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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

                  “All elections ought to be free; and all the inhabitants 
                                of this Commonwealth, having such qualifications as 
                                they shall establish by their frame of government, 
                                have an equal right to elect officers, and to be elected, 
                                for public employments.’ 

               Article IX, Constitution of Massachusetts 
 
 

To many people, the League of Women Voters is Voter Service:  encouraging citizens to 
register and vote, answering questions about voting procedures, providing voters with 
accurate, nonpartisan information about issues and candidates as a basis for decision- 
making, and motivating citizens to participate in government.   
 
Voter service and citizen education have been central to the League since 1920, when it 
chose as its first task the political education of 20 million new women voters.  The goal 
of helping people gain access to the democratic process is still being pursued by local 
Leagues, which tailor their voter service activities to the needs of their communities and 
their citizens.  The heightened visibility from these activities helps the League attract 
attention, membership and community support. 
 
Over the years the League has created a reservoir of public trust by providing these 
services fairly and objectively in a nonpartisan way.  Voters see the League as a 
dependable source of factual, unbiased information about candidates, issues and the voting 
process. This is important to remember as members continue to respond to the needs of 
voters and to a constantly changing political climate. 
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Part 1:  Requirements of Voter Service / Citizen Education 
 

1. Adopt and adhere to a nonpartisan policy 
2. Roles and Responsibilities 
3. Key Items To Do 
4. Getting Started Checklist 

 
Every local League must adopt a nonpartisan policy and readopt it annually. 

LWVMA Nonpartisan Policy (re-adopted September 30, 2009) 

The purpose of this policy is to assure the credibility of the League of Women Voters of 
Massachusetts as a nonpartisan organization which does not support or oppose any 
political party or candidate. Only to the extent that the public and its elected officials are 
convinced of the League's genuine nonpartisanship, will the League be able to render 
effective voters service activities and gain a wide base of support for its positions on 
governmental issues. 

Board members must recognize that, as a result of close identification with the League, 
they have a special responsibility to see that their activities do not create a partisan 
impression. 

1. Elected Governmental Office: The president and board members of the LWVMA 
holding voters service portfolios shall not run for any elective office, except for 
Town Meeting member in towns with representative Town Meeting, and local charter 
commissions. Other board members shall not run for national or state elective office, 
but may run for nonpartisan local office. The state and local League boards should be 
notified. 

2. Appointive Office: A board member may accept an appointment to state or local 
commissions, boards, or committees if such service would not be in conflict with 
League program. 

3. Political Party Office: The president and board members holding voters service 
portfolios shall not serve in any position in a political party at any level. Other board 
members may serve on a local political party committee, with notification given to 
the state board, but may not serve in political parties at the state or national level. 

4. Support of Candidates for Public Office: 

a. Local - All board members, except for the president and board members holding 
voters service portfolios, may support the candidates of their choice for local 
office. 

b. State and National - Board members shall not publicly support any candidate for 
state or national office. Activities permitted under this policy include: attending 
informational campaign functions; signing nominating petitions; and making 
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contributions below the reporting level. Activities prohibited include: circulating 
nominating petitions; hosting fundraising or campaign functions; making 
campaign contributions above the reporting level; or adding one's name to an 
endorsement. 

5. Other Board Positions Outside League: Board members may not hold leadership 
positions (either active or honorary) in any group whose stated position is in 
opposition to the League program. 

6. Additional Clarification: The board may make exceptions for all board members, 
including those holding voters service portfolios, who seek non-partisan, local 
positions which may be elective. If board members are in doubt about the compliance 
of their anticipated actions with the nonpartisan policy, they should discuss the 
situation in advance with the board or, if time does not permit, with the executive 
committee. Questions not covered by this policy should be resolved by the board. 

 
Sample Local League Non-Partisan Policy 
 
The _____________ League of Women Voters is an organization which takes action on 
governmental issues in the public interest and seeks to promote citizen participation in 
government.  It neither supports nor opposes any political party or candidate. 
 
The League urges its members, except Steering Committee/Board members, to work for the 
candidates or parties of their choice and to run for office.  The non-partisan policy stated below 
sets forth guidelines on political involvement of Steering Committee/Board members in order to 
preserve public confidence in the League’s non-partisan stance. 
 
The Steering Committee/Board Chair/President or Co-Chairs/Co-Presidents and Voter Service 
Chair or Co-Chairs shall refrain from all partisan political activity. 
 
Other Steering Committee/Board members generally may not run for office, work in political 
campaigns or hold positions in political parties.  The Steering Committee/Board must approve 
any exception to this policy. 
 
Steering Committee/Board members will use their discretion in participating in other political 
activities and must be sure their own positions are not identified with those of the League in the 
public mind.  Steering Committee members are encouraged to bring to the Steering Committee 
any questions about personal political involvement. 
 
