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This 10-part series brings together  
some of the most important campaign 
lessons that members of the Beyond  
Your Base team have learned throughout 
the past 28 years. We also provide a 
behind-the-scenes look at strategies 
employed by citizen-led campaign 
committees that were highly successful.  
 
 

Beyond Your Base (BYB) is a public 
affairs and pre-referendum consulting 
group of Wight & Company that develops 
and implements comprehensive public 
engagement programs that incorporate 
voter analytics, public opinion research 
and strategic communications.  

BYB’s focus is on engaging taxpayers 
and other stakeholders to deliver capital 
improvement projects that are truly 
community-driven. 

Paul A. Hanley 
Managing Director 
Beyond Your Base
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Lesson #7: Lesson #2: 
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Lesson #5: Lesson #10: 

Successful bond campaigns 
have three things in common: 
money, message & messengers

Impactful yard signs are  
both an art and a science.

Swing voters rule.Election Day is not  
on Election Day.

A campaign committee should  
NOT have to simultaneously  
educate and advocate.

Now is NOT the time  
to pick a fight.

Voters look for quick  
cues on how to vote.

Resource allocation decisions 
can mean the difference 
between a win and a loss.

Microtargeting  
is difficult. Do it anyway.

Put it on autopilot  
at the end? No way! 
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Campaign committees that have access to public opinion 
research do not need to guess when it comes to the priority 
that taxpayers place on various parts of a bond proposal. 
Furthermore, polling can define which messages resonate 
most with voters and how that may differ across various 
demographics: age, gender, parent versus non-parent, 
homeowner versus renter, party affiliation, among others. 
Crafting persuasive campaign messaging is both an art  
and a science.

Voters often look for cues when it comes to how to vote on tax-
related referenda. It’s important to carefully select who will be the 
face of a campaign (chair, co-chairs, treasurer) as well as who may 
appear in direct mailers, print ads, the campaign’s website and other 
campaign tools. Ideally, a campaign’s messengers will represent 
a broad cross-section of the electorate. For example, committees 
advocating for a school bond will want to go beyond showcasing 
parents who are supportive of the referendum and include 
supporters who do not have school-age children, local business 
owners, fiscally conservative voters, seniors and other community 
members who are not perceived as an automatic “yes vote.”   

Jesse Unruh, speaker of the California Assembly from 1961 
to 1968, coined the phrase, “Money is the mother’s milk of 
politics.” He was precisely right. Without funding, it’s difficult 
to get the word out, especially in communities with a larger 
electorate. While some campaign tools are more effective than 
others, local bond campaigns that are hitting on all cylinders 
often rely on targeted direct mail, social media, print and  
digital advertising, canvassing, signage and phone banking.  
A good general rule when estimating the amount of campaign 
funds needed for a strong local bond campaign is $2 to $4  
per registered voter. 

Lesson #1: 

Money Message Messengers

Successful bond campaigns 
have three things in common:

Enough funds to effectively 
communicate with the right 
target audience.

Branding and messaging  
that is guided by polling. 

Advocates who can  
effectively deliver a winning  
campaign message. 

Voters in District 203 strongly 
supported an $89 million bond 
referendum in 2014. Proceeds of 
the voter-approved bond measure 
helped fund an addition to the 
District’s high school in Winnetka. 
The referendum passed with 65% 
support, which was a significant 
accomplishment given that their  
previous bond proposal had only 
garnered 35% support. 

How did New Trier completely 
flip the results? They made a 
commitment to refine their request 
by carefully listening to local 
taxpayers, including those who were 
strongly opposed to the original 

referendum. New Trier Now, a 
citizen-led campaign committee, 
then expertly advocated for the 
updated funding proposal by  
raising sufficient funds, leveraging 
poll-driven messaging and allowing 
residents who had opposed the 
original referendum to serve as  
the face of the new campaign. 

While money, message and 
messengers played a big part in 
delivering success at the polls, 
so did the District’s unwavering 
commitment to listen to all 
community stakeholders and then 
take action accordingly.

