National Voice Coordination Model
Basics

The concept of National Voice was first discussed around December, 2002, with focused discussions beginning in April 2003, and the formation of the organization in June 2003.National Voice sought to  increase the capability of nonprofit organizations nationally to encourage both civic participation and voter registration in a nonpartisan fashion during the 2004 election season.  National Voice designed the very successful, high-profile NOVEMBER 2 communications campaign for increasing civic involvement, which was used by hundreds of organizations across the country, as described below. 

In keeping with its initial plan, National Voice officially closed on December 31, 2004. After the Nov 2004 election, the Center for Civic Participation, which had be formed to handle some of the funds coming into National Voice, became a stand-alone 501(c)(3) organization. Center for Civic Participation continues as a service bureau to the member organizations.  Center for Civic Participation is the home of several  longer-term projects that were being developed by National Voice, including a national database of newly registered voters and support for state-level cooperative groups that were forming. The executive director of Center for Civic Participation is interested now in building an international coalition-that can use the message of the successful NOVEMBER 2 campaign. 

In the first few months of operations, National Voice used the Tides Center as its fiscal sponsor, as a part of Tides’ A Better Way program. Later the organization  was able to become a full project of Tides Center, as National Voice. Later still, National Voice operated out of a new 501(c)(3) organization, called the Center for Civic Participation (Center for Civic Participation), which handled monies for the NOVEMBER 2 PR campaign in order to eliminate fiscal agent fees.

Motivations and Goals
The primary goal of National Voice was to increase civic participation by historically under-represented voters for the 2004 election season. National Voice’s primary strategy was to work with non-partisan, community-based groups to assist them in their efforts to register and turn out their members, clients, constituents and neighbors to vote.  In support of these goals, National Voice used funds to support the work of its organizers, who facilitated communications and collaboration between civic engagement initiatives within communities historically excluded from our nation’s electoral process, including African-American, Hispanic, Latino, Native American, and Asian-Pacific Islander populations, and young adults.  National Voice acted in a supportive, coordinating role for many organizations doing this type of work. National Voice educated groups doing voter outreach about ways to increase their effectiveness, and also those doing election protection, especially regarding student rights.

National Voice’s secondary goal was to help nonprofit community organizations get comfortable with being part of nonpartisan civic engagement coalitions. The main strategy for accomplishing this goal was the creation of local/state coalitions of nonprofit groups engaged in nonpartisan voter work, accomplished by connecting projects with others that could help them be more effective. National and regional coalitions of groups addressing specific populations (e.g., Native Americans, youth) were also supported.
Later, National Voice created the NOVEMBER 2 coordinated get-out-the-vote (GOTV) campaign.  This linked the major non-partisan voter registration groups into a single coordinated campaign with advertising, media events, and dissemination of collateral materials that could be used by many GOTV organizations.  

All of the member groups in the National Voice coalition were 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporations; 501(c)(3) certification was a filter for admission and acted to keep the voter registration and GOTV activities strictly nonpartisan.  The seven largest groups, collectively responsible for over 90% of all new voter registrations, were NAACP’s National Voter Fund, Project Vote, USAction Education Fund, Clean Water Fund, Earth Day Network, People for the American Way Foundation, and the Southwest Voter Registration and Education Project.  Member organizations were self-selected.  Some unincorporated organizations would have liked to have participated, but were turned away because they were not 501(c)(3)s.

Groups joined and stayed in the coalition if they had reason to trust that the outcome would be in their own interest.  National Voice worked to support local organizations and people, rather than bringing in GOTV teams from outside of communities. The results were not only greater efficiency and an avoidance of duplication of efforts, but also the training of local individuals  and the strengthening of local organizations, which still remain enmeshed in these same communities. 

Leadership

Initially, a small group of about six individuals, including Mark Ritchie, then the Executive Director of the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy (IATP), met to discuss how to get 501(c)(3) organizations involved in a coordinated effort to expand civic participation, while decreasing potential overlap. The members of that group persuaded Ritchie to take a leave of absence from his position at IATP to head the new effort.  His first action was to begin raising funds.

Between 30 and 50 national 501(c)(3) nonprofits were then brought together to discuss how the nonprofit community might engage more effectively in non-partisan voter registration and mobilization efforts. Out of this gathering a small steering committee was empowered to develop a formal coalition and comprehensive work plan for this effort.

Ritchie’s leadership style as head of National Voice was described by his colleagues as having been professional, highly ethical, direct, collaborative, unselfish, and interested in the long-term outcome.  Ritchie also was considered very good on accountability and understanding who needed to know what, in order to carry out their responsibilities. 