The Steering Committee/Board may make determinations as to the appropriateness of a given 
action on the part of a Steering Committee/Board member and may determine whether any 
change in the individual’s Steering Committee/Board membership is necessary. 
 
This policy was adopted at _____(date)_______________ Steering Committee/Board meeting 
and needs to be readopted annually, with revisions, the Steering Committee/Board so votes. 
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Roles and Responsibilities 
 
Main responsibilities of Voter Service Director/Coordinator/Chairperson 
 

 LWV liaison with election officials, candidates, media and other organizations 
 Determine which voter service/citizen education activities to undertake with the 

approval and assistance of the board/steering committee.  
 Conduit between your committee or team and the board/steering committee 
 Work with committee or team on all aspects of the portfolio.  Recruit new 

members to the team/committee, get as many people as possible involved in every 
Voter Service event or project. 

 
Role of the Board/Steering Committee 
 

Voter service and citizen education are a total board/ steering committee 
responsibility. All members of the board or steering committee share in the 
League’s responsibility to educate the voters.  Except for action and advocacy, all 
portfolios, including membership, public relations, finance,  and bulletin, support 
voter service and citizen education in one way or another.   

 
Key Items To Do: 
 
 Introduce yourself to your city or town clerk.  He or she is the most reliable source of 

election information:  deadlines and dates, absentee voting, voter registration, ballot 
initiatives, who is running, changes in the election laws and regulations.  Clerks are 
generally very willing to work with the League since we are working toward a 
common goal and the League has good standing. 

 Identify opportunities that will best serve the voters:  candidates’ forums, ballot 
question forums, voter registration drives, education about absentee voting.   

 Identify needs in the community that are of particular concern to the League, such as 
low voter registration levels or turnout, or an upcoming ballot question that may be 
complex or divisive. 

 Determine how to best use your resources to meet the community needs.  It is better 
to do fewer projects or activities and do them well than to spread your resources too 
thin. 

 Evaluate voter service/citizen education activities to be sure that they are needed.  
What projects has the community come to expect of the League and what activities 
may be duplicated by other groups? 

 Develop a calendar that is part of your League’s yearly calendar.  This will help 
ensure that voter service/citizen education events are given top priority on the LWV 
calendar and that League members will be able to work on and attend the events.  Be 
sure to incorporate election-related deadlines for your own use. 
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GETTING STARTED CHECKLIST 

 
Gather information from election officials such as: 

 Who to use as the main contact in the Clerk’s office; 
 Voter registration deadlines for upcoming elections and any special hours the 

town or city clerk will be open to accept registrations; 
 Candidate filing deadlines; 
 Offices that will be on the ballot; 
 Election Days, hours the polls will be open, polling locations; 

 
Set Voter Service /Citizen Education priorities with your board of directors. 

 
Review League board policies and budget. 

 
Prepare a Voter Service/Citizen Education calendar for the full year. 

 
Recruit and train a committee / team. 

 
Create a voter service timeline for each event. 

 
Keep records of your activities to remind yourself what to do or not to do next time 
and to pass along to the next person with this job. 
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Main Voter Service / Citizen Education Activities 
 

1. Candidates’ Forums 
2. Voters’ Guide 
3. Voter Registration 
4. Get out the Vote 

 
Candidates’ Forums How To: Step-by Step 
 
Local Elections 
 
It is essential that those involved in planning and implementing citizen education 
activities keep these activities nonpartisan and objective, as well as separate and distinct 
from LWV program and action. 
 
[See Resources:  Criteria for participation in a LWV sponsored candidate debate/forum] 
 

1. Several months ahead:  Determine filing deadline and request a list of candidates 
for office from the Town or City Clerk. 

2. Two to four months ahead, depending on the demand for space in your town:  Set 
date for forum two-three weeks before the election in a handicapped accessible, 
public building in a room that will accommodate the number of people you expect 
to attend.  Determine if the sound system is adequate and whether any sound 
equipment needs to be supplied.  Determine whether there is a podium and 
whether you want to use it. 

3. As soon as date is set:  Book a moderator for the forum.  The LWVMA office 
maintains a list of LWV members who serve as moderators.  Your League may 
have members from nearby Leagues who fill the role in your town.  It is best 
practice to have the moderator be a LWV member from another town / League in 
order to preserve nonpartisanship. 

4. Determine the format of the forum.  The moderators guide includes sample 
formats.  The format will depend on the number of candidates, number of offices 
and number of contested races. 

5. Immediately after the filing deadline:  Send a letter of invitation to all the 
candidates.  [See Resources for sample letter] Include criteria for participation, 
date, time and location information and format information.  Let the candidates 
know the policy on distribution and display of their materials.  

6. One month ahead:   
a. Contact your local press to let them know the time, date, and location of the 

forum. 
b. Publicize the forum through local calendar listings, any email lists that will 

publicize such events, local bulletin, etc. 
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c. Contact local cable station to arrange video, live, if possible, and replayed 
until the election. 