Lessons Learned in 
the Campaign Trenches
A 10-Part Series

In the SpotlightNew Trier Township High School District 203, IL
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  New Trier Township High School District 203 retained Paul Hanley to help us develop and implement a comprehensive 
public outreach program. In the end, our district was successful in obtaining 65 percent support for an $89 million bond 
issue. I was extremely impressed with Mr. Hanley’s knowledge, expertise, guidance and responsiveness to our needs.

Dr. Linda Yonke 
Former Superintendent 
New Trier Township High School District 203, IL

“
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Lesson #2: 

5 10 to 15 17 to 22 26 to 31 40 to 45

In Illinois, early voting has become 
increasingly popular, and it’s not just 
in high-turnout general elections. 
Primaries and consolidated general 
elections are also seeing an increase 
in early voting.  

In 2017, Citizens for District 30 Bond 
Referendum, a campaign committee 
advocating for a $36.3 million bond 
measure to fund a new middle 
school, worked overtime to get 
their message out early. Two factors 
drove their decision to implement 
canvassing and other campaign 

strategies many weeks in advance of 
Election Day. First, they knew that a 
large percentage of high-propensity 
voters would vote early. Second, 
many voters—including parents of 
District 30 students—would be on 
spring break during at least half of 
the early voting days.  

The campaign committee’s efforts to 
accelerate the campaign timeline paid 
off. Before spring break started, many 
parents and other supportive voters 
had cast their vote. In the end, the 
referendum passed with 76% support.

Dates that absentee ballots will be mailing in Alabama, 
Mississippi, Missouri, New Hampshire, Pennsylvania, 
Rhode Island and South Carolina were not identified.

 In-person absentee 
 At least 10 days 
 10 working days prior 
 On Tuesday before Election Day for some counties 
 30 to 45 days (as soon as absentee ballots are ready) 
 Moving to all mail-in ballot – days may change 
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Northbrook/Glenview School District 30, IL

When will the first vote likely be cast in the November 3, 2020 Election? 

Some voters vote early and 
some voters vote late. In fact, 
about one-third of Colorado’s 
mail-in ballots arrived the 
last two days of the 2016 
Presidential Election.

Based on information available as of August 2020, below are estimates as to how many days in advance of Election Day the first vote will be cast this fall in various states.

Election Day is statutorily defined as “the Tuesday 
next after the first Monday in the month of 
November” when it comes to a general election. 
However, in developing a timeline for a bond 
campaign, Election Day should be defined as  
“the day that the first vote is cast and every  
day thereafter until the statutorily set date of  
the election.”  

All states allow voters to request an absentee ballot. 
In fact, about two-thirds of the states allow any 
qualified voter to vote absentee without offering a 
reason. Some states, like Michigan, offer voters the 
opportunity to be on a permanent absentee ballot 
list in which they automatically receive an absentee 
ballot each election.  

There are currently nine states that will 
automatically mail a ballot to every eligible voter. In 

all-mail states, ballots are typically mailed well in 
advance of Election Day. For example, in Colorado, 
ballots are mailed 18 to 22 days before Election Day.  

About four-fifths of the states allow early, in-person 
voting. This takes place during a designated period 
prior to Election Day. In many states, early voting 
starts about two weeks in advance of Election Day.

There’s nothing worse than 
knocking on doors, making  
phone calls or having mail arrive  
after voters have already voted.    

It’s critical that campaigns identify when and how 
voters can vote, segment voters based on when  
they will likely vote based on historical voter data  
(if available) and create unique timelines to target 

each voter segment. In states without all-mail 
elections, voters typically fall into these categories: 
absentee voters, early voters and Election Day voters.  

For states in which a large percentage of the 
electorate will take advantage of absentee or early 
voting, as well as all-mail states, it’s important 
that direct mail, canvassing and literature drops, 
phone banking, earned media and other campaign 
strategies are properly timed. 