The key leaders in National Voice were experienced; they structured and operated the coalition with clear goals, constraints and limitations. The small core team that comprised the steering committee, staff, and key consultants shared a deep commitment to improving the nation’s democratic process.  
In an effort to put its partners on an equal footing, National Voice’s leadership opted for a nonproprietary, “service” model; an approach that took the view, “we’re here to help you, not to tell you what to do.  We’re here to make it all work.”  Examples of this approach include:

1. Due to demand for information regarding legal issues – specifically voting requirements and the legal parameters of electoral work by 501(c)(3) organizations – National Voice hosted a legal clinic for beginners, via conference call, in April of 2004.  Over 60 individuals and organizations participated in the call and benefited from the legal information provided.  Subsequently this evolved into a series of free, one-hour legal clinics, which any of the members could attend via telephone. 

2. Additional support included communications support and materials (especially surrounding the NOVEMBER 2 campaign), facilitation of relationships with GOTV organizations, online databases and other mechanisms for coordinating activities between groups, and connecting volunteers with voter registration and GOTV opportunities.

3. While student voter outreach by regional and national organizations was significant during the 2004 election season, National Voice also provided GOTV training to existing student organizations, groups, and networks.  National Voice staff connected these organizations with groups in their communities already doing voter work and with other campus groups and provided both trainings, and NOVEMBER 2 materials to support their efforts.

Finances

According to the National Voice final report, individual donors and foundations contributed over $2 million, via Tides and the Center for Civic Participation (Center for Civic Participation).  However, as National Voice oversaw the NOVEMBER 2 campaign and also set up the process that directed funding to a number of the nonprofit groups that participated in the National Voice coalition, the total dollars that were involved in this coalition effort  were significantly greater, on the order of $40 million.”  

Foundations took a leading role in funding National Voice. The organization’s initial funding was obtained very early. Some individual donors made large contributions to the NOVEMBER 2 media campaign as well; for example, one individual gave $1 million, specifically to pay for billboard ads in Florida and Ohio, aerial advertising, and duplication of media materials designed for radio and television. In addition to individual donors and foundations, funding  also came in from churches and businesses.  In particular, Yahoo made in-kind donations to the campaign. Pro bono gifts were also helpful. All funding was from outside the coalition; member organizations did not pay a membership fee. 

It was not difficult to find funding, but most funding came in during the last three months before the election.  As a result, there was not enough time or money to make all of the media buys that would have been desirable for the NOVEMBER 2 campaign. There was no timetable on fundraising; at some points, money came in so rapidly that it was hard to keep up with acknowledgments.

No fundraising consultants were used.  Short, fairly general letter-type proposals were the norm, rather than long, complex, detailed proposals. Mark Ritchie’s organization, IATP, assisted National Voice considerably with the mechanics of fund handling--acknowledgments, tracking, legal matters, and accounting.

It is worth noting that part of the funding for the grassroots groups came from Working Assets, which provided compensation based on the number of persons registered to vote. This provided a strong incentive for information-sharing and cooperation, as each group wanted to operate in a separate area in which they could maximize coverage and registrations with the least amount of staff and avoid competing for the same potential registrants.

According to key participants in the coalition, National Voice’s successful fundraising was central to its success.  Organizations, hoping to receive funds for their own GOTV activities, were more than willing to come to the table.  These dollars acted as glue, bringing in coalition members and keeping them as active participants.  However, one area that could stand to be improved was the disbursement of funds to diverse communities. The availability of money for coalition members was quite uneven and grassroots groups representing communities of color got very little funding.
Growth – Time Trajectory

Initially National Voice comprised between 30 and 50 national nonprofits.  Two months later, by June 2003, this number had expanded to 100.  Growth was astronomical. More groups kept approaching National Voice through the summer of 2004 for advice and help; by the fall of 2004, between 1,500 and 2,000 nonprofit organizations were engaged in voter registration and GOTV activities. At least 1,400 of those were connected to National Voice in some fashion.

There was no training or induction process for new member organizations, per se; training was specific to each constituent organization.  There was one large meeting for member organizations in March, 2004, in Washington, DC; this attracted a great many appropriate groups, i.e. GOTV organizations, but also many other organizations   whose missions did not fit the objectives of National Voice.  After that, National Voice dealt with individual organizations as they came aboard, and did not hold any other mass meetings. 

There were no abrupt changes in direction, coordination mechanisms, leadership, or types of member organization.  However, within the NOVEMBER 2 campaign there were some points at which activity ramped up:  adoption of Yahoo instant messaging (IM), African American radio host Tom Joyner’s use of NOVEMBER 2, and in general, whenever additional celebrities got on board.

