
deliberate and strategic decision. In many cases, silence reflects clarity of 
purpose rather than avoidance. 



By limiting what is said and when it is said, organizations protect the 
integrity of their framing and allow key ideas to be reinforced consistently 
over time. 

10 . 6  A L I G N M E N T  A C R O S S  T H E  
O R G A N I Z AT I O N  

Framing efforts break down when individuals improvise independently 
without a shared understanding of the underlying idea. Without 
coordination, language drifts, messages fragment, and persuasive impact is 
weakened. 

To maintain alignment, organizations must clearly share the chosen frame 
internally and explain why it matters to the overall strategy. Participants 
should be encouraged to adapt language to their own voice and context 
while preserving the core idea. When drift occurs, it should be addressed 
through gentle correction and clarification rather than confrontation. 

This approach is not a form of censorship. It is coordination. Effective 
persuasion depends on shared understanding more than on perfect 
wording. When people understand the idea they are reinforcing, 
consistency emerges naturally across conversations, communications, and 
contexts. 

10 . 7  F R A M I N G  A N D  C A N VA S S I N G  

In canvassing, a frame functions as a guide for listening rather than a tool 
for lecturing. Effective conversations are centered on the lived experiences 



of the person being engaged, with the frame helping canvassers recognize 
which ideas to reinforce rather than what arguments to deliver. 

The purpose of framing in canvassing is not to impose language or recite 
talking points, but to provide clarity about what the organization is trying 
to advance through the conversation. This clarity allows canvassers to 
respond authentically while remaining aligned with broader persuasive 
goals. 

Canvassers do not require rigid scripts to be effective. They require a clear 
understanding of what matters, so they can listen carefully, connect 
experiences to shared ideas, and reinforce the intended frame in a natural 
and respectful way. 

10 . 8  F R A M I N G  A N D  C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  

In organizational communications, frames are reinforced through 
intentional repetition. Scheduled persuasion communications consistently 
return to the same core idea, using different stories, examples, or contexts 
to illustrate it. While the surface content may vary, each message points 
back to the same underlying frame. 

Repetition in this context is deliberate rather than accidental. It is a 
strategic choice designed to build familiarity and understanding over time. 
If communications begin to feel stale to those creating them, this is often a 
sign of impatience rather than ineffective framing. 

Organizations typically repeat their core ideas far less than they believe 
they do. From the audience’s perspective, consistent reinforcement is 
necessary for ideas to become recognizable, credible, and internalized. 



10 . 9  F R A M I N G  A N D  F U N D R A I S I N G  

In fundraising, frames provide the context that explains why the work 
exists and why support matters. When framing is consistent and 
sustained, fundraising requests feel natural rather than abrupt because the 
underlying story is already familiar to the audience. 

Effective fundraising relies less on urgency and more on identity 
reinforcement. Giving becomes an expression of shared values and 
belonging rather than a reaction to pressure or crisis. Donors understand 
how their contribution fits into a larger, ongoing effort. 

When fundraising appeals feel uncomfortable, forced, or sudden, it is often 
a sign that framing has not yet done sufficient work. Sustained persuasion 
lays the groundwork that allows financial support to emerge as a logical 
and meaningful next step rather than an isolated transaction. 

10 .10  C O M M O N  F R A M I N G  FA I L U R E S  
( A N D  F I X E S )  

	 If language feels inconsistent: reduce the number of frames 

	 If people argue internally: return to the change you seek 

	 If messages feel reactive: slow down and restate priorities 

	 If repetition feels awkward: trust that persuasion takes time 

	 If nothing sticks: you are likely reinforcing too many ideas 

These are discipline problems—not creativity problems. 



If you only do one thing from this section: 
Choose one idea your organization will reinforce consistently this cycle. 

Do this: 

• 	 Write it in plain language 

• 	 Share it internally 

• 	 Use it to guide canvassing, communications, and fundraising 

• 	 Say no to things that dilute it 

Owner: ____________________ 

Frame review date: _________ 



10 .12  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E :  YO U R  F R A M E  

What idea do you want people to associate with your organization six 
months from now? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

Why does this idea support the change you seek? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

What topics or frames are out of scope this cycle? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



P E R S U A S I O N  V S .  
V I S I B I L I T Y  

Many local party organizations invest significant time and energy in 
communication efforts. However, activity alone does not guarantee 
persuasion. A common and costly misunderstanding is the assumption 
that all communication influences voter beliefs or behavior, when in reality 
many activities primarily reach individuals who already agree with the 
organization’s positions. 

This distinction is critical. The presence of frequent messaging, meetings, 
or internal discussion does not necessarily translate into increased 
influence or expanded support. This observation is not a critique of effort 
or commitment. Rather, it is an attempt to redirect effort toward strategies 
that genuinely build long-term power. 

Being heard within an organization or among like-minded audiences is not 
the same as persuading new people or deepening understanding among 
the broader community. Effective persuasion requires intentional design, 
disciplined framing, and sustained focus beyond internal affirmation. 

11 .1  W H AT  P E R S U A S I O N  A C T U A L LY  
R E Q U I R E S  

Persuasion should not be understood as a single message or isolated 
communication. It is a process that unfolds over time through repeated 
interaction and relationship-building. 



