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NOW WHAT? 

 

Congratulations! You’ve decided to run for office. 

Maybe it was your idea.  Maybe your friends or 

family encouraged you.  Or maybe local party 

leaders asked you to run. Whatever the reason, 

you’re running.  You’re going to be a candidate. 

You’re ready to make a difference in your 

community.  

Okay, now what? How do you actually run for office? How do you put together a campaign? 

How do you put together a team?  

Most importantly… how are you going to pay for all of this? Welcome to the reality check. 

The moment when it all sinks in. You’re actually doing this. But do you actually know what 

you’re doing? Probably not. 

It’s nothing against you. You’re not missing out on some secret info that other candidates have. 

You’re far from alone. It happens to candidates every day in every town in every state. Because 

until you’ve actually done it, running for office is just a concept. It sounds interesting… exciting… 

even a little glamorous. 

The reality is a lot different. It’s a lot of hard work.  A lot of long hours.  There are challenges, 

frustrations and disappointments… and that’s even if you win. 

And in many ways, running for office is more difficult now than ever before. There are 

more ways to communicate, but to people who have the ability to tune out what they 

don’t want to hear. Generations of politicians before you have turned off the average 

voter with poorly-run campaigns and bad decisions made once in office, and you get to 

pick up the slack. Voters feel incredibly ignored… In 2015, voter turnout across the 

United States was the lowest in 70 years.  

There’s a lot to know, and a lot of mistakes to avoid. Believe me, I made many of them.  Because 

when I started in politics, the only help that was available was way too costly for a small local 

campaign. 
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Now I share my knowledge with other candidates.  That’s why I put together this guide, offering 

information and advice that could cost anywhere from $3,000-$10,000 if you hired a 

consultant on your own… so candidates with the best of intentions like you don’t have to have 

to face unnecessary challenges and obstacles. 

So let’s start your learning curve, and show you how to avoid the mistakes that will keep you 

from getting funded, getting votes… and getting elected.  
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MISTAKE 1: NOT KNOWING WHY YOU’RE RUNNING 

 

 “Why are you running?” 

Be prepared….you’re going to be asked that a lot. Whenever someone finds out you’re running 

for office, that will likely be their first question. You’ll be asked that question right up until 

Election Day. 

So why are you running? Have you asked yourself that question? Do you know why you’re 

running for this particular office at this particular time? Are you running for the right reasons? 

That’s critical.  Because if you’re running for the wrong reason, it won’t take long for people to 

see it.  The voters, the media, potential donors…. even your friends and family…. and once they 

see that, you’ve already lost.  

So what are the right reasons? Let’s start with the 

office you’re running for. Do you know the scope of 

the job?  Do you know what you can or cannot 

accomplish in that office?  

If you’re running for a local office, your authority 

will be on local issues. You can only control what’s 

within the scope of the office. If you’re on a town 

board, you deal with town issues. County legislators 

deal with their county. Village trustees deal with 

their village. Parish councilmembers deal with their 

parish. If you’re on a school board, you’re only dealing with policies affecting the schools in your 

district. It doesn’t matter what your thoughts are on national or international issues.   

Maybe you’re running because a certain local issue is important to you.  Maybe you think the 

incumbent is on the wrong side of that issue.  That’s a good reason to run… you want to make a 

difference.   But is your issue important enough to enough voters to get you elected? Maybe you 

believe it’s time for a change in the way your local government does things in general.  Can you 

effect a change if you do get elected?  Will your election tip the balance of power, or will you just 

be one voice in a (frustrated) minority? Whatever your reasons for running, if they don’t resonate 

with the voters you don’t stand a chance.  No matter how passionate you might be.  But if you’re 

honest and open about why you’re running, and it’s clear that you understand what you’re 

proposing and what you can realistically accomplish if you’re elected, then you’ve put yourself 

in the strongest position possible. 
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On the other hand, what about the wrong reasons? Let’s 

start with ego. Yes, we all have one.  And if you’re willing 

to put yourself in the public eye like this, having a healthy 

ego is a good thing.  But some candidates run for office 

because they have an inflated opinion of themselves and 

what they can accomplish.   Which comes back to knowing 

the office.   You’re running for a local office.  If the issue 

that’s driving you is ISIS or Planned Parenthood or 

Obamacare or something similar, stop right there.   

Support a candidate for Congress or US Senate who feels the same way you do.  Don’t put 

yourself in a position where a topic that is irrelevant to the office you’re seeking is going to turn 

off voters who might otherwise support you. 

Don’t run for the wrong office just because the party asks you to.  If you want to run for town 

council but they push you to run for another office, that could be because they’re having trouble 

finding someone for that race.  Your first media interview or debate will make it clear you really 

didn’t want to run for that office, and voters will know your heart’s not in it. 