7. Immediately after date you requested confirmation:  Contact any candidates who 
haven’t confirmed their participation by the deadline. 

8. Three – four weeks ahead:  Organize people to assist at the forum:  greet the 
candidates and moderator, distribute and collect cards for audience members to 
write questions on, question screeners/sorters, timer, refreshments, photographer, 
especially if you can include photos in your Bulletin/Voter. 

9. One – three weeks ahead:  Develop a list of questions for the candidates. You may 
want to start the Q & A portion of the forum with a League question.  The 
questions should be written by people on your board/steering committee/voter 
service committee who are familiar with the issues candidates will face if elected.. 

10. Week ahead:  Contact local news to remind them of upcoming forum and request 
that they send a reporter to cover it. 

11. Day of forum:  Arrive early at site, make sure sound system works, that there are 
signs with the candidates’ names, water for candidates and moderator.   

 
 
Regional Candidates Forums 
 
Contact other Leagues in the area to determine the need and ability to organize 
legislative, state office, and Congressional forums. Inform the LWVMA Voter 
Service/Citizen Education committee of your activities to ensure that state League 
guidelines and procedures are followed. 
 
 
Recalcitrant candidates:   
 
Increasingly, it seems, candidates are unwilling to participate in LWV forums, especially 
if they see no advantage or feel that they will be at a disadvantage by facing their 
opponent.  One thing that may help is to publicize as much as possible that the LWV has 
invited all the candidates and note which have not committed to participate, especially if 
it presents an empty chair situation.  The voters and media have a vested interest in 
hearing from all the candidates and may bring pressure to bear on the recalcitrant 
candidates.  At the very least, more people will see it as unacceptable for one candidate to 
refuse to face his or her opponent.   
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Voters’ Guides: 
 
Voters’ Guides are another way to get information to voters.  They can be particularly 
important when a candidates’ forum won’t take place. Traditionally, these guides have 
appeared in newspapers and more recently, on local League websites. 
 
If the local League or a collaboration of local Leagues determines that a voters’ guide 
will be published: 
 

1. Contact all local newspapers covering the race or races in question to determine 
their willingness to publish the guide. 

2. If the newspapers agree, determine the space that will be allotted, the date of 
publication and the deadline for submission of the guide.  Make sure that you 
understand the paper’s requirements for submission – they should take care of 
layout, but would appreciate the information conveyed electronically.  Obtain 
agreement to post the same information on the LWV website. 

3. Develop a list of information that will be requested from the candidates and a list 
of questions to ask them.  Determine a word limit for responses that will fit into 
the space allotted. 

4. Once the list has been finalized send a letter to the candidates with the word and 
space limitations and deadline.  Spell out the LWV nonpartisan policy and stress 
the importance of the word limit.  State the deadline as firm and that the 
readers/voters will want to know more about their positions so the deadline is key 
to having their views included with the other candidates.  Point out that if they do 
not respond by the deadline, the guide will state that they did not respond. 

5. A reminder call/email to the appropriate person in the campaign the day of or the 
day after the deadline should prompt a quick response.  If not, don’t feel that you 
have to hound them.   

6. Assemble the information in the correct format and submit to the paper by the 
deadline.   

7. Assemble and post the information in the correct format for your local League’s 
website. 
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Guidelines for local Voters’ Guides 

Put the rules up front in your Voters’ Guide: 

This public service effort is designed to provide voters with information to help them 
make their own informed decisions about the candidates in this election. In compiling the 
information for this Voters’ Guide, the League of Women Voters of your town/city sent 
questionnaires to all candidates whose names were provided by the office of your 
town/city clerk. 

The local League of Women Voters formulated the wording of all questions asked. The 
information in this guide is in the candidates’ own words. Where replies exceeded the 
word limits set by the League of Women Voters, answers were cut by the League to fit 
the required limit. All candidates were informed of this process. 

Put in your League’s nonpartisan policy for all to see. 

Dealing with potential trouble spots: 

 Decide on a timeline. Be sure that you have adequate time for preparing and
publishing your voters’ guide.        

 A candidate’s response should not be changed even if it is full of incorrect
grammar or misspelled words. Do not correct these errors. Keeping the
candidate’s exact words and spelling allows the public to see and evaluate such
standards as: attention to detail, seriousness, and commitment to getting things
right. 

 Do not accept candidate ads for your Voters’ Guide, as doing so could be
construed as a League endorsement. 

 The person overseeing the Voters’ Guide must keep the original submissions from 
the candidates to check accuracy. 

 Give a specific word limit and cut where you said you would. Let the candidates
know that you consider a, and, the, as words, and they will be included in the final
word count 

 Do not ask questions that can be answered by yes or no. The candidate should be
required to explain their positions. 

 Make certain the League people working on the Voters’ Guide are not associated
with or working openly for a candidate. 