At a minimum, effective persuasion requires direct or relational contact, 
sustained repetition, active listening rather than one-sided assertion, and 
follow-up with the same individuals. These elements work together to 
build trust, familiarity, and understanding. 

Activities that do not plausibly create repeated contact with the same 
people over time are unlikely to produce meaningful changes in beliefs or 
behavior. Exposure alone is insufficient. Persuasion occurs through 
ongoing relationships and consistent reinforcement, not through one-time 
encounters or standalone messages. 

11 . 2  E X P R E S S I O N ,  V I S I B I L I T Y ,  A N D  
P E R S U A S I O N  A R E  N O T  T H E  S A M E  

Many organizational activities are valuable, but they serve different 
purposes. Clarity about these purposes is essential to effective strategy and 
resource allocation. 

It is useful to distinguish among four common functions of activity. 
Expression involves sharing values, opinions, or identity. Visibility focuses 
on being seen or recognized within a community. Engagement emphasizes 
participation in community life and relationships. Persuasion is the 
process of changing understanding or behavior over time. 

Confusion and wasted effort arise when these functions are treated as 
interchangeable. Activities designed for expression or visibility are often 
assumed to persuade, even when they are not structured to do so. While 
expression and visibility can support persuasion by creating context and 
recognition, they do not substitute for the sustained, relational work 
required to change beliefs or behavior. 



Effective organizations intentionally align activities with their intended 
function and avoid expecting one type of activity to accomplish goals it 
was not designed to achieve. 

11 . 3  W H Y  S O C I A L  M E D I A  I S  U S U A L LY  
I N T E R N A L  C O M M U N I C AT I O N  

Social media platforms are powerful tools, but their role in local party 
organizing is often misunderstood. In most local party organizations, 
social media primarily reaches individuals who already agree with the 
organization’s positions, reinforces group identity, rewards outrage or 
affirmation, and encourages reactive communication driven by platform 
dynamics. 

Without a specific strategy and the skills required to counter these 
dynamics, social media functions largely as internal communication rather 
than as a tool for voter persuasion. Messages circulate among existing 
supporters, generating visibility and expression but rarely producing 
sustained shifts in understanding or behavior among new audiences. 

This does not render social media ineffective or irrelevant. It does, 
however, require realistic expectations. Social media should not be 
mistaken for persuasion. If communications are not reaching new people 
repeatedly over time, they are reinforcing existing beliefs rather than 
persuading new ones. 



11 . 4  W E B S I T E S  A R E  I N F R A S T R U C T U R E ,  
N O T  E N G I N E S  

In the modern organizing environment, maintaining a website is necessary. 
A website provides legitimacy, centralizes information, and offers a 
destination for individuals who are already interested in learning more 
about the organization. 

However, a website does not, on its own, persuade. It does not change 
minds, build relationships, or generate sustained engagement without 
additional organizing efforts. Simply publishing articles or blog posts does 
not automatically produce influence or shift understanding. 

A website should be understood as supportive infrastructure. It enables 
persuasion by providing access, credibility, and continuity, but it does not 
create persuasion by itself. Effective organizing requires active outreach, 
relationship-building, and repeated contact beyond what a static digital 
presence can provide. 

11 . 5  C O M M U N I T Y  E N G A G E M E N T  I S  
N E C E S S A RY — B U T  N O T  S U F F I C I E N T  

Community engagement activities play an important role in local party 
organizing. They help build trust, increase visibility, and create familiarity 
within the community. These outcomes are valuable and often necessary 
preconditions for deeper political work. 

However, engagement alone is rarely sufficient to change political behavior 
or voting patterns. Without intentional follow-up, targeted outreach, and 



repeated contact with the same individuals, community engagement does 
not typically result in sustained persuasion. 

Community events become persuasive only when they are integrated into 
a broader organizing strategy that emphasizes ongoing relationships, 
continued conversation, and clear next steps for involvement. Engagement 
creates openings, but persuasion requires returning to those relationships 
over time. Engagement opens doors; persuasion requires walking back 
through them. 

11 . 6  T H E  P E R S U A S I O N  R E A L I T Y  T E S T  

For any activity, ask: 

	 How does this create repeated contact with the same people over 
time? 

If the answer is unclear, the activity is likely: 

• 	 Expressive 

• 	 Mobilizing 

• 	 Internal 

• 	 Or symbolic 

Those may be valuable—but they should not be mistaken for persuasion. 



11 . 7  W H Y  T H I S  C O N F U S I O N  I S  S O  
C O M M O N  

The illusion of persuasion persists in many organizations for predictable 
reasons. Visibility often feels productive, easily accessible metrics can be 
misleading, and online engagement can mimic the appearance of impact. 
In contrast, genuine persuasion tends to be slow, incremental, and largely 
invisible in the short term. 

It is emotionally and logistically easier to measure likes, shares, clicks, or 
event attendance than it is to track relationships, repeated conversations, 
and follow-up over time. As a result, organizations may overvalue 
activities that produce immediate and visible feedback while undervaluing 
the quieter work that builds durable influence. 

Political power is built through sustained relationships and consistent 
reinforcement. The processes that change how people think or act rarely 
look impressive in the moment. Effective organizations learn to prioritize 
this quiet work, even when it does not produce immediate or easily 
quantifiable results. 