At the same time, a campaign cannot take their 
foot off the gas before the last vote is cast. This 
even holds true in all-mail states, given the large 
percentage of voters who wait until the very end 
to mail in their ballot or drop it off at a designated 
drop-box. In the 2014 and 2016 general elections 
in Colorado, about one-third of the ballots did not 
arrive until the last two days of the election.

  Our bond measure passed with 76% 
support. Why? Because we asked our 
community what they wanted to do 
with their schools. Paul Hanley and 
his team guided authentic stakeholder 
engagement that generated our 
community’s plan. People support  
what they help to create.

Dr. Brian K. Wegley 
Superintendent 
Northbrook|Glenview School District 30, IL

Election Day is not on Election Day.

In the Spotlight
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Lesson #3: Kirtland Community College successfully obtained voter 
approval for two important funding proposals over the 
past six years, one of which funded a new Health Sciences 
Education Center.
Garnering strong public support for tax-related referenda in 
an area with an aging, fiscally conservative voter base was 
not an easy task. Kirtland’s back-to-back wins were driven by 
a commitment to involve taxpayers in the planning process 
well in advance of Election Day.
The College’s pre-referendum efforts included numerous 
community outreach meetings over a six-month period, 
vetting of the proposals via a citizen task force, informational 
mailers, social media updates and public opinion research. 
These efforts allowed the campaign committee to focus its 
time on advocating versus educating.

Lessons Learned in 
the Campaign Trenches
A 10-Part Series

Kirtland Community College, MI

It’s extremely difficult to run a successful 
referendum campaign if the ballot measure comes 
as a surprise to taxpayers. 

If properly done, public entities will have done 
the heavy lifting before the adoption of the ballot 
question. This includes facilities master planning, 

the roll-out of a comprehensive public information 
program and public opinion research.  

Citizens advocating for a referendum should not be 
put in a situation in which voters are not familiar 
with the ins and outs of the funding proposal. 
Again, that should have been addressed by the 

public entity via informational mailers, 
webinars, earned media and other 

non-advocacy outreach efforts.

Furthermore, campaign committees should not 
have to guess as to whether a referendum has a 
strong chance of success at the polls. That should 
have been vetted by the public entity prior  
to the adoption of the ballot question.  

Stealth campaigns should be forever shelved. They 
don’t build long-term taxpayer trust and they are 
the reason many referenda are unsuccessful.

A campaign  
committee should  
NOT have to 
simultaneously  
educate and advocate.

Campaign Toolbox

Pre-Referendum Toolbox

Banners 
Billboards 
Cable TV 
Canvassing Materials 
Car Magnets 
Community Events 
Digital Advertising 
Direct Mailers 
(Microtargeting) 
Earned Media 

Emails 
Fact Sheets 
Fundraising Tools & Events 
Mobile Canvassing App 
Palm Cards 
Personalized Postcards 
Phone Banking 
Print Ads
Public Opinion Research 
Radio 
Signage for Retailers 

Signature Cards/ 
Envelopes 
Social Media 
Stickers/Buttons 
T-Shirts 
Text Messages 
Voter Analytics/Lists 
Voter ID 
Voter Tracking 
Website 
Yard Signs

Facility Condition Assessment 

Demographic/Enrollment Study 

Strategic Plan 

Master Facilities Plan 

Citizen Task Force to Vet Proposal(s) 

Board/Staff Communications 

Informational Mailers 

Informational Presentations/ 
Open Houses 

Webinars 

Earned Media 

Website/Social Media 

Public Opinion Research 

Non-Advocacy Tools & Strategies Used by Public Entities to 
Develop Community-Driven Capital Improvement Proposals

Tools & Strategies Used by Citizen-Led Campaign  
Committees to Advocate for Capital Improvement Proposals

In the Spotlight
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  Building strong public support for a tax 
referendum in Northern Michigan is an 
uphill battle given our aging, fiscally 
conservative electorate. However, with 
Paul Hanley and his team’s guidance, 
Kirtland Community College was able 
to do just that—twice. In fact, our last 
referendum passed with 64% support. 
Paul’s assistance with community 
engagement, public opinion research, 
message development, voter analyses and 
other pre-referendum services focused on 
respecting and involving our taxpayers in 
the planning process was invaluable.