 Give a clear deadline to the candidates.  Tell all candidates that you expect a 
response because the voters have a right to learn their thoughts on the issues. 
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Guidelines for Collaborating with other organizations 
 
Co-sponsoring candidates’ meetings with civic groups, service clubs, organizations such 
as, AAUW,  PTO’s  and chambers of commerce can provide the opportunity to create 
new partnerships, divide the workload, share expenses, and attract a larger audience (an 
appealing plus to candidates). 
 

1. Since the League cannot waive its nonpartisan policies or procedures,  
  get an agreement, in writing, that the co-sponsors will neither support  
  nor oppose candidates or issues before the meeting takes place. 

 

2. A member of the voter service committee should be included in the 
      planning in order to ensure that the format, negotiations with the 
      candidates, publicity and other factors reflect League principles. 

 
3. The role of the sponsoring organizations and the contributions each 
      will make should be clearly spelled out in writing  Evaluate the  
 practical help to be offered. 

 
4. If, for any reason, League standards cannot be met, do not feel  
      obligated to proceed with the partnership . It is better to withdraw than 
      to offer an event that jeopardizes the League's reputation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note:  It is important for Leagues considering candidates’ forums to focus on 
the federal regulatory framework that governs debate sponsorship as early as 
possible in their planning process.   
 
Congressional debates, and all debates that are broadcast or cablecast, are  
subject to regulations of the Federal Elections Commission (FEC), Federal  
Communications Commission (FCC), and Internal Revenue  
Service (IRS), which state that a League debate must include two or more  
candidates for the same office, meeting face to face. 
 
In presenting only one candidate in a two-person race, a so-called empty 
chair debate, the League’s actions can be perceived by the parties, the public,  
or the press as contributing something of value to that candidate,  
compromising the League’s nonpartisanship and potentially jeopardizing its  
tax-exempt status. 
 
Therefore, LWVMA  recommends that local Leagues not proceed with a  
debate for any office when one of the two participants for that office fails  
to appear. 
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A cancellation policy should be formulated early in the planning process in the event   
that one candidate in a two-person race refuses to attend or has to withdraw at the last 
minute.  If you are left with only one candidate for that office, that race should not be 
included in the forum. 
 
A policy for candidates, in a multi-candidate race, who fail to appear, should be in 
place before invitations are issued.  Candidates may have to cancel because of illness or 
schedule conflicts. The moderator can announce that the absent person is a candidate for 
the office, and that a written statement, if available, is on site.  Substitutes should not be 
allowed to take the place of a candidate.  A forum is for voters to acquaint themselves 
with the candidates and their stands on the issues, not with a member of their staff or 
family member offered as a substitute. 
 
In order to preserve the nonpartisan informational tone of a candidates’ forum, Leagues 
need a policy for campaign literature and materials.  Signs and banners should not be 
posted on the building, and other partisan materials should not be allowed in the room 
where a candidate, ballot or issue forum is being held.  Local Leagues have different 
policies for campaign literature.  It is suggested that, if permitted, it is much less 
disruptive to locate campaign literature outside the meeting room. 
 
Policies adopted by the board should be stated in the follow-up letters to candidates 
to avoid any possible misunderstanding. 
 
Coalition members should agree in writing that any statements will be released by 
all members and that there will be no separate information or communications 
released by any members. 
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Voter Registration 
 
Voter registration forms can be obtained from town and city clerks.  
 
Good opportunities to register voters are at your local high schools, at local events such 
as street fairs, at parent back to school nights, and any time when people will be gathering 
or passing through.  
 
Have a table set up that is colorful and will draw attention.  Have a bright red or blue 
tablecloth, a LWV banner, balloons – whatever will make you stand out.  Offer candy or 
coffee as long as anyone may partake whether they register or not.  Do a raffle / drawing 
for a small prize to attract people.   
 
If registrants leave the cards with you, it is your responsibility to get them to the 
appropriate town clerks in a timely manner, especially if a registration deadline is 
approaching.  Registrants can mail or bring the cards in themselves as well. 
 
Get out the Vote 
 
One of the League of Women Voters’ most important goals is to have as many people as 
possible vote in every election.  There are several ways to encourage people to get out 
and vote. 
 
 Write a letter to the editor to remind people of the importance of their participation in 

the upcoming election, even there are not contested races or no ballot questions that 
have generated interest. 

 Put out lawn signs a few days before the election that say “VOTE TUESDAY League 
of Women Voters.”  DO NOT PLACE THE LWV SIGNS ON THE SAME 
PROPERTY OR ADJACENT TO ANY CANDIDATE OR BALLOT 
QUESTION SIGNS.  This could be viewed as a League endorsement of a candidate 
or position. 

 Offer rides to the polls by publicizing a number to call (could be included in the letter 
to the editor).  Be sure to line up enough drivers to cover your expected demand. 