The last thing you want is to set yourself up to be embarrassed. Because the fact is, if you lose this 

election it might not be your last one.  You might run again next year, in two years or in four 

years…. for the same office or a different one.  There’s nothing wrong with losing an election, if 

you ran the right type of campaign and ran for the right reasons.  But if you get embarrassed or 

people feel that you’re not authentic this time around, that could come back and haunt you next 

time. Or you could just be filling a slot on the ballot for the race that interests you.  There are a lot 

of party chairs who pride themselves on having a “legitimate” candidate for every race.  And that 

sometimes means sacrificial lambs.  If you’re a Democrat in a district that’s 75% Republican and 

there’s a longtime popular incumbent, what really was their motivation for asking you to run? 

They might also be using you to help another candidate.   Maybe in your town, the two parties 

are fairly close in numbers, but the next town over isn’t that close….and there could be a county-

wide race where turnout in your town could make a difference. I know these aren’t easy things 

to hear.  It’s very flattering when the party asks you to run for office.   But be sure to look at their 

motive and make sure this is the right move for you. 

By the way, many people run for office the first time knowing full well they’re going to lose…. 

But they know they’re going to run again.  And getting their name out is the first step.  Sometimes 

the timing is just bad…. The incumbent is popular and things seem to be going well.  But that 

incumbent won’t always run for re-election.  Or maybe your issues will have better support next 

time around. It all comes back to credibility and knowledge of the office.  There are many more 

wrong reasons to run than right ones.  Make sure you’re on the right side, before you commit.  
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MISTAKE 2: BELIEVING YOU CAN WITHOUT $$$ 

 

We see the stories every day, especially during a presidential election cycle. The cost of elections.  

And when you see the numbers, they’re staggering. 

More than two billion dollars was spent on the presidential race last time around.  This year, it 

could reach five billion. US Senate races are costing 30, 40, 50 million dollars and more.  

Congressional races are topping 10 million. 

Local elections aren’t anywhere near those numbers, but they’re getting more expensive every 

year. Political parties and special interests know that local political power leads to regional, state 

and federal power, and local campaign spending is reflecting it more and more. 

So here’s a question: how much money do you think you need for your campaign? 

Do you have a ballpark number? Great.  Now double it.  Or triple it.  Or multiply it by 10. Because 

the fact is, whatever you think you need isn’t enough. There are costs you haven’t even begun to 

consider. Which leads to a much more 

important question: How are you 

going to get the money you need?  

Unless you have the money to pay for 

your campaign yourself, (which is 

pretty rare in politics and an ill-

advised strategy to boot) you are 

going to need to do some serious 

fundraising. 

If you aren’t sure about your answers 

to these questions, don’t feel bad.  

Until you’ve run for office and experienced these things and learned these lessons, you’re in 

uncharted waters. 

But there are some things you can do to help navigate those waters and keep your head above 

water. Start by doing your homework.  Do some research. 

Every candidate who runs for office from president to dog catcher is required to file financial 

forms, which include information like how much money they raised and where it came from.  

How much they spent, and where the money went. 
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The information is out there for you... You just have to look for it. Look at the filings for your race 

last time around.   And the time before.  And the one before that. 

Learn the history.  If you’re running against an incumbent, see what he or she spent.  See what 

the challenger spent in a losing effort. Seeing how much was spent in past races and where it was 

spent will give you a starting point for your campaign.  But bear in mind, things change from 

election to election… sometimes significantly. 

If the incumbent is more vulnerable this time around, spending more money could make a lot of 

sense.  Or maybe there is no incumbent this time… which means both candidates are on more 

equal footing… which makes the amount of money raised and spent all the more important.  

Having that extra money for a last-minute mailing or media buy could make the difference. 

And remember, it’s a long campaign.  So it isn’t just what you spend, it’s when you spend it.   

Different opportunities come up at different times.  Things look different in October than they 

did in March. If you’re short the down payment for your fundraiser because you already 

spent the money, it’s going to be difficult to book the place.  If you’re out of money a month 

before the election, and your opponent still has a war chest… Game over.  

So how much money is enough?  Most political consultants (myself included) will tell you there’s 

never enough.  And we’re probably right. Maybe a better question is how do you spend what 

you have?  If you’re running for office for the first time, how do you put together a budget?  How 

do you know what things will cost?  How do you know what’s the best way to spend your money 

so you get the maximum bang for your buck?  Again, looking at the history of your race will help 

get you a starting point.  But don’t be afraid to ask for help.  Talk to your party chair and other 

party leaders.  Talk to people who have run similar campaigns.  Don’t go it alone. 
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Okay, you get it.  The money is important.  But the second half of the money question is more 

important…. how do you come up with the money you’re going to need? 

