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Election Year Advocacy
How can 501(c)(3) organizations keep their issues in the minds of voters during an election year?  

501(c)(3) organizations are prohibited from supporting or opposing a candidate or a political party, however, there are many ways public charities can remain on message and involved during an election year.  Here are a few guidelines for hosting candidate debates.  

Hosting Candidate Debates: 

Any 501(c)(3) organization can host a candidate debate as long as it is done in a way that does not suggest support or opposition to any candidate.  When hosting a debate keep in mind the following guidelines:

Questions

· Cover a wide variety of issues.   The questions should discuss a variety of issues and should allow the candidates to expand upon their positions.  A narrow set of issues may suggest support for a candidate, particularly if it looks like the answers you are seeking mirror the organization’s views on the issues. 

Example:
An organization advocating for teens poses questions about strengthening high school attrition rates.  The issues covered include public education campaigns focused on at risk youth regarding the benefits of education, pregnancy prevention programs to prevent high school dropouts due to teen pregnancy, and access to computers and vocational training through the public school system.  The answers to these questions can be matched to the organization’s views on the issues. 

Example:
The organization should ask additional questions about healthcare, access to higher education, job training for the community, custody and guardianship, economic growth for the community, environmental protection, reproductive freedoms, and the foster care system.  By asking about a wider array of issues they allow candidates to speak to many issues of interest to the public.  In addition, no one could say that the organization’s questions were trying to suggest an answer.

· The topics covered and the manner in which the questions are presented should not suggest any preference for one candidate over the other.  

· Do not suggest a correct response by asking simple “yes” or “no” questions; open-ended questions allow candidates to explain their positions and do not imply organizational endorsement.

Invitations

· All viable candidates must be invited.  You can determine who to invite by using objective selection criteria.  

Example:
An organization is hosting a debate between gubernatorial candidates.  There are 10 people who are officially running.  The organization is not required to invite all 10 candidates if it is impractical.  The organization can adopt reasonable and objective criteria to determine which candidates to invite.  Inviting all candidates who have officially registered, who have raised a particular amount of money, and are polling at a specific percentage in an independent statewide poll is acceptable. 

· Invite people from all viewpoints to be part of the audience.  Publicize the event widely and not just to groups that have an affinity with your organization.  

· Have the event be open to the general public.

· Provide an equal amount of tickets to each candidate.

Moderator

· An impartial moderator, such as a member of the media, should pose questions.  Do not use your organization’s Executive Director.

· The moderator must not make comments that imply approval or disapproval of any of the candidates.

Rules

· The rules of the debate should be applied fairly.  Each candidate must have an equal amount of time to express his/her views.

· Questions should be posed to the candidates in a manner that is unbiased.  

· Candidate materials and literature can be distributed if all candidates appear at the debate.
· Do not characterize candidates as being in favor of, or in opposition to, the organization’s positions on issues.     

Example:
After a debate an organization puts out a summary of the event in their newsletter.  This summary identifies the candidate’s answers as bearing positively on the organization’s issues or as creating an obstacle to the organization’s ultimate goals.  This is an impermissible endorsement of a candidate.  The organization can provide a transcript of the debate but cannot compare the views of the candidate to the organization’s views.