Dr. Brian K. Wegley 
Superintendent 
Northbrook|Glenview School District 30, IL
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Lesson #4: 
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What is one of the most visited pages on a campaign website 
advocating for a referendum? It’s the list of endorsements, which often 
includes both individuals and organizations.  

Voters are often overwhelmed with the number of decisions that must 
be made when it comes to both candidates and referenda, especially 
during general elections. When it’s time to decide, many voters will go 
to campaign websites to determine who endorses local candidates and 
referenda. In fact, there is often a big spike in the number of visitors to 
campaign websites the first week that absentee/mail-in ballots arrive as 
well as a few days before Election Day.  

One of the first things that a campaign should do is 
to assemble a list of all community opinion shapers. 
This might include elected officials; representatives 
from small and big businesses; civic, faith-based and 
education leaders; key senior citizens; HOA board 

members; and others. The campaign should then reach out to these 
community leaders to seek their endorsements.  

Voters also turn to local newspapers to determine if 
editorial boards have taken a position on a referendum. 
The chair or co-chairs of the campaign, as well as other 
key committee members, should seek a meeting with 

editorial boards to discuss the specifics of their funding proposal well 
before Election Day. 

The endorser list should be a broad cross-section of the electorate, with 
a special emphasis on fiscally conservative voters. Voters like to know 
that the endorsers have aggressively vetted the funding proposal before 
making the decision to support it. At the same time, the committee 
should not forget to capture endorsements from those who should be 
strongly in support of the referendum. Imagine if the list of endorsers 
for a school bond proposal did not include the superintendent.

Lastly, when an endorser list is not in alphabetical order the reader will 
spend more time with the piece. That’s a good thing, especially given 
how quickly some voters will read and toss campaign materials. 

Voters look for quick 
cues on how to vote.
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Voters in the St. Vrain Valley School 
District have supported four ballot 
measures since 2008, addressing 
both operating and capital facility 
needs. To date, these voter-approved 
referenda have provided more than 
$800 million in funding for the District. 

One of the most important action 
steps that the citizen-led campaign 
committees advocating for SVVSD’s 
referenda have taken is to develop 
a comprehensive list of community 
opinion shapers and to then allocate 
the necessary resources to contact 
them and ask for their support. A 
special emphasis was also placed on 

engaging with local newspapers and 
providing them with the information 
their editorial boards need to evaluate 
the District’s funding proposals. 

Some of the most persuasive 
campaign mailers and print ads used 
by campaign committees advocating 
for SVVSD’s referenda have been 
those that included a long list of 
individuals, organizations and  
editorial boards in support of their 
funding proposals.

In the SpotlightSt. Vrain Valley School District, CO

One of the first  
things that a 
referendum 
campaign should  
do is to seek  
the endorsement  
of community  
opinion shapers.

SVVSD’s Innovation Center was part of a $260-million referendum approved by voters in 2016.  
The bond measure also funded three new schools and other critical capital improvements districtwide. 
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  Over the past 10 years, Paul Hanley has assisted our school district with four successful ballot measures, 
providing approximately $800 million in funding. His taxpayer-focused strategies have allowed our district to 
address its highest priority capital improvement and operating needs, benefiting more than 30,000 students.

Dr. Don Haddad, Ed.D. 
Superintendent 
St. Vrain Valley School District, CO 
2013 National Superintendent of the Year

“
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Lesson #5: 
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In what year were you born? Do you have any children age 
18 or under living in your home whom you are responsible 
for raising? Do you consider yourself a Democrat, 
Republican, Independent or something else? These are  
just some of the demographic questions that pollsters ask 
when testing support for a possible referendum. 