Fundraising is challenging.  It’s difficult.  It’s 

uncomfortable.  But it’s necessary.  For many 

candidates, it’s the part of the campaign they 

dislike most (and these are people who have 

their life’s skeletons put in their neighbors’ 

mailboxes the week before Election Day!)  

You may not be comfortable asking people for 

money, but look at it this way:  You’re asking a 

lot of people to vote for you, you don’t have to 

ask nearly as many for money. 

You’re fortunate if it’s something you’ve done in 

your career.  People in sales do this type of thing 

every day.  They knock on doors, and make cold 

calls. 

In reality, fundraising isn’t nearly as difficult as it might be in your mind.  As long as you 

understand how to do it effectively, and you have a message that inspires people to get 

behind you.    

It’s all about relationships.  Trust.  Comfort.  And tapping into people’s beliefs, interests, and 

passion. 

Think about everyone you know.  Your friends, relatives, colleagues.  People who know you and 

believe in you.  People who encouraged you to run in the first place. There are a lot of people 

out there who will write you a check if you ask.   Just as important, they’ll introduce you to other 

people who will write you a check.  They’ll hold fundraisers for you.   If you ask five people to 

each invite 10 people to a dinner or a get-together and you get the chance to meet with those 

people and tell them why you’re running and how you’re going to make a difference, some of 

them will donate to your campaign. 

Again, history can be on your side.  People and organizations who donated in previous 

campaigns had a reason for doing so.  Maybe you can tap into that.  Perhaps one of the issues you 

believe in is important to them.  Perhaps they believe the town government treated them poorly.   

Perhaps their company got screwed out of a municipal contract. Or their children’s swim 
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program was cut. There are many reasons why people contribute to candidates. Find 

them.  

Private businesses are an interesting class for fundraising. They can be a challenge, because 

businesses often like to hedge their bets.  They may not be crazy about the incumbent, but they 

don’t want to get on his bad side.  But relationships and trust can go a long way toward opening 

those doors. 

You aren’t going to pick up the phone and call random business owners, introduce yourself, and 

ask them to write you a check.  But if you cultivate a relationship and they realize that you’re on 

their side when it comes to things that are important to them, the day could come that you can 

pick up the phone and tell them that you need to do a mailing which would cost a certain amount 

of money, and that’s when they’ll write the check. 

I recently consulted on a local campaign which had great fundraising success:  In just one 

campaign, we raised double the amount the incumbent did in the previous eight years.  All 

because we tapped into the right issues and built relationships with the right people. We were 

fortunate that the candidate had a background in sales, and didn’t mind picking up the 

phone. That helps! 

One last piece of advice on fundraising.  Know the rules.  The last thing you want is a campaign 

finance violation.  Be sure you know how much someone is allowed to give you, so you don’t ask 

for more than that.  You’d be surprised how often that happens. 

You have to invest your time in fundraising.  You have to invest yourself.  But it’s the only way 

you can convince people to invest in you. 
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MISTAKE 3: YOU DON’T KEEP IT LOCAL  

 

Tip O’Neill said it best: “All politics is local.”  For him, that was secret to a successful career in 

Congress.  By bringing national politics down to the local level, he got things done.  It sounds 

simple…. understand the issues that are important to the people who vote for you, and do 

something about them. 

Unfortunately, too many candidates for local office go the opposite route.  They take their local 

access to voters and use it to forward their ideas on national politics. 

Sometimes it happens in an instant.  A candidate for a local office is going door to door, or talking 

to people at a picnic, or they’re at a candidates’ forum, and someone asks them about Planned 

Parenthood.  Or Middle East policy.  Or abortion or immigration or any other contentious issue 

that has no place in their local race.  AND THEY ANSWER THE QUESTION!   So now they’re on 

the record with an opinion that doesn’t matter in their election.  But which can and will cost them 

votes. 

You aren’t running for a local office 

because of your opinion on a national or 

international controversy.  But be 

prepared… because people will ask you 

about them.   They aren’t deliberately 

trying to trap you (well, most aren’t!). 

People just like asking politicians 

questions. 

So how do you handle it?  How do you 

avoid answering a question that will 

derail the conversation you’re trying to 

have?  How do you do that without 

offending the person or sounding like you’re trying to hide something? 

Here’s the good news…. you’ll get better at it with experience.  You’ll get more comfortable.  In 

the meantime… practice.  Practice with your spouse, a friend, a campaign volunteer, someone 

from your local party or committee… practice a couple of phrases until you’re comfortable with 

them.  Phrases like “Let’s talk about the local issues,” or “Let’s talk about why I’m running for 

this office,” or even “We can’t do anything about that on the town board, but we can do something 

about…”  and steer the conversation back to one of the local important issues on which your 

opinion does matter.  Along with your plan to do something about it. 
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Provided that you can do actually something about it if you’re elected. 

