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Election 2008: More Organizations
Engaging More Voters
by Br i d g e t te Rongitsch

• organized transportation in groups to

the polls on Election Day, and

• ensured that elec ted offic ials knew

about their efforts. 

It paid off, big - time. Not on ly were

service cuts ta ken off the ta ble, but high -

rise residents got to know one another

better, developing several trusted le a ders

and advocates for the interests of high-

rise re sidents as a whole. In turn, this

experience demonstra ted that who vote s

matters and that building power within

a nonprofit community can dram a tic ally

affect people’s lives. 

Nonprofit Voter Engagement in 2008
The momentum concerning the 2008

pre sidential elec tion is palpa ble. There

is a sense that everyone every where

must be involved in some way, and non-

profits are no exception. 

While for ye ars nonprofits with advo-

c a cy and soc ial - justice missions have

intera c ted with people and encoura ged

them to be active and in formed voters ,

a larger set of hum an - service providers

and neigh borhood grou ps has now

begun to dip its toes into the verita ble

oce an of voter and civic enga gement

opportunities. And li ke MHRC, the se

nonprofits have begun to see re sults ,

f rom gre a ter clout for their advoc a cy

efforts to incre ased empowerment for

their communities. The essential flexi-

bility of nonprofit voter enga gement

me ans that it can easily be integra ted

into an organiza tion’s daily work and

c an be effec tive at both low and high

levels of activity. 

Mo st nonprofits lack the time and

money to cre a te an entirely new program

to enga ge communities, but they can

levera ge their in herent civic assets and

trusting rel a tionships with their com-

munities to integra te voter enga gement

into their daily work. A food pantry in

Bo ston, for ex ample, will po st “Vote

Tod ay” signs in its fa c ility as a reminder ,

while a community he alth center in

Al bu quer que will register all its pa tients

to vote at inta ke, and a group of non-

profits serving the dis a bility community

in Minne s ota will ho st pic nic and policy

fairs for the se nonprofits’ self - a d voc a te s

to meet the candid a tes running for the

sta te house. Regardle ss of the level of

a c tivity, the country’s 501(c)(3) non-

profit sec tor will have an impact in this

elec tion. Even starting sm all can help

organiza tions bu ild their capa c ity to

further integra te voter enga gement into

their ongoing work. 

The Origins of Nonprofit Voter
Engagement
Using the connec tions and goodwill of

organiza tions to enga ge voters is not a

new stra tegy. During our nation’s first

century, civic associations such as the

Grange (a farm - based group) and the

O dd Fellows (an immigrant - based grou p )

pl ayed a major role in encoura ging voting

and activism. They educ a ted members

about the issues of the day.

I KE M ANY NONPROF IT S, T H E

Minne a polis High rise Repre sen-

ta tive Counc il (MHRC), found its

on - site soc ial services on the

chopping block in late 2003. A

sm all, grassroots ten ant organiza tion ,

MHRC represents more than 5,000 low-

income, elderly, and disabled residents

living in 40 public high - rise bu ilding s

th roughout Minne a polis. City bud get cuts

were on the ta ble that would severely

undermine MHRC’s ten ant - led programs ,

which included a diversity initia tive, a

tenant crime-watch program, and a res-

ident man a gement program of on - site

laundry facilities. 

While civic and voter enga gement had

never been a priority for MHRC, propo sed

c uts sudden ly made community in vol ve-

ment a nece ssity. Re sidents re alized th a t

they lacked the clout to advoc a te for their

rights and to prevent cuts to service s

un le ss public offic ials knew that they

voted in meaningful numbers. 

MHRC began to organize. With help

f rom the Minne s ota Partic ipa tion Pro jec t

( MPP), a nonpartis an voter enga gement

initia tive of the Minne s ota Counc il of

Nonprofits, the group mobilized for

action through various activities:

• recru ited and trained re sidents to

serve as voter registrars in each of 40

high-rise buildings;

• organized community events to disc uss

the issues fa c ing their re sidents ;

• met individu ally with each re sident

and meticulously built lists;

L
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Coinc identally or not, U.S. voter

turnout declined to historic ally low

levels during the 1970s (see figure 1).

Lower - income and newer Americ ans

were the least likely to vote. The lack of

elec toral competition, rise of money in

politics, and reduced voting age all

depressed turnout. The country lost its

pl a ce among the top 100 democra c ies in

voter turnout, with widening voting par-

ticipation differences based on income,

education, and age.