 
There are many creative ways to register voters and Get out the Vote that are not covered 
here.  Use what will work in your community and think up new ideas to generate interest, 
and be sure to take photos and share your ideas with LWVMA so they can be shared with 
the local League network. 
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Part 3:  Other Voter Service / Citizen Education Activities 
 
This section outlines some activities your local League can choose to do if there is 
interest in your community and time and interest among your members to undertake such 
activities. 
 

1. Issue Forums 
2. Town Meeting-related education 
3. Projects with Schools 

 
It is essential that those involved in planning and implementing citizen education 
activities keep these activities nonpartisan and objective, as well as separate and distinct 
from League program and action. 
 
Issue Forums 
 
A local League or collaboration of local Leagues may sponsor or co-sponsor an issue 
forum:    
 

 If a League determines that a community issue is not being adequately addressed 
or fairly presented by other organizations, public officials or the media, it may 
want to conduct an educational forum as a citizen education project.  

 
 A local League may choose to act as a facilitator when there are groups in the 

community at an impasse over an issue, by bringing all sides  
together to find common ground.  
 

As long as the League does not have a position, a community program presenting all 
points of view clearly falls within the purview of Voter Service / Citizen Education.   
 
If the League does have a position on the issue at hand, the local board must decide 
whether to conduct an educational forum, whether to take action on the League's position, 
or do nothing.  Sometimes it is more important for the League to help citizens become 
better informed about an issue so they can participate in reaching a solution, than for the 
League to act on its position. 
 
Because the distinction between citizen education and advocacy is often difficult to 
discern, even for experienced League members, it is best not to conduct an 
educational forum if the League has previously taken action in the community under 
its position.  
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 Format: 
 
Determining the format should take into account the best way to get the most useful 
information to the voters.   
 
Panel discussion: 
Determine the ground rules and timing ahead of time and include them in the letter 
inviting speakers.  Include that information in a press release to local media.  
 
Invite speakers who represent all sides of the issue to present information about the issue.   
 
Determine Q&A format:  written questions taken on cards from audience members or 
oral questions from the audience.  If the topic is a heated one, written questions will be 
easier to manage and to focus to the point.  Oral questions sometimes end up in 
opportunities for the questioner to make their point without really asking a question. 
 
Pro – con debate:  
If there are two clear sides to the issue, this may be a good option.  Be sure that there are 
fairly matched speakers from each side to represent their cause – it could look like 
partisanship if a good debater/speaker represents one side and a poor debater/speaker 
represents the other and it is well known in the community that this is the case.   
 
Town Meeting related education: 
 
Warrant meeting (for members or public) 
 
In some towns the selectmen, finance committee, and/or planning board conduct a formal 
public hearing to permit citizens to review the Town Meeting warrant in advance, and to 
hear testimony from town officials and petitioners of articles.  If the town does not do so, 
the League could perform a much-needed and valuable service to local voters and its own 
members by holding a warrant review meeting.  Invite town officials to serve as a 
resource, or ask League members to research and provide unbiased, factual information 
on each article.  If town officials plan to conduct a warrant review, suggest that it be 
taped and aired on the local cable access government channel. 

 
Town Meeting site tours 
 
In preparation for Town Meeting, some Leagues arrange tours of the sites mentioned in 
the warrant for rezoning; for sale of town-owned land; for town purchases or takings by 
eminent domain; or for development of schools, municipal buildings or other 
infrastructure.  Occasionally a town is asked to vote on a regional project, such as an 
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economic development zone, a watershed area or an infrastructure project.  In that case, 
team up with nearby Leagues, area-wide organizations or neighboring communities to 
tour the larger region.  Provide a balanced fact sheet on the subject of the citizen tour.   

 

 Always invite public officials, interested citizens and the press to increase the 
chances that your League will receive good press coverage and increased visibility 
in the community. 

 
 
Town Meeting member orientation 
 
In communities with Representative Town Meetings, newly elected members often 
benefit from training workshops or brochures explaining their responsibilities.  In 
communities with Open Town Meetings, any resident can learn how Town Meeting 
operates and how they can participate.  Some Leagues hold “Town Meeting 101” classes 
with the Adult Education Department.  The town moderator is invited to speak to the 
class, and a small fee may be charged to cover the Adult Ed expenses.  Other Leagues 
present workshops for new Town Meeting members, and invite the town moderator or 
experienced Town Meeting members to explain the procedures and protocol.   
 

 Some Leagues publish handbooks which describe the procedures and 
                 explain the complexities of being a Town Meeting member. 
 