Demographic information—when coupled with answers 
to key polling questions and voter data—is extremely 
useful in crafting campaign messaging and strategies. This 
information allows campaigns to answer many important 

questions, including: Who are the swing voters? To what 
extent do the key arguments in support of the tax proposal 
resonate with voters who do not have school-age children? 
Are any parts of the funding proposal strongly supported 
by seniors? The list of important questions that can be 
answered with public opinion research is significant. 

Rather than every voter receiving the exact same campaign 
mailer, door hanger and phone banking message, imagine if 
they were customized based on public opinion research. 

That’s what microtargeting is all about. It’s about dialing in 
the optimum message for key segments of the electorate. 
Coupled with customized messaging, microtargeting also 
takes the form of unique photos, endorsers and the timing 
of certain campaign strategies. 

Microtargeting is more complicated, more 
labor intensive and more expensive than 
blanket canvassing strategies. However, 
assuming time, resources and data are 
available, it’s worth it.

Microtargeting  
is difficult. Do it anyway.

Customizing a campaign’s message 
for certain segments of the electorate 
is not easy, but when properly 
executed, it delivers big. This is 
precisely what Funding Our Future did 
in 2016 when advocating for funding 
proposals to address Weld RE-3J’s 
districtwide operating needs and capital 
improvements in the Colorado towns of 
Hudson, Keenesburg and Lochbuie. 

Each campaign mailer was customized 
by location. For example, voters in 
Keenesburg received campaign mailers 

that were focused on STEM upgrades 
at their local middle school. Lochbuie 
mailers showcased a new elementary 
school that would be built in that 
community. And efforts to protect and 
improve Hudson Elementary School  
took center stage in campaign mailers 
sent to Hudson voters.   

While each campaign mailer addressed 
districtwide improvements, the order of 
the messaging, quotes from community 
opinion shapers, and the photos and 
illustrations that were used were 
customized across communities. In the 
end, both the mill levy override and bond 
proposal received voter approval.

Hudson Elementary School Addition

Weld County School District RE-3J, CO In the Spotlight
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Don’t guess what resonates with likely voters. Public opinion research can 
identify the one or two most important parts of your funding proposal, which 
can then be showcased in a yard sign’s core message. Don’t make the voter 
jump through too many mental hoops. 

If there is a ballot title associated with a referendum, that needs to take 
center stage on the yard sign. And, of course, it should indicate which way 
the campaign wants voters to vote. 

18” x 24” is a large enough sign to get voters’ attention. However, make 
sure it’s printed on two sides and properly positioned when installed. The 
passersby should be able to read the sign coming and going.  

If the public entity for which the campaign is advocating has a strong image, 
consider using their colors for the yard sign. The same holds true when it 
comes to branding. However, the public entity’s brand should not be duplicated 
but rather simply used as inspiration for the campaign branding. 

Imagine what the local landscape will look like when the campaign’s yard 
signs are installed? Will it be summer, fall, spring or winter? It’s amazing 
how many yard signs are camouflaged due to their color and the landscape.

If the yard sign is advocating for a school district’s 
funding proposal, and there are multiple high 
schools in the district, be very careful when 
selecting colors. Do not try to weave in each high 
school’s colors. 

Yard signs can be expensive when using more than 
two colors. And if custom colors are used, there are 
usually added fees for each custom color. However, 
if the campaign has developed a powerful brand that 
uses custom colors, it’s worth paying the added fee 
to match those colors on the yard sign. 

Election laws often require that the name of the 
committee paying for yard signs be printed on the 
yard sign in a certain minimum size font. Triple 
check that any and all required information  
is printed on the yard signs. 

Will a large percentage of likely voters go to a 
referendum campaign’s website? No. That holds 
true even if the committee aggressively promotes 
the website. However, the domain name should still 
appear on the yard sign. Adding a QR code is also 
sometimes a nice touch. 

Voters need to know what they are voting for, 
including the organization behind the funding 
proposal. It doesn’t have to be the full formal  
name, but at least something close.

Lesson #6: 

Lessons Learned in 
the Campaign Trenches
A 10-Part Series

Campaign committees often want to load up every possible message 
they can on a yard sign. It just doesn’t work. Given that most voters 
view yard signs while driving by, less is more.