11 . 8  H O W  T H I S  S E C T I O N  C O N N E C T S  T O  
T H E  R E S T  O F  T H E  W O R K B O O K  

The distinctions outlined in this section reinforce several core principles 
that recur throughout the workbook. They reaffirm the role of fieldwork as 
the primary engine of persuasion, emphasizing direct contact and repeated 
conversation over passive visibility. They underscore the importance of 
framing discipline, prioritizing consistent understanding over clever or 
reactive language. They also reinforce the non-negotiable role of follow-up 



in converting contact into lasting influence, and the necessity of 
subtraction as a strategic practice that preserves focus and capacity. 

When persuasion feels weak or ineffective, the appropriate response is not 
to increase activity indiscriminately, but to return to these fundamentals. 
This includes reassessing targeting, reinvesting in fieldwork, and reducing 
reliance on activities that prioritize visibility over relationship-building. 
Together, these principles ensure that effort is aligned with outcomes and 
that persuasion remains cumulative rather than episodic. 

11 . 9  W H AT  N O T  T O  C O N C L U D E  F R O M  
T H I S  S E C T I O N  

This section does not mean: 

	 “Don’t use social media” 

	 “Websites don’t matter” 

	 “Community engagement is pointless” 

	 “Only canvassing counts” 

It means: 

1. Be honest about what each activity actually does. 

2. Mislabeling work leads to misallocation of energy. 



If you only do one thing from this section: 
Choose one activity you currently believe is persuading voters and apply 
the persuasion reality test to it. 

If it does not create repeated contact with the same people, stop calling it 
persuasion and decide whether it is still worth doing. 

Owner: ____________________ 

Review date: _____________ 



11 .11  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E :  R E A L I T Y  
C H E C K  

List three activities your organization currently treats as persuasion. 

	 1.	
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

	 2.	
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

	 3.	
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

For each, answer: 

• 	 Who does this actually reach? 

• 	 How often do we re-contact the same people? 

• 	 What follow-up exists? 

What is one activity you should reclassify—or stop—this cycle? 



F U N D R A I S I N G  F O R  L O N G -
T E R M  L O C A L  P O W E R  

Fundraising should not be treated as separate from organizing. It is one of 
organizing’s outcomes. When people develop trust in an organization, 
identify with its purpose, and participate consistently in its work, financial 
support follows naturally. 

Local party organizations that struggle financially are rarely failing because 
people do not care about their mission. More often, they lack systems that 
translate trust, shared identity, and participation into sustained financial 
support. In the absence of such systems, fundraising becomes reactive, 
dependent on crises, individual heroics, or constant pressure. 

This section outlines how local party organizations can fund long-term 
work in a stable and sustainable way. The focus is on building structures 
that align fundraising with organizing rather than treating it as an 
emergency response. When people understand why they belong and how 
their contributions matter, giving becomes a meaningful expression of 
participation. Money follows meaning. 

12 .1  W H Y  F U N D R A I S I N G  F E E L S  H A R D  

Many organizers experience discomfort around fundraising. It is 
commonly described as awkward, transactional, or stressful. These 
reactions are understandable, but they typically reflect a systemic issue 
rather than a personal failing. 

Several recurring patterns contribute to these feelings. Fundraising may 
occur only during moments of crisis, rely heavily on a small number of 



donors, or consist of frequent small-dollar emergencies. In many cases, 
there is little visible connection between giving and tangible impact, 
leaving both organizers and supporters unclear about the purpose of the 
ask. 

When fundraising feels panicked or apologetic, it is often because it has 
been separated from persuasion, relationship-building, and long-term 
planning. Without a foundation of shared understanding and trust, 
financial requests can feel abrupt and misaligned. 

Fundraising is most difficult when it is disconnected from meaning. When 
giving is framed as an extension of participation and belonging, rather 
than as a last resort, fundraising becomes more sustainable and more 
aligned with the organization’s mission. 

12 . 2  F U N D R A I S I N G  A S  O R G A N I Z I N G ,  
N O T  E X T R A C T I O N  

Campaign-oriented fundraising is not primarily about persuading people 
to give. It is about inviting individuals to take responsibility for work they 
already value and believe in. Effective fundraising builds on existing trust 
and follows engagement and persuasion rather than preceding them. 

When done well, fundraising respects people’s capacity, acknowledges 
their relationship to the organization, and makes the impact of 
contributions visible and concrete. Financial support is framed as a 
meaningful way to participate in shared work, not as a detached or 
transactional exchange. 



Fundraising efforts are less effective when they appear without context, 
rely on guilt or constant urgency, or treat donors as mere sources of 
revenue. These approaches erode trust and weaken long-term support. 

Giving should be understood as a form of participation rather than a favor. 
When fundraising is aligned with organizing, it strengthens both financial 
stability and relational commitment. 

12 . 3  T H E  D O N O R  J O U R N E Y  M I R R O R S  T H E  
S U P P O R T E R  J O U R N E Y  

Individuals do not become sustaining donors immediately. Financial 
commitment, like other forms of participation, develops over time through 
a gradual process. 

A typical donor pathway begins with a supporter who agrees with the 
organization’s values, listens to communications, and engages 
occasionally. Some supporters become first-time donors, often in response 
to a specific moment or request. With thoughtful follow-up and continued 
engagement, a portion of these individuals become repeat donors, 
contributing again when asked in a respectful and timely manner. A 
smaller subset ultimately becomes sustaining donors, giving regularly as a 
result of a deeper sense of identity and belonging. 