Because the other important aspect of keeping it local is knowing the job.  Knowing what you can 

and can’t accomplish.  The job has very specific duties… and you’d better know them inside and 

out.  I’ve seen many campaigns go down in flames because a candidate proposed something that 

was impossible to achieve in that job.  And the opponent called him out on it.  Big oops. 

Whether you’re sending out a mail piece, doing a media interview, taking part in a debate or 

forum, or just talking to people, you need to be crystal clear on what you’re proposing and what 

you can do about it. On the other hand, you can use this to your advantage, especially if you’re 

running against an incumbent.  It’s is where being the challenger is a plus.  You can demonstrate 

your knowledge of government to the voters and bring up your issues or proposals with clear 

solutions… and remind them that the incumbent hasn’t solved the problem.  This is your chance 

to show voters that you understand what you’re getting into, and the importance of it. 

All of this reinforces why it’s so important to be running for the right reasons… and running for 

the right office.  You may be running because you have an issue that the incumbent hasn’t 

addressed.  It’s important to you… it might be important to other people as well.  In this case, 

your passion for that issue and the job are clearly on display for everyone to see. 

But if you’re running for an office that really doesn’t interest you, or your experience and skills 

don’t necessarily make you the right fit… and the only reason you’re running is because the party 

asked you to because they need a candidate who might have decent name recognition. Don’t run, 

run away.   If the office isn’t a good fit, or you’re running for the wrong reasons, it quickly 

becomes clear to people and it derails your campaign, both this time around, and any future 

campaigns. 

Another important aspect to keeping it local is remembering you’re running a local campaign.  A 

very local campaign.  You may only be representing one section of your town.  Which means you 

may not have to get all that many voters in order to win.  Look at the history of your race.  Look 

at the voter turnout.  Look what it takes to get elected. 

That doesn’t mean you’re going to be able to knock on every door… even every door belonging 

to people in your party. But you need to devise a strategy to reach as many of them as 

possible in a way that’s as personal as possible.  Phone calls.  Emails.  Social media.  And 

as much face-to-face as possible.  You may not be able to knock on every door, but 

you can knock on the right ones.  Check voter history and make sure you hit the 

people who are most likely to support you (meaning, coming out on Election Day 

to vote for you). All politics may be local, but not all politicians understand that.  The ones who 

do, and use it to their advantage, win a lot more than those who don’t.  
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MISTAKE 4: BELIEVING YOUR OWN HYPE 

 

Congratulations!  You’re definitely going to win this election.  At least that’s what your 

supporters are telling you.  And when you go door-to-door and talk to people, they’re all being 

nice to you.  They’re telling you they like you, and you have their vote for sure.   People are 

putting your signs on their lawns.  They’re saying, “Let me know how I can help.” Your 

Election Day victory looks like a sure thing. And not only do you have this race wrapped up, 

but people are talking U.S. Senate! 

Wait just a minute. You’re believing the hype.  You’re 

believing what people are telling you.   If they say they’re 

going to vote for you, that’s what they’re going to do, right? 

And then Election Day rolls around, and you don’t actually 

win. All those people who promised to vote for you?  

Something came up.  They didn’t get to the polls. Those 

people who said they’d make phone calls for you?  Perhaps 

their mobile service was out during September and October. 

Same for the people who told you they’d hand out your fliers and mail your postcards and ask 

their friends on Facebook to vote for you and all the other promises they made. This is what 

happens to candidates who take things for granted. Who take everyone’s word at face value. 

Look, people mean well.  When they offered to help your campaign, they probably meant it.  But 

they got sidetracked.  And if you or your campaign didn’t stay on top of it…. their offer went by 

the wayside. Your sign never got put up on their lawn.  Those calls never got made.  Those 

postcards never got mailed. Does your campaign have a system in place to make sure those 

opportunities don’t get missed? Believe me, it’s easy to become complacent.  Because you’ve 

worked really hard on this campaign.  It started early in the year.  You’ve used up all your 

vacation time.  You’ve gone to events practically every night after work.  You’ve worn out several 

pairs of shoes walking your district.  You’ve lost your voice making all those speeches and phone 

calls.  Your hand is chafed from all the shaking.  You’re exhausted. 

So when October rolls around and you’re in the final weeks of the campaign, you can stop putting 

in as much work, right?  You can cut back on the hours.  The hype and the promises finally got 

to you.  They gave you the sense that you can take a break.  You’ve got it won! You can rest.  And 

that’s the worst thing you can do. You know what we call candidates who believe the hype?  