The Massachusetts Moderators Association has produced a video, “Town Meeting and 
You” on Open Town Meeting, its history and how and why to participate.  It can be 
ordered through the association at: 
 
Town Moderators Association:  http://massmoderators.org/ 
 
The video can be used in small groups, larger groups and distributed to local cable 
stations for broadcast. 
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Projects with schools 
 
Mock Town Meeting  
 
The Massachusetts Department of Education Curriculum Frameworks specifies local 
history and government to be studied in the fifth grade.  Local league members can be a 
valuable resource to the teachers in this area by assisting in preparation of a mock 
warrant, educating teachers on the ins and outs of Town Meeting and its history in your 
town, and volunteering to serve as moderator and other Town Meeting players such as 
finance committee members, board of selectmen and town counsel.  A town government 
unit can be done in one week’s social studies time and the mock Town Meeting can be 
done in 90 minutes.   
 
Contact the LWV – Acton Area at info@lwv-aa.org for information, materials and how 
to get this project started in your community. 
 
The following sample letters contain various options such as whether the questions will 
be written or oral.  Be sure to be clear on items of time, forum format, and question 
format and other details so that there will be no questions about the LWV policy or 
format. [Items in brackets are at your League’s option.]  
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Part 4:  Resources/Appendix 
 
Invitation to forum: 
 
On your local League letterhead 
 
Date (about 4 weeks prior to forum) 
 
Dear ____________: 
 
The ______________League of Women Voters invites you to participate in our annual 
Candidates’ Forum scheduled for _______________ at _________PM in 
_____(location).  Please arrive by _____(15/30 minutes prior to the start)____ so that we 
may begin promptly at (start time).  We will have cable coverage for live broadcast of the 
forum and it will be rerun on Channels __ until Election Day. 
 
(Another town’s LWV) member ___________ will moderate the forum.  After brief 
welcoming comments, all candidates will be introduced.  [Please provide me with a short 
biography / resume to be used for the introduction.]  Each candidate will then have the 
opportunity to make an opening statement of up to ____ minutes in length.  Questioning 
will begin with prepared League questions and then will be opened up to written (and/or) 
oral questions from the audience. 
 
========= 
Since there are no contested elections this year, we are modifying the format and billing 
the evening as a Candidates’ Roundtable discussion.  We will send you questions in 
advance for you to research and prepare responses.  In this way, we hope to move beyond 
the sometimes-superficial electioneering and present voters with the opportunity to 
determine how you will relate to the challenges of the office that you will assume.  We 
also hope, with this format, to attract an audience in spite of the lack of contest.  We will 
alternate among all the candidates in asking the questions.  When the final details have 
been worked out and the questions prepared, we will forward them to each candidate.  At 
the end of the question and answer period each candidate will be given ____ minutes for 
a concluding statement.  We will end the program at _____PM. 
 
OR 
 
The candidates for the uncontested offices will have the opportunity to make an opening 
statement of _______ minutes.  Each candidate will then be asked questions for up to 
_____ minutes.  We hope that this will allow voters to learn how the candidates will 
relate to the challenges of the office that they will assume. 
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Candidates for the contested offices will be seated together with each office having a 
segment of the forum devoted to it.  Questioning will begin with prepared League 
questions [may or may not provide them in advance] and continue with (written / oral) 
questions from the audience. Candidates may make a concluding statement of ____ 
minutes.  We will end the program at _____PM. 
======================== 
Campaign literature may be made available on a table outside the room, provided the 
event is not in a public building, in which case no campaign literature will be permited 
inside..  Signs, placards and banners, etc. will only be allowed outside.  After the formal 
program, there will be refreshments and an opportunity for voters and candidates to meet 
and talk. 
 
Please RSVP you attendance by ______________ by calling or emailing 
______________ at _______________.  We look forward to seeing you on 
____________. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Voter Service Chair 
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POLICY FOR CANDIDATES DEBATES AND FORUMS  
SPONSORED BY LWVMA 

Approved by the LWVMA Board July 20, 2010  
 

The League of Women Voters of Massachusetts is nonpartisan; it neither supports nor 
opposes candidates for office. When planning and running candidates debates and 
forums, the board of directors of the League of Women Voters of Massachusetts (the 
board) bears the responsibility of safeguarding this nonpartisan policy and the 
organization’s nonpartisan reputation. 

Both the League of Women Voters of Massachusetts and the League of Women Voters of 
Massachusetts Education Fund can sponsor debates and forums. The LWVMA, like the 
LWVMAEF, is required to comply with all applicable laws and regulations, including 
those promulgated by the Federal Elections Commission, the Federal Communications 
Commission, and the Internal Revenue Service. Any conflict between applicable law and 
the policy contained in this document must be resolved in favor of applicable law. 

This policy includes only general principles and rules and is not intended to address all 
specific determinations to be made in the process of organizing and running debates and 
forums. For additional information, see LWVMA’s “Guidelines on Debates and Forums” 
and the LWVUS publications on debates and forums. 

For the purposes of this policy, “debates” are defined as in the Federal Election 
Commission regulations: as an event that includes at least two candidates, is staged in a 
way that does not promote or advance one candidate over another, and allows the 
candidates to appear concurrently, in face-to-face confrontations, with opportunities to 
respond to each other. “Forums” in this policy mean any League-sponsored candidate 
event in any format other than that described above which is designed to meet the goals 
listed below. 