This progression closely parallels the volunteer-to-activist-to-leader 
pathway found in organizing. In both cases, increased commitment follows 
repeated contact, trust-building, and meaningful participation. 

For most organizations, moving someone from supporter to sustaining 
donor requires multiple interactions over an extended period, often 



spanning many months rather than weeks. Sustaining giving represents an 
identity shift, not a single transaction, and must be cultivated accordingly. 

12 . 4  O N E - T I M E  G I F T S  V S .  S U S TA I N I N G  
S U P P O R T  

One-time donations play an important role in supporting organizational 
needs. However, sustaining donors are transformative for long-term 
stability and planning. Regular contributions provide predictable revenue, 
reduce ongoing fundraising stress, enable long-term planning, and deepen 
donors’ investment in the organization’s continuity and success. 

Requests for sustaining donations should be timed thoughtfully. In most 
cases, individuals should be invited to become sustaining donors only after 
they have made at least one contribution, received a clear and timely 
acknowledgment, and seen tangible evidence of how their support made 
an impact. These steps help establish trust and reinforce the connection 
between giving and outcomes. 

Local party organizations should treat sustaining donor programs as core 
infrastructure rather than as optional add-ons. A broad base of small, 
recurring contributions is often more valuable and sustainable than 
sporadic large gifts, as it aligns financial support with ongoing 
participation and shared responsibility. 



12 . 5  W H E N  T O  A S K  ( T I M I N G  
M AT T E R S ) F U N D R A I S I N G  W O R K S  B E S T  
W H E N  T H E  A S K  F O L L O W S  P E R S U A S I O N  
A N D  E N G A G E M E N T .  

Fundraising efforts are more likely to succeed when certain conditions are 
in place. Individuals are more receptive when they recognize the 
organization, have heard from it repeatedly over time, have already taken 
other forms of action, and understand the organization’s long-term 
purpose. 

Requesting financial support immediately after a first contact often feels 
transactional to both the person making the request and the recipient. In 
contrast, asking after sustained engagement frames giving as a natural 
form of participation. The difference lies not in the wording of the ask, but 
in the relationship that precedes it. 

When fundraising appeals consistently underperform, the underlying issue 
is often timing rather than message quality. Fundraising requests made 
before persuasion and relationship-building have occurred tend to feel 
abrupt. When those foundations are in place, the same requests feel 
appropriate and expected. 



12 . 6  M A K I N G  G O O D  A S K S  ( T O N E  A N D  
S T R U C T U R E )  

A strong fundraising ask: 

• Is specific 

• Explains purpose 

• Matches the person’s level of engagement 

• Respects their ability to say no 

Good fundraising language is: 

• Invitational, not urgent 

• Specific, not abstract 

• Confident, not apologetic 

Examples: 

• “Would you consider giving $10 a month to support year-round 
organizing in our community?” 

• “Can you help sustain this work between elections?” 

Avoid: 

• Overly complex explanations 

• Crisis framing as a default 

• Language that sounds embarrassed or pressured 



12 . 7  TA L K I N G  A B O U T  M O N E Y  W I T H O U T  
PA N I C  

Organizations often communicate about money only during periods of 
financial stress. Over time, this pattern teaches supporters to associate 
giving with crisis rather than with ongoing participation and shared 
responsibility. 

A more sustainable approach is to communicate about finances regularly 
and calmly. Organizations should explain how funds are used, share 
progress and impact, and normalize sustaining support as a routine and 
valued form of involvement. This transparency helps supporters 
understand the role their contributions play in advancing long-term goals. 

When financial communication is integrated into regular organizational 
messaging, giving becomes part of the work rather than a last resort. This 
approach reduces urgency-driven appeals and strengthens trust, stability, 
and long-term financial support. 

12 . 8  I N T E G R AT I N G  F U N D R A I S I N G  W I T H  
P E R S U A S I O N  A N D  I D E N T I T Y  

Fundraising is most effective when it is fully integrated with an 
organization’s broader organizing systems. It works best when aligned 
with scheduled, regular communications, grounded in field relationships, 
and connected to ongoing volunteer development. When fundraising 
operates in isolation, it often feels abrupt or transactional; when 
integrated, it feels like a natural extension of participation. 



Effective integration follows a clear sequence. Persuasion comes first, 
establishing shared understanding and trust. Invitation follows, offering 
financial support as a meaningful way to participate in work people already 
value. Gratitude is constant, reinforcing appreciation and closing the loop 
between contribution and impact. 

People are more likely to give—and to give consistently—when financial 
support reinforces who they understand themselves to be. When giving 
aligns with identity and belonging, fundraising becomes a stable and 
sustainable component of organizing rather than an episodic necessity. 

12 . 9  O W N E R S H I P  A N D  M I N I M U M  V I A B L E  
W O R K F L O W  

Fundraising fails quietly when ownership is unclear. 

At minimum, someone must be responsible for: 

• Planning fundraising asks 

• Sending or coordinating those asks 

• Tracking responses 

• Ensuring timely thank-you follow-up 

In low-capacity organizations, one person may own multiple steps. What 
matters is that the workflow exists and repeats. 

If no one owns fundraising, it becomes emergency-driven. 