Candidates who lose the election. Because a campaign is a lot of work from the day you announce 

right up until Election Day. In fact, it’s more work in the homestretch.  That’s when you can’t take 

anything for granted. It’s time to not only keep your foot on the gas, but to push harder. A 
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big part of your campaign strategy must focus on the final weeks… 

and the final day.   Make sure you have a good “get out the vote” 

plan.  Make sure everyone who said they were going to vote for you 

gets a phone call on Election Day reminding them to do that.   And 

make sure that isn’t the first contact your campaign has had with 

them since they made the promise.  Collect email addresses and 

send out updates.  Don’t barrage them with emails, but make sure 

you stay in touch.  

Make sure you have the list of registered voters in your district.  Make sure you know which 

members of your party vote regularly, and make sure your campaign contacts them. And by the 

way, you want to make sure the voters don’t believe the hype either.  Look at the elections that 

were predicted to be close and ended up a landslide.  Look at all the polls that predicted candidate 

X would win and it turned out to be candidate Y. In most local races there’s very little professional 

polling… mainly because that’s a cost many campaigns can’t afford to pay.   But there are news 

stories that give voters a sense of which candidate is ahead.   Plus, many voters know whether 

their party is in the majority or minority in their district or town or county.  There are people who 

won’t bother to vote because they don’t think their vote really matters.  Some think their 

candidates are destined to lose…. others think their candidates already have the election in the 

bag. 

Don’t count your votes before they’re cast.  Don’t take anything for granted. How many times 

have you heard this: “every vote counts?”   It’s not a cliché.  Too often, it’s painfully true.   In 

many local races turnout is horrible, so the campaign that simply does a better job of getting their 

votes out gets the Election Night celebration. Every Election Day there are countless races where 

candidates win by just a handful of votes.  Even a single vote. This past year, a local election 

in my neck of the woods in Western New York had a TWO vote difference on Election 

Night, a 12 vote difference after absentee ballots were counted, and a final separation of 

14 votes once affidavits were counted. Do not take anything for granted. Guaranteed, you 

will talk to 14 of “your” people after the election who said they forgot to vote or 

something came up that day and they didn’t make it to the polls. Imagine, you’ve put in all 

that work, invested so much of your time, spent all that money… and in the end, missed out on 

just enough votes to make the difference between winning and losing. Votes that were there for 

you if you just gave that little bit of extra effort and attention. If you lose, there’s plenty of time to 

rest after Election Day.    
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MISTAKE 5: IGNORING THE SCIENCE IN POLITICAL SCIENCE 

 

It’s called political science for a reason.  Because there’s science involved.  And like any science, 

it changes over the years.  New technology.  New developments.  New practices.  New ways of 

doing things.  

There’s also math involved.  In elections, numbers really add up, and not just the final vote count.  

Numbers will tell you what’s happened in the past….and the past can predict the future. 

Numbers will tell you the breakdown of your district.  Do you have the edge in registered voters 

or does your opponent?  Are they older or younger?  More men or more women?  What’s the 

racial and ethnic breakdown?  How can you use all of those numbers to minimize the ones that 

work against you and take maximum advantage of the ones that are on your side? 

Let’s start with the science.  Science and politics have something very 

important in common.  Ideas.  In science, ideas lead to inventions and new 

technology and breakthroughs that make people’s lives better. 

In politics, ideas get people elected. But not on their own. 

Every candidate has ideas.  Ideas about why they should run.  Ideas about issues 

they should run on.  And let’s face it, some of those may get you excited, but don’t 

actually have broad appeal.  Some only appeal to the candidate.  Which is no way 

to get elected. 

Several years ago a candidate asked me to work with him.  His platform was this:  put flower 

pots on the main thoroughfare in town.  That was it.  And he kept trying to convince me it was 

an important platform that people would respond to.  I chose not to work with him. 

You may have great ideas (that should be easy) but no matter how good they are, if they don’t 

appeal to enough people, they won’t translate to votes. So let’s go back to the science part.  If you 

want to win… if you want to get into a position where you can make things happen… you need 

to understand what the voters want. That means data.  So how do you get it?  You could conduct 

a poll… a real one, not just putting a question out on Facebook for your friends to answer.  But 

polls cost money, often significant money.  And in many local races, that just isn’t an option. 

But there are other options.  Not a full-fledged scientific poll, but ways to take the pulse of the 

voters. Talk to the people you know in your district… a cross-sampling of different 

demographics... and ask them what’s important to them.  Then do your own poll.  Go door-to-

door, or make phone calls, and talk to a hundred people.  But make sure you talk to the right 
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hundred people.  Remember, you have access to voter records.  Talk to the people who vote.  Find 

out what matters to them. 