Coordination

The initial plan had been to have a steering committee comprising representatives of major nonprofits that paid dues to the coalition, but that never came to pass.  The explosively rapid growth of the coalition led to a model in which 10-20 individuals were on a steering committee; about 9-10 of these participated consistently in formal weekly telephone calls and coordinated through messaging.  Much of the day-to-day decision-making was doing by the highly empowered National Voice staff.  Modifications were made as problems were identified. Staff discussed operations with each other at least weekly.

According to Julie Bergman Sender, who was one of the key staff consultants, “National Voice was like building a 747 and flying it at the same time. We had a top-down / bottom up strategy.”

Individual staff members were organized to have responsibility for designated constituencies (e.g., Native American, Latino, African Americans, youth), and also for states. As much as possible, states with a high proportion of a particular constituency were grouped together (e.g., New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, and Utah were covered by staff who concentrated on the Native American constituency).  This dual system of organizing was necessary because National Voice would get calls from all over the country (e.g., “Do you have information on registering young voters in Arizona?”) 

National Voice paid a great deal of attention to the accuracy of their data and to sharing that data through an online library and database. Phone banks and e-mail were also used to help coordinate activities. National Voice also acted as a fundraising matchmaker; nonprofits could post short proposals for action online, where funders could readily find them without having to go through a lengthy formal proposal process.

Listservs were a key coordination element. There was one for each state, one for each of the constituencies (e.g., Latino, youth), and one each for the steering committee, the press, and the election protection group. The National Voice staff maintained the listservs; postings had to be approved by staff before they were put up.

Trainings also brought groups to a similar level of understanding of the basis of civic engagement and GOTV.  At the conclusion of each National Voice training, individuals left with plan that they could take back their communities and implement. National Voice provided training of trainers as needed, and follow-up technical support for all participating groups. Technical support requests ranged from assistance in setting up voter files, setting up transportation plans, and developing nonpartisan campaign materials. In most cases, technical support was conducted over the phone.

As part of NOVEMBER 2 campaign, National Voice consultants developed operating standards and procedures that made it possible for the seven largest groups to share lists, operate according to similar standards of excellence, and to coordinate the assignments of get-out-vote activities down to the precinct level.  These groups collectively were responsible for over 90% of all new voter registrations.  The campaign website was hub for getting the NOVEMBER 2 message materials out throughout the country. 

Overall, cooperative efforts at the local, state, and national levels were described as having led to unprecedented levels of collaboration, mentoring, and well-planned sharing of tasks and turf.

Marketing and Communications 

National Voice strongly emphasized public relations and media.  Over the course of the campaign, National Voice staff participated in a number of radio shows and played an important role in connecting media to on-the-ground-efforts throughout the country. News services and numerous reporters were given contacts for states and interest groups in which they were interested. 

NOVEMBER 2 was a term National Voice used for both a GOTV campaign (called the November 2 Coordinated GOTV Campaign) and the NOVEMBER 2 communications campaign.   The Coordinated GOTV Campaign was a voter registration database that organizations used to parcel out turf and monitor progress.  The Center for Civic Participation is updating this for 2006.  

The NOVEMBER 2 brand concept—just the word and number, without any direction as to its intended meaning—was developed in advance by Wieden + Kennedy (W+K; advertising firm—the Nike swoosh people) in Portland. They then let go of how it was to be distributed.   According to Suzanne Stenson O’Brien, “NOVEMBER 2 was a brilliantly conceived message, because it was non-specific and nonpartisan—others could project their own thoughts and emotions on it.  It didn’t tell people to vote, it’s Election Day, or anything else, but let people’s own hopes and aspirations take over.”   

National Voice developed a strong NOVEMBER 2 communications campaign, which was decentralized without top-down control.  The NOVEMBER 2 Communications Campaign involved distribution of marketing collateral such as T-shirts (11 metric tons of them), iron-ons, celebrity placement, posters, billboards, PSA's, bumper stickers, and aerial displays; the website can still be seen at http://www.november2.org.  