Following are additional helpful hints to consider when designing an 
impactful yard sign:

If a referendum campaign wants its yard 
signs to stand out from the crowd, the 
decision to use red, white and blue is 
probably not a good one. Yes, it’s patriotic, 
but so are the 10 other yard signs for that 
election cycle. 

While red and black are ideal colors for a 
fire district’s yard sign, they are often used 
by opposition campaigns and not advocacy 
efforts. Unless the public entity’s colors are red 
and black and its branding is well known, it’s 
often best to choose a different color palette. 

Impactful yard signs are 
both an art and a science. 
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  Paul Hanley’s expertise was invaluable in passing our bond. Meeker is a highly conservative community and had recently rejected 
tax increases for school district needs. Paul’s counsel on how to gather information from our community, and sincerely engage them 
in our decision making process, paid great dividends. Our ballot measure passed by nearly a 2-to-1 margin. Meeker School District 
RE-1 did not possess the capacity or the expertise to ensure such a successful ballot initiative. Because of Paul’s guidance, our 
capital needs are being addressed and our new facilities will be of great benefit to our students, staff, and community.

Chris Selle, Superintendent 
Meeker School District

“
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Lesson #7: 
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When it comes to tax-related referenda, 
there are always voters who are strongly  
in support of the proposal (known as  
“hard yes” votes) as well as voters who are 
strongly against the measure (known as 
“hard no” votes). It is unlikely that these 
voters will change their mind, no matter 
how strongly a campaign attempts to 
persuade them. 

There are also voters who are on the fence. 
These are the folks who would answer 
probably yes, probably no or undecided 
if asked if they would support a bond 
proposal or other type of tax measure. 
These are known as swing voters.

Unless a campaign committee has unlimited 
resources—which they never do—being 
able to identify likely voters who are 
swing voters is critical. To do this requires 
combining public opinion research with 
historical voting records. 

Polling, if done correctly, allows a campaign 
to identify the specific demographics of 
voters who are hard yes votes, hard no 
votes, and those on the fence when it 
comes to support for a referendum. For 
example, for a school bond measure, swing 
voters might include males, 35 to 55 years 
old, with school-age children, and who 

identify as an Independent or 
Republican as well as females, 
65 and older, who identify as 
a Democrat.  Voter data can 
then be used to determine which voters 
match these demographics, including their 
address, phone number and the likelihood 
of their participating in an upcoming 
election based on their track record in 
voting in recent and similar elections. 

Once the swing voter universe is identified, 
the campaign can then target these voters 
using poll-driven messaging that has been 
tested to resonate with these specific 

voters. This often takes the form of highly 
focused direct mail, canvassing, phone 
banking, emails and text messages.

The next time you see a campaign handing 
out flyers at a big box store you’ll now 
realize that they either have way too much 
money or they know nothing about the 
importance of swing-voter targeting. 
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  I can’t speak highly enough of Paul Hanley and the job he did in leading our district to a successful 
Education Fund referendum. He adeptly led us through the entire process including the voices of all key 
stakeholders. We passed our referendum with 76% support and that’s greatly due to the leadership of Paul.

Elaine Aumiller, Ed. D. 
Superintendent 
Mount Prospect School District 57

“
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Lesson #8: 
R
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eferendum campaigns usually 
begin to heat up four to six weeks 
out from Election Day. This is when

articles in the newspaper, yard signs, 
banners, door hangers and campaign 
mailers start to appear. 

It’s not uncommon to have voters who 
are against a referendum be extremely 
vocal, especially in letters to the editor, 
community blogs, Facebook pages and 
elsewhere. Unfortunately, many times 
their facts and figures are not accurate—
sometimes on purpose and other times 
because they are misinformed. 

While less-than-accurate information  
left unchecked can sometimes build 
steam, especially in smaller communities, 
it’s important that a campaign NOT 
get into an ongoing debate with the 
opposition. In fact, opposition campaigns 
welcome back-and-forth banter because 
it keeps the misinformation fresh in 
voters’ minds. 