12 .10  C O M M O N  F U N D R A I S I N G  
P R O B L E M S  ( A N D  F I X E S )  

• If only a few people give: expand persuasion, not pressure 

• If donors lapse: improve follow-up and impact reporting 

• If asks feel uncomfortable: reduce size and improve clarity 

• If revenue is unpredictable: build a sustaining donor base 

• If fundraising causes burnout: lower urgency and increase planning 

Fundraising problems are system problems. 

12 .11  M I N I M U M  V I A B L E  F U N D R A I S I N G  
P R O G R A M  

A sustainable baseline might include: 

• One planned fundraising ask every 6–8 weeks 

• Regular donor thank-yous and updates 

• A clear monthly giving option 

• Simple tracking of donor history 

This is enough to build stability over time. 



12 .12  W R I T E - I N  E X E R C I S E S  

EXERCISE A: Map Your Donor Journey 

What does someone receive: 

• After their first donation? __________________ 

• After their second donation? __________________ 

• Before being invited to give monthly? __________________ 

Where does follow-up break down? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE B: Sustaining Donor Readiness 

What signals tell you someone might be ready for a monthly ask? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

How will you follow up if they say yes? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 

EXERCISE C: One Fundraising Change 



What is one change you could make in the next 60 days to make 
fundraising calmer and more predictable? 

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________ 



If you only do one thing from this section: 
Introduce or strengthen a monthly sustaining donor option. 

Do this: 

• Add a clear monthly giving option 

• Invite people who have already given once 

• Send a calm, confident ask tied to long-term purpose 

Owner: ____________________ 

Ask date: _________________ 

Predictable money reduces stress and increases planning power. 



P L A N N I N G  I N  T I M E :  T H E  
C A M PA I G N  C A L E N DA R  

H O W  L O C A L  P O W E R  B E C O M E S  D U R A B L E  

Strong local party organizations do more than decide what activities to 
undertake. They also determine when those activities matter in relation to 
one another. Timing, sequence, and pacing are as critical to effectiveness as 
the activities themselves. 

A campaign calendar is the tool that translates values, strategy, and intent 
into a durable operating system. It is not merely a scheduling convenience. 
It is a governance practice that coordinates effort, allocates capacity, and 
enforces strategic discipline over time. 

Organizations that lack a shared calendar rarely fail because of insufficient 
passion, commitment, or ideas. They struggle because urgency replaces 
strategy, institutional memory resides in individuals rather than systems, 
and each new development is experienced as a crisis requiring immediate 
response. In such environments, priorities shift constantly and follow-
through suffers. 

The campaign calendar exists to prevent these outcomes. By establishing 
shared expectations about timing and focus, it allows organizations to act 
deliberately rather than reactively, preserving capacity and enabling 
sustained progress toward long-term goals. 



13 .1  W H AT  A  C A M PA I G N  C A L E N DA R  I S  
A N D  I S  N O T  

A campaign calendar serves as a strategic decision map that guides 
organizational focus over time. It provides a shared reference point that 
reduces internal conflict by clarifying priorities and expectations. By 
establishing agreed-upon timing and sequence, the calendar protects long-
term goals from short-term pressure and serves as a form of institutional 
memory that persists beyond individual leaders or terms of service. 

The campaign calendar should not be confused with a task list, a software 
platform, a weekly schedule, or a reactive record of events. Its purpose is 
not to document everything the organization does, but to shape what 
receives attention and when. 

The calendar exists to discipline attention. When emotions are high or 
competing demands arise, it functions as a decision-making tool that 
clarifies what matters and prevents reactive shifts that undermine strategic 
focus. 

13 . 2  W H Y  T I M E  I S  T H E  M I S S I N G  
O R G A N I Z I N G  S K I L L  

Many local party organizations operate primarily in reaction mode. Their 
activities are driven by news cycles, candidate requests, fundraising 
shortfalls, and last-minute deadlines. While responsiveness is sometimes 
necessary, sustained reliance on reaction produces predictable 
organizational failures. 



In reactive environments, fundraising becomes panicked, communications 
grow erratic, volunteers experience burnout, and leaders feel both 
overwhelmed and indispensable. Short-term urgency repeatedly displaces 
long-term planning, leaving little space for reflection or capacity-building. 

A campaign calendar enables a shift from reaction to anticipation. Rather 
than continually asking, “What do we need to do right now?”, the 
organization can instead ask, “What phase are we in, and what activities 
belong at this stage?” This reframing allows work to be sequenced 
intentionally, reducing chaos and supporting sustainable progress toward 
strategic goals. 

13 . 3  T H E  T H R E E  L AY E R S  O F  A  C A M PA I G N  
C A L E N DA R  

Effective calendars operate on three layers at once. 

1. Fixed Dates 

These are non-negotiable: 

• 	 Elections 

• 	 Filing deadlines 

• 	 Major public events 

• 	 Known holidays 

Most organizations stop here. That is not enough. 



2. Recurring Rhythms 

These are intentional patterns: 

• 	 Monthly fundraising moments 

• 	 Regular volunteer onboarding 

• 	 Consistent leadership meetings 

• 	 Predictable communication cadence 

Rhythms teach members what “normal” looks like. 

When opportunities to give, participate, and hear from an organization 
occur on a predictable basis, they no longer feel like emergencies. Instead, 
they become recognizable elements of an ongoing relationship. 