Will it yield the same results as a paid poll?  No.  Is it science?  

Yes, if you approach it the right way.  Is it data you can use?  

You bet. In the absence of funds for a paid poll (because 

the $3K or more you can spend on a poll can put 

another mailer in people’s mailboxes), we’ve used this 

tactic, and it has produced incredibly useful results. 

Speaking of data, let’s go back to the math part of your election 

equation.  Starting with the most important set of numbers.  

Party registration.  If you’re a Democrat in a town or district 

where Republicans have an 80-20 majority in registered voters, let me 

break it to you gently:  you aren’t going to win.  Unless the Republican candidate drops out the 

day before the election – and even then you have an uphill battle!   

But if the margin is more reasonable, you can still win if you’re the minority party candidate.  

And that’s when the science comes in, because when you’re facing a party enrollment 

disadvantage, your task is to specifically identify, target, engage and recruit more voters than 

your opponent can. 

That sounds intimidating… and it can be.  But take advantage of every resource possible.  

Remember, there’s a wealth of voter data available for you at the board of elections.  But you need 

to know where to look, and what to look for.  Find someone who can help you get and manipulate 

the data.  Early in my career, I had the great opportunity to work with an absolute 

magician when it came to voter data, who once predicted based on his research that our 

candidate would win an election by 30 votes, and we won by 31. You can change the playing 

field if you can get the right information and use it the right way. It’s a science. 

It’s also important to pay attention to changes in the science of political science. Every election 

cycle is different than the previous one. There’s new technology and new ways of reaching voters. 

Think about the changing ways political candidates have reached out to you. Years ago, robocalls 

were unique.  I remember people being absolutely blown away because President Clinton 

or Mayor Giuliani left a message on their answering machines. Now they’re so common - 

and annoying - they rarely work (not to mention the answering machine has gone the way of the 

dodo). They’re very much just another commercial people don’t want to sit through. 
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Think about the direct mail pieces that flood your mailbox in the months leading up to an election.  

What does it take for one of them to cut through the clutter and get your attention? Years ago, in 

an effort to get voters to engage in a local race we knew was going to be particularly close, we 

created a “scratch-off” piece – like a lottery ticket. And who can’t resist scratching off one of 

those?! The idea had such positive response it was used by the Republican National Campaign 

Committee in elections the following year. What are candidates across the country doing to get 

through the clutter, and how can you use those ideas to communicate your message effectively? 

Think about social media, which is playing an ever-growing role in political campaigns.  What 

social media networks are you on?  How can your campaign use them?  It can be free or it can 

cost you money. If you don’t have a social media strategy and you don’t think you can put an 

effective one together, find someone who can. 

Don’t be intimidated by the science in political science.  But above all, don’t ignore it.  If you need 

help in this area, get it.   Following the science and knowing your math in the right way is a 

winning combination in any campaign.  
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MISTAKE 6: TOO MUCH DIGGING IN THE DIRT 

 

One of the first questions a candidate asks me when they’re considering hiring me for their 

campaign is whether or not they should “go negative” in their campaign. Most candidates seem 

to have a strong opinion either way, from “I want to run a ‘clean’ campaign,” to “I want 

to attack him on X, Y and, most of all, Z.” Because, of course, negative ads are an important 

part of American politics.  You see them in campaigns from president on down.  Including local 

races. Every day, candidates for every office in every state hope to uncover some dirt on their 

opponent, and pray for the chance to use it. 

The October Surprise.  The “Gotcha.” The Game-

Changer.  

But hold on. 

Don’t get so excited if you hear about some dirt on 

your opponent. Don’t be in such a rush to go 

negative.  To go nasty. For one thing, it usually goes both ways. And one of the first pieces of 

advice I give all candidates is to look in their own closet.  Is there anything in their past that could 

be used against them?  And that includes their spouse, their family…. even their kids. 

Look, everyone makes mistakes.  Some are bigger than others. It doesn’t mean your opponent is 

going to use one of them, but you need to be prepared if they do. If there’s a DWI or other legal 

issue in your past... or a financial issue like bankruptcy or unemployment or a business dealing 

that might raise eyebrows… be prepared to address it and make it clear that whatever the issue 

was, the key word is “was.”  It happened in the past and you’ve moved on… and probably 

learned from that experience.  Those lessons might help you in the position you’re running for.  

Anything in your past could come up in a mailing or an ad or at a debate.  Just be ready. 

