
Please standby.
We will begin momentarily.



Election Engagement for 
Nonprofits

September 19, 2019



General Logistics

• We will allow for time at the end of today’s webinar for 
questions. If you have a question, please use the Q&A 
box in your webinar browser.

• We will provide access to both a video recording and a 
copy of today’s slides to all participants following the 
webinar.

• If you are experiencing any technical difficulties, please 
send an email to Brooke Schipporeit at 
bschipporeit@nlihc.org.  
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Agenda

1. Brief review of Our Homes, Our Votes: 2020

2. Legal considerations for 501(c)(3) organizations
A. Issue advocacy

B. Voter education

C. Voter engagement

3. Question and Answer

4. Upcoming topics for webinars and podcasts



INTRODUCTION



Engaging Voters and 
Candidates

Our Homes, Our Votes is NLIHC’s voter engagement effort 
focusing on increasing voter registration and turnout amongst 
low income housing renters and advocates. 











Election Season Advocacy
Keeping it legal as a 501(c)(3)

Tim Mooney
Senior Counsel



For free technical assistance on laws impacting nonprofit advocacy:

advocacy@afj.org
866.675.6229

For free tools, fact sheets, and publications

bolderadvocacy.org

@AFJBeBold BolderAdvocacy



501(c)(3)s should 
advocate for policy change. 

It’s legal with a few rules to follow.



• There’s a lot of advocacy 501(c)(3)s can 
do during election season, but…

• 501(c)(3)s cannot support or oppose
candidates running for public office.

• 501(c)(3) cannot attempt to influence 
the outcome of a candidate election.



What can 501(c)(3)s do during 
election season?

Issue Advocacy 
Advocating for organization’s 

public policy issues 
during election year 

Voter Education 

Educating voters in a nonpartisan 
way about candidates

Voter Engagement

Registering voters, getting out  
the vote



The same rules apply to 
all three areas 

“Hey Tim, can my (c)(3) 
do this? ”

“It depends…”



1. National housing organization

2. Sends postcards out to a tiny city in North 

Dakota 

3. In October before an election

4. Emphasizing residential zoning law changes 

- a wedge issue in the election for town 

council

5. Has never weighed in on zoning in this ND 

town before

FACTS and CIRCUMSTANCES



FACTS and CIRCUMSTANCES

1. County-wide housing organization

2. Focuses on funding low income housing

3. County Commission vote to increase County 

spending to rehab vacant properties and turn 

them into low income housing

4. In March

5. Not currently a wedge issue for campaign

6. Every time there is a public policy vote on 

housing, this organization has communicated 

a similar message



GOOD FACTS BAD FACTS

� No reference to candidate 

or elections

� Refers to candidate as a 

candidate

� External factor driving timing � Timing motivated by election

� Targets sector of community 

for reason unrelated to 

candidate election

� Targets specific sector of 

community to influence 

candidate election

� Info about org’s core issues 

only, like a leg. vote

� Compares candidate to 

preferred position

� History of similar advocacy 

on the issue

� Emphasize wedge issue 

dividing candidates, esp. for 

1st time

FACTS and CIRCUMSTANCES



What is your organization’s risk tolerance?



What if my 
policymaking 

subject is also a 
candidate?

Continue to Focus 
on Your Policy 

Issues, Not the 
Candidate

Don’t Comment to 
Influence the 

Elections

Don’t Comment on 
Personal 

Characteristics



What can 501(c)(3)s do during 
election season?

Issue Advocacy 
Advocating for organization’s 

public policy issues 
during election year 

Voter Education 

Educating voters in a nonpartisan 
way about candidates

Voter Engagement

Registering voters, getting out  
the vote



QUESTIONS

Unbiased questions

Broad range of 
issues

FORMAT

Invite all Viable 
Candidates

Fair Rules

Impartial 
Moderator

Unbiased Audience

Equal Opportunity

No Contextual 
Favoritism

DEBATES & FORUMS



CANDIDATE QUESTIONNAIRES

QUESTIONS

Unbiased Questions

Open-Ended 
Questions

Distribute to all 
candidates

Broad Range
of Issues

No Pledges

FORMATTING

No Editing

Present Responses 
Equally

Disclaimers



What can 501(c)(3)s do during 
election season?