The best way to handle misinformation  
is to calmly and professionally present 

the facts, including sharing online links 
to the information voters need. Ideally, 
your campaign will have a website that 
has a detailed FAQ page. The campaign 
can continue to modify this section of the 
website as new questions arise. However, 
avoid answering questions that should 
not be part of the conversation.

The opposition often looks for 
anything that will stick, no 
matter how off base it might 
be. Why? Because they know 
that referenda are often fragile 
and that voters are looking for a 
reason to vote no instead of yes.

Remember that the campaign gets to 
frame the issue. When developing an  
FAQ and/or short, factual responses  
to the opposition, do not restate or 
reinforce their message. Keep the 
narrative positive and factual while 
continuing to reference back to your  
poll-driven messaging. Formulate 
questions in your own words so voters 
can easily understand the response, 
especially when addressing complex 
issues like the financial structure of a 
bond measure.

Although deflecting 
questions will 
sometimes work for 
political campaigns, 
it’s not an effective 
strategy for tax-related 
referenda. Campaigns 
advocating for a 
referendum do not 
need to shy away from 
hard-hitting questions, 
but it’s important to 
craft responses that put  
the funding proposal’s 
key benefits at  
the forefront. 

Lastly, keep in mind 
that the messenger is often as essential 
as the message. If the opposition 
attempts to lead voters down a road of 
mistruths, it’s important to have well-
respected community opinion shapers 
at the ready to stand up and present the 
facts. Again, do not engage in a full-
blown debate—speak the truth and then 
let the message resonate. 
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Now is NOT the time 
to pick a fight.
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  Paul Hanley’s approach is about connecting, listening, and understanding the community. His efforts 
helped us determine what our taxpayers valued and his work was essential in passing a $136.6 million bond 
issue with strong support. As our construction is underway, I am continually complimented on the process of 
securing support for the project as a key part of the product. The two are inseparable to our residents.

Dr. Hank Thiele 
Superintendent 
Community High School District 99, IL
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Lesson #9: 
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Lessons Learned in 
the Campaign Trenches
A 10-Part Series
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Resource allocation decisions 
can mean the difference 
between a win and a loss.

he executive committees of 
referendum campaigns are usually 
very nervous a few weeks out from 

Election Day. The focus of concern is 
less about the final vote than it is about 
stretching limited campaign funds. 

Donations that come in early are 
much more valuable than those that 
are captured late in the game. That’s 
because tools and strategies available 
to campaigns begin to quickly narrow 
as Election Day approaches. Campaign 
novices aren’t always savvy about the 
time it takes to produce and distribute 
materials like direct mailers and door 
hangers. And when it comes to print and 
digital ads, desireable placements go to 
those who arrive early. 

When initially designing direct mail and 
other campaign tools, assume that the 
campaign will have more than enough 
funds to eventually utilize them. Every 
mailer and advertisement that has been 
designed might not see the light of 
day. However, if funds do come in, the 

campaign will be ready to go straight to 
production and then out the door.

If a referendum campaign struggles to 
bring in the necessary campaign dollars, 
here are five strategies to consider:

• Rely more aggressively on social 
media, emails, text messages, phone 
banking and other less expensive or  
no-cost strategies. 

• Further zero in on the target  
direct-mail audience. For example, 
if the original plan was to target 
all likely voters as well as unlikely 
voters who are likely supporters, the 
campaign may want to target strictly 
likely voters or just swing voters.  

• Eliminate postage costs by assembling 
volunteers to do literature drops. 
Even if the campaign has already 
done canvassing, postcards or other 
materials can still be distributed to 
the front doors of targeted voter 
households. 

• Strategically place banners in  
high-trafficked areas if the campaign 
has run out of yard signs and cannot 
afford more. 

• Assemble large groups of volunteers 
to wave homemade campaign signs 
at little to not cost to the campaign. 
There’s something quite powerful 
and persuasive about this type of 
grassroots effort.