And consider this:  if your opponent digs up the dirt and uses it against you, it could backfire 

against him. He takes the same risk you do in attacking him.  Bringing up a 20-year-old DWI or 

a 10-year-old divorce could come across as bullying, or a sign of desperation.  In many cases, it 

has cost candidates votes instead of gaining them. Which is the next piece of advice I give 

candidates.  Don’t be the candidate who looks desperate. Instead of thinking about how and when 

to go negative, think about how to contrast yourself with your opponent and use his record 

against him.   Because if it’s relevant to the job, it really isn’t a negative campaign.  It’s a contrast 

of two candidates.  To the “clean campaign” candidate, without contrasting your candidacy, you 

won’t win. To the “scorched Earth” candidate, this middle ground is where you should be. This 
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works in your favor when you’re the challenger.  What’s your opponent’s voting record on the 

important issues?  Did his time in office benefit the majority of the voters or a select group?   Did 

his actions result in a tax increase, an unpopular development getting the go-ahead, a 

controversial policy going into effect?  Even if his vote was on the losing side, if you don’t think 

it was in line with what constituents wanted, it’s still a track record to run against. 

And that turns a negative against your opponent into a positive for you:  “He did 

this.  I promise I will do something different.”  

So what about actually using the dirt you found about your opponent?  

Sometimes it’s so juicy, and you can’t imagine that if people knew about it they 

could possibly want the person representing them. And today, that “What’s 

on your mind?” window in your Facebook app looks really inviting after a day 

of walking door-to-door. Consider this.  If you know about it, chances are other 

people do too.  And you might get asked about it. Perhaps even by a reporter. 

Instead of actually commenting on it, bring it back to the issues.  A quick 

reference to earning voters’ trust, then on to your own talking points.  The 

issues that matter to the voters, what you believe your opponent hasn’t done, 

and what you will do to get things done.  That’s much more effective than talking about 

something that happened years ago.  

But what about something that could be relevant?  Maybe unpaid taxes?  Or something that 

happened while they were in office?  How relevant is that and how much of an opportunity does 

it present for you?  It very much depends on the issue, and understanding whether it’s really 

worth going there. Lean on your small circle of advisers who know your community for their 

guidance. And seriously weigh the negative impact an aggressive move can have on your 

campaign.   

If you’re running against an incumbent, there are always cliché issues like patronage.  Politicians 

putting friends and relatives on the public payroll.  Does it matter to the voters?  Unfortunately, 

not as much as you might think.  If it was blatant there might be an opportunity for you. But don’t 

bank on it. Don’t forget that incumbency perks create political power, and while it may not be a 

level playing field, the issue likely won’t sway enough voters to justify pulling away from your 

own message. Even though it feels good to hammer away on it! 

Because here’s the last thing to consider about negative campaigns.  If you’re running against an 

incumbent, they’ve already been elected by these same voters. At some point, a majority of the 

people in your community supported them. They already have a following of some sort.   So 

anything you do that comes across as negative can hurt you just for that reason. 
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There are also unique challenges for candidates depending on their gender.  It’s different for a 

man running against a woman than a woman running against a man, or two candidates of the 

same sex running against each other. The reasons for this may be antiquated by today’s standards, 

but this is not a guidebook on changes in modern etiquette… It’s about running and winning 

elections. Maybe you think the issues are on your side, but it’s critical to remember that not 

everyone votes on the issues.  Many people vote because they like one candidate better than the 

other…yes, even because they like the way someone looks or talks. 

So before you get down and dirty and think a negative campaign is your ticket to victory, be sure 

you consider every aspect, weigh every option, and prepare for every outcome.  Don’t let your 

own negative campaign have a negative influence on your candidacy.  
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MISTAKE 7: UNDERESTIMATING WHAT IT TAKES TO RUN A CAMPAIGN 

We’ve told you not to underestimate how much money you’ll need for your campaign, and the 

importance of fundraising. 

But you’ll be investing much more than money in your campaign.  You’ll invest your time, your 

effort, your emotion… and much more. 

Have you taken everything into account? 

Because money is just one of a checklist of things that many candidates underestimate. 

Starting with the time it will take. 

You may be running for a part-time office, but your campaign will feel like a full-time job.  And 

chances are you already have one of those, so this will add many more hours to your work week.   

Hours you won’t be able to spend with your family.  So don’t underestimate the impact on them, 

either. 

For many candidates, this is a year-long undertaking.  Think about that for a minute.  If you live 

to 80, one 80th of your life will be spent on this campaign.   You may end up using all your vacation 

time.  Your summer will be spent campaigning instead of camping. Memorial Day, the 4th of 

July, and Labor Day will be spent at parades instead of playing horseshoes with your in-

laws at your family picnic. 

Don’t underestimate the help you’ll need. Do you know how many people you’ll need on your 

campaign, and what they’ll need to do?  If paid staffers are out of the question, even part-time, 

that means you need lots of volunteers.  How do you get the help you need?  How do you get the 

right help from the right people?  How do you know who to trust? 