Issue Advocacy 
Advocating for organization’s 

public policy issues 
during election year 

Voter Education 

Educating voters in a nonpartisan 
way about candidates

Voter Engagement

Registering voters, getting out  
the vote



VOTER 
REGISTRATION/

GOTV

Don’t mention or 
suggest a favored 

or unfavored  
party/candidate

Make service 
available to 

everyone

Targeting for 
nonpartisan 

Reason



501(c)(3)s may target voters 
because they are:

–Your natural constituency

• People who live in the region where 
your nonprofit operates

• The people your organization 
serves (clients, community, etc.)

• The people your organization hopes 
to serve

–Historically under-represented at 
the polls



File under, “should 
go without 

saying” but…
Rules that apply 

to print 
and verbal 

communications 
also apply online.



These rules apply to 501(c)(3) staff and 
volunteers who act on behalf of 501(c)(3).

They do not apply to people acting as 
individuals on their own time. 



When carrying out partisan activities in your 
personal time, be yourself!

1. Don’t use your org’s: resources 

(staff time, e-mail, copier, etc.) or 
reputation.

2. Do your best to help the community distinguish 
between you as an org representative and you as an 
individual, including on social media.

3. Use disclaimers as appropriate: 

“Organization name for identification purposes only”

“I’m not representing my 501(c)(3) right now. I’m at 
this event as a private citizen.”

4. Remember which hat you have on when.



Key Takeaways

▪ 501(c)(3)s can continue advocating for their 
issues into election season. Advocate on public 
policy reasons, not preference for any 
candidate.

▪ 501(c)(3)s can educate voters and get them to 
the polls, so long as they aren’t supporting or 
opposing any candidate.

▪ If you work for a 501(c)(3) you can support 
candidates on your own time, but don’t use 
organization resources and make it when you 
are representing your organization, and when 
you are not. 

▪ Look to Alliance for Justice for help!



For more information:



For free technical assistance on laws impacting nonprofit advocacy:

advocacy@afj.org
866.675.6229

For free tools, fact sheets, and publications

bolderadvocacy.org

@AFJBeBold BolderAdvocacy



Legal Considerations for 
Federally Funded 
Organizations

• PHAs can provide registration 
materials as well as help residents fill 
out registration forms. 

• PHA newsletters can and should 
contain information about registration 
and voting.

• Public housing buildings can display 
registration information in common 
areas such as bulletin boards near 
elevators or in community rooms, 
etc.

Public Housing Authorities (PHAs) CAN participate 
in voter registration activities!



Legal Considerations for 
Federally Funded 
Organizations

Federal Funds Do Place Restrictions on Certain 
Organizations: 

• Staff who are paid through AmeriCorps or HeadStart
funding cannot participate in voter registration activities.

• Legal Services groups cannot participate in any election 
activity, even if nonpartisan.

• Recipients of Community Services Block Grant funding can 
participate in voter registration and engagement, but CSBG 
funds cannot be used.

• More information on federal funds and voter registration 
restrictions can be found at: http://bit.ly/1lnQxh7



Questions?



Third Thursdays at Three
Webinar and Podcast Series



Upcoming Training and 
Discussion Topics

1. Developing a voter engagement plan (October 17)

2. Helpful tools and partners (November 21, 2019)

3. Voter Registration Part 1 – Messaging, events, and canvassing (December 19)

4. Voter Registration Part 2 – Registering residents of subsidized housing (January 16, 2020)

5. The role of housing providers (February 20, 2020)

6. Getting candidates on the record – issue surveys, town halls, and forums (March 19, 2020)

7. Educating voters – voting logistics and candidate positions (April 16, 2020)

8. Housing issues and ballot initiatives (May 21, 2020)

9. Overcoming common obstacles to voting (June 18, 2020)

10. The challenge of voting while homeless (July 16, 2020)

11. Voter Mobilization Part 1 – Early voting and vote-by-mail (August 20, 2020)

12. Voter Mobilization Part 2 – Protecting against voter intimidation (September 17, 2020)

13. Election Day! Getting Out The Vote (October 15, 2020)

14. Holding candidates to their promises (November 19, 2020)