LWVMA may sponsor or co-sponsor debates and forums for statewide offices, which 
may include Governor, Lt. Governor, Attorney General, Auditor, Treasurer, Secretary of 
the Commonwealth, and U.S. Senator. LWVMA and local Leagues may together co-
sponsor debates/forums involving candidates for these offices; local Leagues may 
sponsor or co-sponsor debates/forums for the above offices only with the consent of 
LWVMA. 

Goals for LWVMA-sponsored Candidates Debates and Forums 
The goals of an LWVMA-sponsored debate or forum should be to: 

 promote interest in the election 

 provide a fair forum for candidates 

 have a format that will attract and educate viewers/audiences 

 help voters make realistic and informed choices among candidates 
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 provide voters with an opportunity to judge the candidates’ character, knowledge 
of public affairs issues, communication skills, sense of humor, and ability to think 
on their feet 

 document candidates’ statements on their positions so they can be on record 

Criteria for Candidate Participation 
The board will determine which candidates will be invited to participate in an LWVMA-
sponsored debate/forum. When deciding whom to invite to participate in an LWVMA-
sponsored candidates debate/forum, LWVMA will adhere to all applicable federal 
(including the FEC, FCC and IRS) laws and regulations. In addition, the following 
criteria should be used. 

1. All candidates whose names will appear on the ballot for the contested office(s) 
covered by the debate/forum, ,and who meet at least one of the following criteria, 
will be invited to participate. In addition, all candidates whose names will not 
appear on the ballot but who have announced a write-in campaign for the 
contested office(s) covered by the debate/forum, and who meet at least one of the 
following criteria, will also be invited to participate.  

a. There is evidence that a formal campaign is being waged, for example, 
presence of campaign headquarters, campaign staff, issuance of position 
papers, campaign appearances, campaign ads including literature, bumper 
stickers, signs, etc., evidence of a significant level of financial support, or 
receipt of contributions from a significant number of contributors. 

b. The candidate demonstrates significant voter support and interest, defined 
as 15% of support in generally recognized and independent polls or the 
same level of voter support as that received by a major party candidate in 
those polls, whichever is lower. 

c. The candidate is eligible for matching funds, where public financing is 
available. 

In determining participation of candidates according to these criteria, the burden of 
proof will be on the candidate, not the League. LWVMA may require candidates 
to provide information to show that they meet the criteria. 

2. Candidates must meet all the legal qualifications for the office. 

3. Stand-ins for candidates will not be allowed. 

General Debate/Forum Policies 

1. The board will decide whether to sponsor or co-sponsor a debate/forum. 

2. A debate/forum can include more than one segment, each segment consisting of a 
panel of candidates running for the same office. If any segment does not meet the 
LWVMA criteria, the debate/forum can be scheduled with the other segments. 
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3. LWVMA may sponsor debates/forums preceding primary elections when there is 
a contest within a political party/parties. If there is a contest in only one party, 
LWVMA may sponsor a debate/forum for that party only. If there are contests 
within more than one party, LWVMA may offer to sponsor debates/forums for all 
parties. If a party declines to participate, LWVMA may sponsor a debate/forum 
for other party/parties provided all parties are invited to participate. 

4. To maintain a clear record, LWVMA will correspond in writing with candidates 
concerning all aspects of the debate/forum. All correspondence will be sent to 
candidates in a traceable form (USPS delivered, signed mail receipt or email 
returned mail receipt). 

5. The debate/forum must comply with any federal and state laws and regulations, be 
open to the public and be held in a place that will not seem to exclude any 
potential audience members. 

6. In the case of a debate/forum preceding a primary, if only one candidate in a 
contested race for a party’s nomination for a particular office agrees to participate, 
the debate/forum (or that segment of the debate/forum) will not be scheduled. In 
the case of a debate/forum preceding a general election, if only one candidate for a 
contested office agrees to participate, the debate/forum (or that segment) will not 
be scheduled. 

7. Donations from candidates or political parties will not be solicited or accepted. 

8. Campaign literature and signs must be placed outside the room. 

9. The League may provide membership information and orally invite membership 
during the debate/forum. 

10. If any candidate cancels well enough in advance of the debate/forum to allow 
LWVMA to make other arrangements without charge or penalty, LWVMA should 
make every effort to reschedule. 

11. The closer to the scheduled debate/forum that a candidate cancels his/her 
appearance, the stronger the arguments for going forward with the debate/forum if 
at least two other candidates for the office will be participating. 

12. The debate/forum must be staged in a way that does not promote or advance one 
candidate over another. 

Empty Chair Debates/Forums 
LWVMA will follow federal (including FEC, FCC and IRS) laws and regulations that 
govern the legality of having a debate/forum with only one participant, often called an 
“empty chair” debate. 