Predictability reduces anxiety and builds trust. It allows supporters to 
understand what to expect, plan their involvement, and perceive their 
participation as part of a stable and enduring connection. In this way, 
regular and consistent engagement transforms isolated requests into 
relational continuity rather than crisis-driven appeals. 

3. Strategic Arcs 

Effective organizing depends on long-term sequences rather than isolated 
actions. Persuasion precedes mobilization, identity formation precedes 
sustained participation, and participation precedes deeper forms of 
investment, including leadership and financial support. Each stage builds 
upon the one before it. 



Strategic arcs ensure that activities reinforce one another instead of 
competing for attention or capacity. When actions are intentionally placed 
within a broader sequence, they contribute to cumulative progress rather 
than fragmentation. 

If an activity is not situated within a strategic arc, it does not function as 
strategy. It becomes noise—consuming time and attention without 
advancing long-term goals. 

13 . 4  C A L E N DA R S  A N D  T R I C K L E  
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  

Trickle communications only work when they are planned. 

A calendar: 

• 	 Prevents last-minute tone shifts 

• 	 Keeps messages consistent over time 

• 	 Allows repetition to accumulate influence 

• 	 Protects persuasion from being overridden by urgency 

If communications are not on the calendar, they are not a persuasion 
strategy. 



13 . 5  C A L E N DA R S  A N D  F U N D R A I S I N G  
W I T H O U T  PA N I C  

Fundraising becomes extractive when it is driven primarily by reaction to 
short-term financial stress. In such conditions, requests often feel urgent, 
apologetic, or disconnected from broader organizational purpose. 

A campaign calendar helps prevent this dynamic by normalizing 
fundraising as a regular and expected part of organizational life. 
Predictable fundraising rhythms teach supporters when financial support 
is requested, reduce the need for crisis-driven language, and shift giving 
from emergency response toward sustained investment. 

When fundraising follows a clear and consistent schedule, it 
communicates confidence and legitimacy. Supporters are more likely to 
give when contributions feel like an expression of belonging and shared 
responsibility rather than an attempt to avert organizational failure. 

13 . 6  L E A D E R S H I P  S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y  A N D  
T R A N S F E R  

One of the most important functions of a campaign calendar is invisible. 

	 	 	 It makes leadership replaceable. 

When priorities, rhythms, and arcs live in a shared calendar: 

• 	 New leaders inherit a system, not chaos 

• 	 Institutional memory survives turnover 



• 	 Power is distributed instead of hoarded 

• 	 Burnout decreases because no one has to remember everything 

Durable organizations do not rely on heroic individuals, they rely on 
shared structures. 

13 . 7  H O W  T O  U S E  A  C A M PA I G N  
C A L E N DA R  W E L L  

A few principles matter more than tools: 

• 	 Plan farther out than feels comfortable 

• Annual direction, quarterly detail, monthly adjustment. 

• 	 Protect the calendar from emotion 

• Not every urgent request belongs on it. 

• 	 Review it regularly as a leadership team 

• The calendar is a governing document, not an admin artifact. 

• 	 Treat changes as strategic decisions 

If something moves, ask why—and what it displaces. 



D I V E R S I T Y,  E Q U I T Y,  A N D  
I N C L U S I O N  I N  T H E  L O C A L  

PA R T Y  

14 .1  W H AT  D E I  I S  

In the context of local party organizations, diversity, equity, and inclusion 
mean: 

• 	Diversity: Who is present, participating, and visible in 
leadership, not just on paper or at public events. 

• 	Equity: Whether people with different backgrounds, resources, 
identities, or constraints can realistically participate and 
advance. 

• 	Inclusion: Whether people feel respected, heard, and safe 
enough to stay involved over time. 

Patterns of participation provide critical information about organizational 
health. When individuals from certain communities consistently 
disengage, decline leadership opportunities, or stop attending meetings, 
these trends constitute meaningful data. Such outcomes warrant 
examination regardless of intent, as impact—not intention—determines 
whether an organization is truly inclusive. 



14 . 2  W H AT  D E I  I S  N O T  

Local party organizations often mistake the following for meaningful DEI: 

• 	Demographic alignment with voters 
“Our district is diverse, so our organization is diverse.” 

• 	Good intentions 
“We believe in equality, so exclusion isn’t happening here.” 

• 	Occasional representation 
“We have a few people from different backgrounds involved.” 

• 	Tolerance without adaptation 
“Everyone is welcome, as long as they fit into how we already 
operate.” 

None of these conditions guarantee meaningful inclusion. Demographic 
alignment does not ensure participation or influence. Good intentions do 
not prevent harm. Occasional representation does not distribute power. 
Tolerance without adaptation places the burden of adjustment on 
newcomers rather than on the organization. 

Meaningful DEI exists only when individuals are able to participate fully, 
influence decisions, and feel respected in practice, not merely 
acknowledged in principle. 

14 . 3  T H E  “ W E ’ V E  G O T  I T ”  T R A P  

The most damaging diversity, equity, and inclusion failure in local party 
organizations is complacency. When leaders assume that DEI has already 



been addressed, they stop asking essential diagnostic questions. These 
include examining who is absent from the room and the reasons for that 
absence; identifying individuals who participate once but do not return; 
recognizing whose feedback is dismissed as excessive or divisive; 
understanding who performs invisible or unacknowledged labor; and 
determining whose time, language, schedule, or cultural norms define 
what is considered “normal” within the organization. 

