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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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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. 
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Now is NOT the time 
to pick a fight.