Which brings us to something most candidates underestimate.  The power of a plan.  Putting 

together a plan at the beginning of your campaign that makes sense then, and can be modified as 

things change and needs arise along the way. 

If you’ve never run for office before, the scariest question you can ask yourself (well, after “What 

did I get myself into?”) is “What do I do now?” When candidates meet with me and we begin 

just laying out what their campaign will involve, I can see anxiety in their eyes. They learn 

quickly there’s a lot more to it than the old saying, “Shaking hands and kissing babies.” 

So don’t underestimate the need for help.  Professional help.  I’m not saying you have to hire a 

campaign manager… 90% of local campaigns can’t afford that.  But there are consultants, and 
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advisors… people who can help you get through this unfamiliar and unfriendly territory.   We’ll 

have more on that later in this guide. 

Don’t underestimate the physical toll the campaign will take on you.  You’ll be walking door-to-

door until your feet can’t take it any more….and then you’ll keep going.   You’ll talk to people 

and make phone calls until you have no voice.  You’ll eat badly (if you get the chance to eat), and 

forget about a good night’s sleep until after the election is over. 

And don’t underestimate the emotional toll.  You’ll have good days and bad days, and many 

times one day will have both extremes.  Remember what we said about not believing the hype?  

The same goes for the insults and the rudeness and the doors slammed in your face.  Don’t let 

any of that get to you either.   Because it’s a long campaign, and it’s going to take enough out of 

you even if you control the mood swings.  And let’s not forget this.  The morning after.  You can 

go through this year-long process, work incredibly hard, be on the right side of issues the voters 

really care about, reach the right voters effectively….and still lose the election.   Don’t 

underestimate that disappointment. 

Don’t underestimate the importance of knowing what you can and can’t 

control.  If it’s something you can control, make sure you’ve covered every 

base.   If you can’t control it, move on. Don’t underestimate unforeseen factors. 

You can’t control the weather.  But you can control how to deal with it.  If a 

snowstorm is going to keep your voters from getting to the polls, have a team 

of volunteers with 4-wheel drive to get them there. 

Consider one of the worst days in US history.  September 11, 2001.  We’ll never forget that day.  

But people in New York have probably forgotten it was an election day in that state. In fact, it 

was the culmination of the first set of campaigns I ever consulted on.  It was Primary Day.  Until 

the state ordered the voting halted.  The primary was finally re-scheduled for two weeks later.  

All those candidates - especially the ones who desperately needed a primary win - had to 

somehow get their voters motivated enough to actually vote… on issues that were significantly 

different than they were two weeks earlier. Those who won, including our candidates in a critical 

election for majority in our country legislature, managed to overcome that monumental 

challenge. 

Not all unforeseen circumstances are of such extreme variety, of course. But you will deal with 

many challenges as you go through this process.  This very long, very demanding process, and 

must be ready for anything.  Remember, they don’t recount votes because something affected the 

turnout or people’s choices.  Which you’ll get through successfully… even if success isn’t only 

defined as an Election Day victory… as long as you go into it fully prepared for what you’ll have 

to deal with, and get the help you’ll need to deal with it the right way.  
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A WINNING STRATEGY 

 

Remember the very first question we asked in this guide? 

It was this: “Okay, now what?” It’s time to ask it again. 

Now what? What are you going to do once you fully digest 

all the information you received? 

And there was a lot of information. We know we’ve given 

you a lot to think about. Hopefully we’ve answered many 

of your questions.   But chances are, you have many more. 

Because running for office - any office - is a huge 

undertaking.  It will require a lot of time, a lot of work and 

a lot of money. And it’s not for everyone.  Every day, 

people who were considering running for office decide against it. 

In fact, the information in this guide has made some potential candidates decide not to run. 

But for many others, it only increased their desire. If you’ve made it this far, chances are you’re 

in that second group. 

So let’s ask the question again.  Now what? How will you use this information, and everything 

else you’ve learned? 

How will you put together your campaign? How will you put together a team, a strategy, a 

budget….and everything else you’re going to need to run a successful campaign? 

You don’t have to go it alone.  And you don’t have to spend a lot of money getting the guidance 

you need. In fact, you can most of what you need for less than the cost of a dinner out. 

That includes fundraising, budgeting, campaign structure, public relations, media relations, get-

out-the-vote efforts, and much more…including secrets that can only be uncovered through years 

of experience. 

Just click here or call 800-694-9296 to get your own campaign blueprint. 

Yes, running for office is hard work.  But it can without a doubt be one of the best experiences of 

your life.  

http://thecampaigncoach.com/blueprint/