When these questions remain unasked, exclusion becomes difficult to see. 
Harm is often reframed as misunderstanding, and patterns of attrition are 
attributed to individual disinterest rather than to organizational practices 
or culture. As a result, underlying issues go unaddressed. 

Over time, this dynamic leads organizations to narrow in composition and 
perspective. This contraction does not occur because people reject the 
organization’s stated values, but because participation gradually becomes 
exhausting, unwelcoming, or unsafe for some. 

14 . 4  C O M M O N  P I T FA L L S  T H AT  D R I V E  
VO L U N T E E R S  AWAY  

Local party organizations rarely intend to exclude. More often, exclusion 
arises from unmanaged habits and assumptions. 

Common pitfalls include: 

• 	Insensitivity framed as humor or tradition 
 
Jokes, references, or “that’s how we’ve always done it” 
practices that alienate newer or marginalized volunteers. 



• 	Meetings designed for insiders 
 
Acronyms, procedural shortcuts, or unspoken rules that make 
new participants feel incompetent or unwelcome. 

• 	Unequal expectations of labor 
 
Some volunteers are asked repeatedly to educate, translate, or 
represent entire communities without support or authority. 

• 	Defensiveness instead of reflection 
 
Treating feedback about harm as an attack rather than 
information. 

• 	Leadership pipelines that replicate themselves 
 
Advancement based on time served, availability, or informal 
networks rather than accessibility or mentorship. 

Each of these sends a subtle but powerful signal: You are tolerated here, 
but not centered. 

14 . 5  W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S  F O R  P O W E R ,  
N O T  J U S T  C U LT U R E  

Local party organizations depend on volunteers, leadership development, 
and credibility across the communities they seek to serve. When 
individuals are driven away by insensitivity, dismissal, or structural 
exclusion, the consequences are immediate and cumulative. 



Each instance of attrition represents a loss of organizing capacity, 
institutional memory, and trust within broader community networks. It 
also eliminates a potential pathway for leadership development. In small 
organizations, these losses compound rapidly. Retaining participants is far 
less resource-intensive than recruiting replacements, and rebuilding trust 
requires significantly more time and effort than maintaining it. 

Failures in diversity, equity, and inclusion are therefore not abstract or 
symbolic concerns. They manifest in concrete organizational challenges, 
including unfilled roles, burnout among remaining leaders, stalled growth, 
and reputational harm that circulates informally within communities. 
Addressing DEI is essential not only for ethical reasons, but for sustaining 
organizational effectiveness and long-term power. 

14 . 6  W H AT  P R A C T I C I N G  D E I  A C T U A L LY  
R E Q U I R E S  

Meaningful diversity, equity, and inclusion require sustained effort rather 
than one-time commitments or statements of intent. DEI is not a static 
achievement but an ongoing organizational practice that must be revisited 
and renewed as conditions change. 

At a minimum, this work includes regular reflection through intentional 
review of who participates, who assumes leadership roles, and who 
disengages over time. It requires clear norms for respect, including explicit 
expectations around language, behavior, and conflict, rather than reliance 
on assumed goodwill. Effective organizations also establish feedback 
mechanisms that allow volunteers and members to raise concerns without 
fear of dismissal or retaliation. 



Equally important is a commitment to adaptation rather than assimilation. 
Organizations must be willing to adjust structures, schedules, 
communication styles, and processes so that a wider range of people can 
participate meaningfully. Expecting newcomers to conform entirely to 
existing norms places the burden of inclusion on those with the least 
power. 

DEI is not the responsibility of marginalized members. It is a core 
leadership obligation. This work is never complete. As organizations grow, 
experience leadership transitions, or engage new communities, the 
requirements of equity and inclusion evolve. Durable organizations 
recognize this reality and commit to continuous learning and adjustment. 

14 . 7  O R G A N I Z I N G  C A N N O T  A F F O R D  
C O M P L A C E N C Y  

Local party organizations exist to expand participation in democracy. That 
mission must apply internally as well as externally. 

Assuming “we already have DEI” shuts down learning, masks harm, and 
narrows the organization’s future. Treating DEI as an ongoing practice 
strengthens trust, widens leadership, and increases long-term capacity. 

In volunteer-driven organizations, inclusion is not optional. 

Driving people away—especially when they came willing to help—is not a 
moral failure alone. It is an organizing failure and organizing failures are 
cumulative. 



A P P E N D I X  A  

N E W  L E A D E R S H I P  A N D  
R E B U I L D I N G  

This appendix is written for readers who are stepping into leadership for 
the first time, returning after burnout or a period of inactivity, assuming 
responsibility from a predecessor, or inheriting systems they did not 
design. In each of these cases, the experience often feels disorienting and 
urgent, as though meaningful action must occur immediately to justify 
one’s role. It is important to state clearly at the outset: reaching this 
moment does not mean you are behind or failing. It represents a natural 
reset point in the life of an organization, and such moments are both 
common and necessary. 

When new leadership begins, there is often unspoken pressure to keep all 
existing activities running, to honor every prior commitment, to avoid 
disruption, and to demonstrate competence quickly. Although 
understandable, this pressure is frequently harmful. New leaders are not 
obligated to preserve the past in its entirety. They are allowed to pause 
activities, question why systems exist, reduce scope, listen before acting, 
and alter how decisions are made. Leadership carries responsibility for the 
future health of the organization, not merely for maintaining inherited 
structures. 

