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Meetups are a great way for campaigns to take in new volunteers at the local level.  They can provide a human face to a political campaign and the chance for people who’ve never had anything to do with politics to find a place – and to find their voice – in the political process.

For many newcomers,   going to a meetup is like going to church or synagogue after a long absence.   There is often a sense of alienation and distrust of all things political that a meetup is well equipped to assuage.   Through a welcoming social environment,  we can make it possible for many to imagine themselves as being politically active.  Once it becomes imaginable, the reality is not that far behind.  

But we must establish a degree of trust and a sense of organization and direction at these meetups from beginning to end.  Otherwise, these newcomers will not become volunteers for any campaign.   

Basic considerations for all meetups:

Flexibility:

Without this, it will flop.  Be sensitive to the nature of your audience.  Are those attending mostly familiar with the candidate and the issues?  Are most newcomers looking only for a general sense of what to do and where to go?  Some mix of both?  Your antennae have to be up for variations within the group and the general consensus of what’s on the minds of everyone.

Scalability:

The dynamics of group interaction change greatly with the group’s size.  We all know this.  Meetups with less than 15 people are going to be a lot more open and intimate than meetups with over 50 people attending.   Look up the number of RSVPs ahead of time and plan accordingly.  The smaller the group, the less the need for structure.   For a larger group, be sure to avoid falling into a “lecture mode.”

Location:

Is it a loud place?  Is it cramped?  Is it spread out and quiet?  Is the background music an issue?  How about technical issues such as number of outlets or wireless access to the internet or microphones?   Get to know your location well before the day of the meetup.

Use of time:  Start informally, but START ON TIME!  That means arrive early and wrap things up in a reasonable period of time.   If the meetup goes over an hour, ask yourself it it’s necessary and if you’re losing people.  If so, wrap it up right away.   Those who want to stay afterwards will stay.  Those who need to go or already got what they came for will leave.

PREPARATION CHECKLIST:

Designate yourself as host of the meetup through meetup.com and communicate with other hosts beforehand to work out agenda and timeline for the meetup.   Coordinate your planning with your co-hosts as well as with local grassroots organizations and, if possible, with the official campaign.

Click on the vote count and RSVPs for meetup sites in your area.  


Do you know what  your location is like?


From the RSVP count, what size meetup to you anticipate? 

Call or email through list of prior attendees at this meetup site to remind them of the event, to see if they’re coming, and to get some idea of what’s on people’s minds.

Download flyers from Johnkerry.com website.   Choose those you think most relevant and/or appropriate for the meetup.  

Prepare your own handouts (simple Word documents are fine):

List of key contacts – names, emails – for grassroots leaders and campaign offices.

List of useful URLs such as johnkerry.com or kerryillinois.com or chicagolandforkerry.com

Upcoming events, fundraisers, etc.

Possibly an organizational chart of the local grassroots organization and its committees/initiatives.

WARNING:  You do not want to overwhelm  meetup attendees with stack of handouts.  (Also, it takes time and money for you to print out so many handouts.)  So try to limit the number of handouts to one page documents, using backside if possible.   More than 6 or 7 handouts is probably overkill for a large meetup,  for example. 

Assembling materials for table setup at entrance:


Volunteer sign-up forms and contribution forms.


Name tags and markers/pens.

Sign-up sheets for upcoming events with contact info.

Buttons, bumper stickers, signs.

Maybe recommended reading like Kerry’s A Call to Service or Carville’s Had Enough?

THE DAY OF THE MEETUP:

I.
Arrive early and talk with some staff at location.  Introduce yourself as the host and explain any needs or concerns you may have.   Most importantly, tell them about how many you expect.

II. Site Preparation:

Place John Kerry signs at ALL entrances to the location.

Set up materials table:


Sign-in forms and contribution forms with lots of pens/markers.


Name tags,  buttons,  bumper stickers, and campaign literature.

Handouts in separate piles. 


Any books or other objects for display.

III.
Thank everyone for coming, welcome them, and allow about ten minutes for chat time and latecomers to arrive.  

IV.  Call to Order:  Thanks and welcome again:

Introductions of the hosts,  any guest speakers,  any representatives of groups or campaigns that might be of interest to those present.  (For example,  reps from state/local campaigns or from the DFA or the Sierra Club or the like.)

Announcements:


Upcoming events at local, state, and national level.

Recent events or results or accomplishments of the campaign and/or grassroots organization.


Draw attention to the handouts.


Make sure everyone has signed in.

Agenda:  What are we doing tonight?   KEEP IT SHORT AND CONCISE!


Any timely issues to talk about out – like Earth Day.


Speakers of the day or videos to show?

Plans like breaking up into small groups (bigger groups) or going around the room introducing at some length who they are and why they’re there (smaller groups).

V.  The Open Forum:

Survey the group to get a sense of how many are complete newcomers to Kerry or even to a meetup and how many have been there before.  

If no keynote speaker, identify one or two  volunteers ahead of time to offer testimonials on why they support Kerry and/or how they went from newcomer to active volunteer  (No more than 5 minutes per person.)

General Q and A:  

As questions arise, answer as succinctly as possible.  If there will be a small group meeting on that issue, invite them to explore their questions then.  But let them have their say within reasonable time limits.  Many people just want to get something off their chest.  Then they’ll be more open to interaction with the group.

Any planned group activity such as a video or letter-writing or whatever.

VI.  Break Out into Small Groups: (if no keynote speaker(s) and group too large for personal interaction).

Plan out beforehand the approximate number of small groups, who will lead them, and where in the room(s) they would meet.

There should always be at least one group dedicated to learning more about John Kerry in particular.   At least 2 trusted group leaders should be ready to cover Kerry’s bio, to sketch out his positions on key issues, etc.

There should also be at least one group for “free range chickens” – people who just want to talk about politics in general, that week’s news items, or whatever.   Have at least 2 trusted leaders for this kind of group as well.

Each group should elect a “secretary,” since we’ll ask the small group briefly to “report back” to everyone what they’d talked about and what plans of action, if any, were agreed upon.

Results from these groups will be very wide-ranging.   Expect that.

Reports should be short and concise – a few minutes per group at most.

VII.  Close of Meetup:

REPEAT ANNOUNCEMENTS on upcoming events and refer to handouts.   

Point out the materials table again, if anything’s left.

Make sure everyone’s signed-in and that all those who want to contribute something have filled out their forms properly and handed them in.  (Bring a large envelope to collect these forms with their checks or cash.)  Remember,  no one can donate anonymously.  Everyone must make clear their employer and occupation – even if it’s self-employed.  No one can accept more than $100 in cash per person.  

COLLECT ALL FORMS.  

Q and A on upcoming events.   Make clear your openness to their feedback on the meet-up.

Announce total contributions, if noteworthy.

THANK THEM ALL FOR COMING again and close with a smile. 

VIII. Follow-up:

Add new names to growing database.  Meet-up hosts should give their new names to the organization’s listmaster, who combines the old and new names and keeps track of all volunteer contact information.

Within one week, you and your co-hosts should divide up the list of attendees from your meet-up and contact them by phone or email.

Thank them for coming, invite them to  next month’s meet-up, ask them to bring a friend, listen for any feedback, remind them of any upcoming events, and find out if they know where to go if they wish to become more active in the campaign. 
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