In addition, the following policies will apply. 

1. A debate/forum will not start if only one candidate for a contested office is 
present. If the debate/forum has more than one segment, the segment featuring 
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candidates running for another office may begin while waiting for the late 
candidate. 

2. If a candidate cancels, the debate/forum may proceed if more than one candidate 
for the office is present. If only one is present, it must be cancelled (see exceptions 
below.) An LWVMA spokesperson may present without editorial comment any 
reason for the cancellation given by the candidate. If the candidate who cancelled 
provides a written statement of the factual reasons for the cancellation, the 
spokesperson may read it. If no reason is given, the League spokesperson should 
state that the League was contacted by the candidate or his/her campaign and the 
candidate would not be able to appear. The spokesperson may state that no reason 
was given for the cancellation. Attempts may be made to reschedule the 
debate/forum. 

3. If a candidate cancels at the last moment or simply fails to appear and one 
candidate for the contested office is available, he/she could appear with the 
cameras or other recording devices shut off, if all of the following criteria are met: 

a. The event was advertised as a forum or other non-debate candidate 
appearance (such as a meet-and-greet), but not as a debate. 

b. LWVMA – that is, its §501(c)(4) arm, but not the League Education Fund – 
its 501(c)(3) – is the sponsoring organization. No Education Fund money 
may be used. 

c. The race is for a state, not a federal, office. 

d. The event will not be broadcast in any form. 

If all of these criteria are met, the one candidate who is available may be 
introduced and may make a statement. 

Co-sponsoring a Debate or Forum 
The board must approve any co-sponsorship of a debate/forum. In doing so, it should 
consider carefully potential effects on the LWVMA’s nonpartisan status or the public’s 
perception of its nonpartisanship. LWVMA cannot waive its nonpartisan policy, its 
general debate/forum policies, or any procedures that ensure fair treatment of candidates. 
The LWVMA Policy for Participating in Coalitions should be followed. 

In addition, the following policies will apply. 

1. Co-sponsors cannot have endorsed or be affiliated with a candidate prior to the 
debate/forum. 

2. If possible, LWVMA should take the lead in contacting the candidates, negotiating 
disputes, and controlling the format for a debate/forum that is co-sponsored. If at 
any time during the planning of the debate/forum the LWVMA believes co-
sponsorship of the debate/forum will jeopardize its nonpartisanship, the LWVMA 
must withdraw from its co-sponsorship. 
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3. LWVMA will provide the moderator and timekeeper or will approve of them in 
advance. In no event shall the moderator be identified as a member of a political 
party or campaign committee or have any relationship with any of the candidates. 

Broadcasting Debates and Forums 

1. Any broadcast must comply with all FCC requirements. 

2. The debate/forum must include at least two candidates for any one office (FCC 
requirement).  

3. The broadcaster cannot edit the debate/forum and it must be broadcast in its 
entirety, either live or reasonably soon after the debate. The exception is news 
media reporting on the event.  

4. Candidates cannot use or edit the footage in whole or in part for campaign 
purposes. 

5. The moderator should announce that unauthorized broadcasts are not allowed, 
except by media reporting on events. 

6. The content of the tape/recording belongs to LWVMA and any use of these 
requires the approval of LWVMA with the caveat that it must be broadcast in its 
entirety. The footage can be posted in written or streaming audio/video on the 
League’s website and the website of the broadcaster. The LWVMA may agree to 
requests by other websites if such a broadcast would not conflict with or might 
appear to conflict with the LWVMA nonpartisan policy. 

Annual Review and Approval  
The board will review and vote on this policy annually.  
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Online Resources / LWVMA Resources 
 
Official Website of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
www.mass.gov 
 
The state website contains a wealth of information from all branches of government, 
updates on many topics from the Health Insurance Connector to signing up for the Do 
Not Call list to contact information for legislators to the most recent budget. 
 
Secretary of the Commonwealth 
www.sec.state.ma.us 
 
Elections Division includes information on state and national elections, locating voting 
precincts, Help American Vote Act (HAVA), How to register to vote, Absentee Voting 
and more. 
 
League of Women Voters of  Massachusetts 
www.lwvma.org 
 
 
Voting Info 
www.votinginfo.info 
 
This section of the LWVMA website includes information on: 

 Voter Registration 
 Procedures at the Polls 
 Absentee Voting 
 Election Results 
 Dates and Deadlines 
 Motivate the Vote:  Be a Poll Worker campaign 
 Directory of Civic Engagement and Leadership Development Programs for Youth 

in Massachusetts 
 

Resources Available from the LWVMA 
 Voting in Massachusetts 
 Vote:  It’s in Your Best Interest 
 Your Vote Makes a Difference 
 Absentee Voting in Massachusetts 
 Where do I Vote?  Q&A for College Students 
 Who Really Elects the President? 
 Voting Instruction Video available in English or Spanish 
 Moderator’s Handbook 