In the early weeks of leadership, restraint is essential. Introducing new 
programs, launching initiatives, rebranding, overhauling communications, 
or promising growth can create the illusion of productivity while 
increasing fragility. Premature action often destabilizes organizations that 



are already strained. Stability must come before momentum if progress is 
to be durable. 

For this reason, it is advisable to define a reset period of approximately 
thirty to sixty days. During this window, the leader’s primary 
responsibility is understanding rather than expansion. The work of this 
phase is to reduce chaos, clarify priorities, rebuild trust, and create 
breathing room. When stakeholders ask what the organization is doing 
during this time, an honest response—that there is a short pause to ensure 
things are done correctly—is not a failure of leadership but an expression 
of it. 

The first substantive task in this period is taking inventory without 
judgment. This means naming what currently exists: ongoing activities, 
standing meetings, regular communications, fundraising commitments, 
and informal expectations. At this stage, evaluation should be deliberately 
postponed. Clear decisions about what to stop or change cannot be made 
without first understanding the full scope of what is already in place. 

Once the inventory is visible, attention should turn to identifying fragility. 
Leaders should ask which functions collapse if a single person steps away, 
which depend on constant goodwill or unsustainable effort, and which 
occur inconsistently or unreliably. Fragility is not evidence of failure; it is 
information. These areas are signals for simplification and stabilization, 
not expansion. 

Before implementing changes, leaders should pause to listen. 
Conversations with current leaders, volunteers, and contributors should 
focus on what feels sustainable, what feels heavy, and where strain is most 
acute. Listening builds trust and prevents unnecessary conflict. People are 
far more receptive to change when they feel heard and understood 
beforehand. 



At this point, leaders can apply a discipline of subtraction. New leadership 
uniquely occupies a moment in which stopping or pausing activities is 
expected rather than resisted. Choosing deliberately to stop one activity, 
pause another, and protect a third creates clarity and direction. When 
these decisions are explained calmly and transparently, early restraint 
prevents later resentment and burnout. 

After stabilizing the system, leadership should re-center on a single 
meaningful change. The guiding question is not what would be most 
impressive, but what can be realistically supported given current capacity. 
Defining what is explicitly out of scope is as important as defining what 
will be pursued. The chosen focus need not be ambitious; it must be 
honest and sustainable. 

Rather than attempting a full relaunch, leaders should restart with a single 
operational cycle. This might involve running one activity, completing 
follow-up, reflecting briefly on what worked, and making modest 
adjustments. Successfully completing a small cycle demonstrates that the 
organization can function without strain. Confidence grows from 
completion and reliability, not from scale. 

New leaders commonly fear that pausing activities will cause people to 
disengage, that reduced activity will appear as inactivity, or that 
momentum will never return. In practice, people are more likely to leave 
environments that feel chaotic and unproductive than those that are calm 
and deliberate. Clarity conveys credibility more effectively than busyness, 
and organizations restart most effectively when leaders understand what 
they are capable of sustaining. 

If the organization being inherited is emotionally depleted, expectations 
should be lowered openly. Meeting frequency can be reduced, rest 
normalized, and small completions celebrated. Burnout is not resolved 
through renewed enthusiasm alone; it is resolved through relief, clarity, 
and achievable workloads. 



Respect for past leadership is also essential during rebuilding. Honoring 
previous work does not require replicating inherited systems. Leaders can 
acknowledge contributions, name what functioned well, carry forward 
lessons rather than obligations, and preserve relationships even as 
structures change. Continuity lies in values and learning, not in sameness. 

Leaders are encouraged to articulate a simple reset plan during this phase 
by identifying one activity they will pause or stop in the first thirty days, 
one element they will protect without compromise, and one small action 
they will complete before considering expansion. Writing these 
commitments clarifies intent and anchors decision-making. 

Taking over an organization is difficult, and rebuilding it is often harder. 
Yet new leaders are not starting from nothing; they are starting from 
accumulated experience. This framework exists to reduce guesswork, 
prevent rushing, and ease the sense of carrying responsibility alone. 
Beginning smaller than feels necessary, building deliberately, and repeating 
what works are not signs of hesitation. They are the foundations of 
durable leadership. 



A  N O T E  O N  S O U R C E S  A N D  S Y N T H E S I S  

Nothing in this workbook is presented as original theory or invention. 

The practices described here draw from long-standing traditions in social 
organizing, volunteer development, political fieldwork, and relationship-
based fundraising. They also reflect well-established concepts from 
marketing, systems thinking, and organizational learning, adapted for the 
realities of local party organizations. 

The contribution of this workbook is not novelty, but synthesis. Tools that 
are often taught separately—fieldwork, communications, fundraising, 
leadership development—are presented here as parts of a single, 
integrated system. The emphasis is on how these elements reinforce one 
another over time, rather than on any single tactic or technique. 

This resource is offered as a practical framework, not a prescription. Local 
conditions vary. Capacity differs. Judgment still matters. The intent is to 
provide a structure that helps organizations make more disciplined 
choices, learn from their own work, and reduce the need to reinvent 
systems each cycle. 

Tom Schmerer
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