In effect, though, the Communications Campaign was also principally GOTV, by virtue of the campaign identity (Election Day).  It was part of a broader message about getting involved, but the message pointed right at the polls; this made it effective, but also limited.  The NOVEMBER 2 Communications Campaign poster said, on the front, "We Decide" and on the back, "Set your alarm early and loud.  Fill the car with neighbors.  Today is the day.  Now is here.  We DECIDE."
NOVEMBER 2 used commercial media and professional placement by media buyers, with about $3 million spent on broadcasts of NOVEMBER 2 radio and video spots. Alternative media were used, too – e.g., plasma screen TVs in dining halls at 245 universities. Yahoo made an instant-messaging (IM) image of the person in the NOVEMBER 2 T-shirt; IM users could customize it themselves to send to friends.  NOVEMBER 2 was a presence at national, regional, and local events and venues, on bus tours and concert tours, and in sky shows, film festivals, and cinema placements.  While the video spots were developed as stand-alones, they could also be used in front of (as introductions to) other presentations, such as church services and as trailers before movies. 

The NOVEMBER 2 campaign did no market segmentation—it was all the same message. “If you have a strong enough message, you don’t need anything else. If you need segmentation, your message isn’t strong enough,” said Stenson O’Brien.  “We (progressives) take ourselves too seriously, keep talking to ourselves. We don’t understand that the rest of the people are not as serious. They need things that are more direct [to get them engaged].”

The chief external consultants to National Voice were:

· Jelly Helm, the chief creative person at W+K, who did the N2 design, was described as “A young, no bullshit type. Made it exciting. Real 21st-century mentality.” 

· A team of PR experts under direction of Suzanne Biegel and Julie Bergman Sender.  

· MJ Bear, who headed online marketing strategy

· Grassroots Solutions, the vendor for the ELECTIONMATCH on-line system for matching volunteers with civic engagement projects. 
Legislative Strategy
National Voice did not have any legislative strategy, and was strictly nonpartisan.

Outcomes

During the National Voice effort, steering committee members provided varying degrees of oversight. One, in particular, was vocal about pointing out problems; these were responded to quickly, and nearly always resulted in improvements. Following the November, 2004, election, the executive director wrote an overall summary of the National Voice program. Several of the staff also wrote up the results of subsections of the program, specifically the work with youth and with Native Americans. 

National Voice had an impact nationally in registering many to vote who had previously been under the radar.  The NOVEMBER 2 Coordinated GOTV campaign, which linked the major nonpartisan voter registration groups into a single coordinated campaign, was the largest GOTV campaign in US history.  

“As an experiment in cooperation, National Voice was successful far beyond expectations,” according to Stenson O’Brien. “Part of the success was being in the right place at the right time. Another crucial element in National Voice’s success was the accumulated experience of the key leaders; that provided a fundamentally sound basis for structuring and operating a coalition with clear goals, constraints and limitations. Perhaps the most important element in National Voice’s success was the small number of people at the core of National Voice. The steering committee, staff, and key consultants were an extraordinary group, sharing a deep commitment to improving the nation’s democratic process. This team was highly skilled, with a level of professionalism and high ethical standards crucial to this kind of effort.  Combined with the generous financial support of individuals and foundations, this team was able to provide a very high level of support to the initiatives that sprang up in 2004, and to do so in ways that will pave the way for collaborative civic engagement work far into the future.”

Cooperative efforts at the local, state, and national levels led to unprecedented levels of collaboration, mentoring, and well-planned sharing of tasks and turf.  The larger, more established organizations in the coalition fostered the smaller ones, which were just getting started. Many of the smaller groups are still in existence more than a year after National Voice itself ended.

National Voice activities resulted in several innovations:

1. Development of new data sharing technology. Open source technology was identified as a priority, particularly tool sets that could be accessible to anyone. An outside organization was initially hired to coordinate databases and distribute them to others, but was unable to keep up with the task.  Mark Ritchie put the entire voter database online and had VoterCall design new capacity in CivicSpace. New voter registration groups could check out blocks of names and also check back in to report what had happened with their contacts. At the precinct level, groups could also print out lists and maps. This was paired with GOTV segmentation. Lists could be printed out in combination with phone scripts that the volunteers could use, then enter the GOTV results.  Eventually Center for Civic Participation began to work with the Obiki software to design new capabilities; Center for Civic Participation has invested approximately $40,000 in software design thus far. 

2. Integration of racial justice work into youth organizing. National Voice staff identified a need and began developing methods for including racial justice work into youth organizing.  While the nature of racial justice organizing made it difficult to begin this type of work during an election cycle, there was clearly a need to address institutional racism and build organizations based on models of racial justice beginning in “off years,” thereby strengthening the work of youth organizers in election years.

3. Very little primary research has been done on the role of Indians and tribes in the American electoral process.  To that end, the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI) is now supporting a national Native Vote post-election analysis of Native American voter turnout in selected areas in the country. The First Americans Education Project and the Center for Civic Participation are taking the lead on this project on behalf of NCAI.  The research examines the role of Native American tribes in the American electoral process, focusing on voter registration, voter turnout rates, and the impacts of electoral participation.