Some of these budget-stretching 
approaches obviously require having 
access to the necessary polling data, 
voter data and/or 
volunteers willing 
to make the extra 
effort. However, when 
campaign coffers begin 
to dry up, as they often 
do, these strategies can 
truly be game changers.
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  As school districts consider referendums to modernize and improve their school buildings, it is imperative that 
the process include skilled and expert advice, which is precisely what Paul Hanley provides. Paul has helped many 
districts, including ours, run successful campaigns. He is one of the nation’s very best referendum consultants, and 
districts that want to get it right the first time can count on Paul and his team to give them the best chance of success.

Dr. Ken Wallace, Superintendent 
Maine Township HIgh School District 207
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Put it on autopilot  
at the end? No way! 

s the campaign season enters 
the final stretch, it may be 
tempting to switch it over 

to autopilot. With direct mailers 
and print/digital ads in the queue, 
and yard signs, banners and door 
hangers distributed, why not take 
it easy? Because a surprisingly 
large percentage of voters wait until 
Election Day, or the last few days 
before Election Day, to decide on  
tax-related referenda. 

There’s always more that can be 
done when it comes to campaigning, 
including get-out-the-vote (GOTV) 
initiatives, honk-and-wave efforts, 
strategic signage repositioning and 
other strategies. 

GOTV efforts are often important, 
especially for low-turnout elections 
like primaries and coordinated general 
elections. The goal is to get low- to 
medium-propensity voters who are 
likely supporters to cast their votes. 
While it’s not an easy task, given 
that voters are creatures of habit, 
it’s critical. Why? Because most 
low-turnout elections are dominated 
by older, more fiscally conservative 
voters. Voter databases, coupled 
with phone banking, text messaging 
and email, are how most campaigns 
implement GOTV efforts. 

Another late-in-the-game strategy 
is honk-and-wave. That’s when 
volunteers wave signs and banners in 
high-trafficked areas during morning 

and afternoon drive-
times. These efforts 
remind people to vote 
and send the message 
that there is energized 
support for the 
referendum, especially 
if there is strong 
participation.  
One of the most 
memorable  
honk-and-wave events was when a 
large group of volunteers advocating 
for an Eagle County School District 
referendum in Colorado created 
homemade vests out of the 
campaign’s poly sleeve yard signs to 
grab the attention of commuters and 
the press. It was front-page news in 
the Vail Daily.

As Election Day closes in, the 
campaign needs to think about where 
voters will be voting and reposition 
yard signs accordingly. The closer 
the signs are to polling places, the 
better. Of course, the campaign will 
need to follow laws pertaining to 
electioneering boundaries. While 
most voters have decided on key 
political races well before Election 

Day, many are still undecided on  
local referenda. 

As the campaign winds down, 
it’s time to think outside the box. 
That’s precisely what volunteers in 
Sweetwater County, Wyoming did 
to help promote the passage of a 
countywide sales tax. Less than a 
week before Election Day, a large 
group of volunteers hung helium-

filled red, white and blue balloons on 
yard signs throughout neighborhoods 
that had the highest concentrations 
of voters. Imagine driving to work 
and taking in that colorful, impactful 
scene. You’d surely remember it’s 
time to vote and be reassured that 
the community cared deeply about 
supporting the referendum.

VOTE
HONK

WAVE
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  Paul Hanley was instrumental in helping us convey to our community the need for additional 
funding to meet our collective expectations of the school district. This resulted in the successful 
passage of an $131.8 million bond and an $8 million mill levy override in 2016.

Sandra Mutchler 
Chief Operations Officer 
Eagle County Schools, CO
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Paul A. Hanley
Managing Director

720.432.4435 Office
303.808.8741 Mobile

8181 Arista Place, Suite 100 
Broomfield, CO 80021

2500 North Frontage Road 
Darien, IL 60561

211 North Clinton Street, Suite 3N 
Chicago, IL 60661

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

VOTER ANALYTICS

STRATEGIC  
COMMUNICATIONS