Lessons Learned

Decentralization was very important to the success of National Voice. This was described as consistent with the “Power to the Edges” model (Rob Stuart, Marty Kearns, Allison Fine; http://evolvefoundation.org/?q=pacepartner), a network-centric approach that relies on the network to move as a force, rather than top-down control.  Key elements in making this successful were (1) trust, (2) relinquishing central power or the feeling that one is in charge, (3) willingness to learn from others, and (4) not trying to “own” the program.  

While no particular weaknesses of this model were identified in National Voice itself,  Stenson O’Brien said it will be necessary to pay attention to accountability for longer-range organizing.  Center for Civic Participation, the National Voice successor organization, uses a hybrid model. It has somewhat greater central control in order to maintain momentum and direction between election cycles, but uses a ”lateral power” model in which individuals can determine actions within their own areas of expertise. 

A challenge in moving to the longer range is that it is hard not to have the central group taking on the bulk of the work.  The National Voice staff operated as facilitators during an intense campaign period, providing collaborative support and seeking to share  knowledge and collaborative thinking among the member groups.  The rationale for this was clear during the pressure and rapidity of the campaign season, but has sometimes proven hard to articulate and communicate to others now that the initial campaign is over.  While carrying on several remaining National Voice projects, Center for Civic Participation (http://www.ccp.org/) distinguishes itself from its former incarnation by placing a greater emphasis on strengthening community-based capacity for ongoing civic participation work with historically under-represented populations. . .

Another change in the move from National Voice to Center for Civic Participation has been in the fundraising approach.  During the National Voice campaign, the organization was flush with funds raised through an informal fundraising process, while today, the Center for Civil Participation seeks funds through the use of more formal proposals and provides more consistent feedback to funders.
According to Stenson O’Brien, in the future – in particular in non-election years – an entity is needed to play a more proactive role in identifying and supporting potential voter projects in existing networks, groups, and venues. Organizing efforts should consider significant gaps in young voter organizing.  In particular, attention should be given to established campus networks such as sports teams, activist groups, and sororities/fraternities; young voters who do not attend school; and high schools.  The work of building relationships in these communities and empowering young leaders must begin long before campaign season.  As students have very little time to devote to large scale organizing, they should be engaged far in advance of an election in developing strategies and networks for mobilizing students around an election or other opportunity for civic engagement.  Additionally, because of the inconsistency of this demographic – young people grow up – and the difficulty of engaging people in youth organizing for a long period of time, tools and resources should be readily available via Internet and other means for student groups interested in engaging in voter work.  

Racial justice should play a critical role in future youth organizing as well.  Forums and trainings give young people opportunities to begin to dissect issues of disenfranchisement while they are at a formative age, and build coalitions and organizations based on the principles of racial justice.  

Voter projects initiated and run by young people were among some of the most successful in the 2004 election season.  Youth organizing campaigns and agencies should recognize this, and recognize young people as future leaders.  The National Voice experience can serve as a basis for developing a continued and enhanced role in training and supporting young people, and in encouraging non-partisan organizations to empower young people by including them in decision-making forums and entities (boards of directors, etc.) and in strategic planning.  This will both strengthen efforts to mobilize young voters as well as augment the skills and tools of non-partisan organizations.

The National Voice experience also revealed other weaknesses and needs:

· America badly needs election reform;

· Funders and nonprofits should be more willing to work with 'indigenous' organizations and outlets, rather than indulge in their inclination to create something new;

· Sustained human capital must be developed and supported; 

· Content distribution services are needed that work across media (e.g., a "Flickr" for progressives, that can be used for sharing many different types of content as well as visual images);  

· Sustained infrastructure for civic participation must be developed, which goes beyond campaigns; and

· Solid research and mapping of distribution networks and whom they reach should be conducted to serve as a basis for strategic development in underserved regions.

Methods / Sources
Written sources for this report were final reports of the overall National Voice effort and the youth and Native American outreach programs.  Thanks go to Mark Ritchie, who was the Executive Director of National Voice; Susanne Stenson O’Brien, who ran the NOVEMBER 2 campaign and is now Executive Director of the Center for Civic Participation; and Julie Bergman Sender, Principal of Balcony Films, who was instrumental in National Voice grassroots organizing and guerilla marketing. They kindly provided their perspectives and a great deal of additional information.  We have endeavored to be as accurate as possible in summarizing the information provided. 
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