But by 2000, the tide of nonprofit

political inaction began to shift. A deep-

ening frustra tion with cuts in funding

for state and local government services

left nonprofits facing a greater demand

for services and less funding to accom-

plish their work. The se develop ments

were accompanied by a growing aware-

ne ss that ga ps in voter turnout mirrored

widening dis parities in income. A

number of nonprofits concluded th a t

low voter turnout underc ut their mis-

sions, services, and advoc a cy. Without

the base of voters to hold elec ted offi-

cials accountable, advocacy became an

increasingly defensive exercise. 

E nter the pre sidential elec tions of

2000 and 2004. Organized voter su ppre s-

sion and a compromised election infra-

struc ture in Florida, Ohio, and

elsewhere led to a wide s pread belief

that U.S. democracy was in trouble. 

Fin ally, nonprofits began partic ipa t-

ing in elec tions bec ause they re alized

that their deepe st concentra tion is in

lower - turnout distric ts and that they

serve largely underrepre sented commu-

nities. This wide and deep base among

loc al communities repre sents millions

of unreached potential voters. 

Nonpartisanship: Harmful or Helpful?
While con vention al wis dom holds th a t

nonprofits are hamstrung by re qu ire-

ments to rem ain nonpartis an during elec-

toral conte sts, the se re qu irements are in

fact beneficial for nonprofits striving to

enga ge alien a ted or in a c tive potential

voters. The nonpartis an re qu irement is a

welcome mat for new and younger voters

turned off by the overly partisan nature

of campaigns. It is this re qu ired nonpar-

tis anship that allows 501(c)(3) organi-

za tions to work along side other

nonpartis an entities and secretaries of

sta te. The se rel a tionships have enormous

potential to build a more active democ-

racy by engaging and including all com-

munities. 

Ear ly evidence from the new initia-

tives in nonprofit voter enga gement

indic a tes serious unta pped potential ,

but voting isn’t enough. Re al ch ange

re qu ires a wide range of mobiliza tion

and enga gement efforts. But bec ause

elec ted offic ials have so much in form a-

tion and awarene ss about which com-

munities vote, they won’t addre ss the

issues of nonprofits and communitie s

until the se communities turn out to

vote in higher numbers. And of course ,

that incre ased enga gement re qu ire s

trust in the value of voting but also ver-

ific a tion that our voting systems acc u-

ra tely include and count eligible voters. 

Since its initial succe ss in 2004, MHRC

h as continued to make voter and civic

enga gement a core foc us of its work. It

coordin a tes activities with MPP for tech-

nic al assistance and branded nonparti-

s an vote materials. Barb Harris, the

exec utive direc tor of MHRC, expl ains the

organiza tion’s in vol vement. “It was no

longer enough to speak with re sidents

who were in danger of being evic ted and

give them the contact in form a tion of the

pers on at the housing authority to whom

they could go to plead their individu al

As more Americ ans gained the right

to vote in the po st – Civil War period, polit-

ic al parties incre ased efforts to depre ss or

dilute voting to help their candid a te s .

Voter su ppre ssion took many forms :

th rough property re qu irements, registra-

tion and poll taxes, litera cy te sts, dis qu al-

ific a tion based on crimin al record, and

th re a ts or acts of violence. The Le a gue of

Women Voters, the Na tion al Ass oc ia tion

for the Ad vancement of Colored People

and a variety of civic reformers led cam-

paigns to expand the franchise: agita ting

for suff ra ge, em anc ipa tion, and ending

we alth and property re qu irements tied to

politic al partic ipa tion. 

But after the main force of the civil

rights movement passed, nonprofit

in vol vement in elec tion activity waned ,

partly in re s ponse to congre ssion al action

to in hibit nonprofit partic ipa tion in elec-

tions. During the 1960s, Ford Found a tion

grants su pported several voter registra-

tion drives in low - income and minority

communities. Some in fluential members

of Congre ss viewed the se efforts as tar-

geted and partis an, spec ific ally tho se pre-

ceding the elec tion of Carl Stokes, the first

bl a ck mayor of Clevel and. The Tax Reform

Act of 1969 incre ased regul a tion of all

kinds on priva te found a tions, including

m a king it diffic ult for priva te found a tions

to fund voter registra tion (re qu iring th a t

any grantee register voters in at le ast five

sta tes). Mo st nonprofits and found a tions

felt the chill and stepped away from par-

tic ipa tion in elec tions — regardle ss of wh a t

was permissible .
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helped Minne a polis’s homele ssne ss and

housing community advoc a te effec-

tively, Harris says that there is an even

more rewarding out come. “This entire

experience has been incredibly motiva t-

ing to us: to our constituent - led board

and staff, it rein forces self - empower-

ment. Th rough part nering with other

nonprofits in other intere st are as to

enga ge voters, we have been reenergized

for our work. By partic ipa ting in this

type of le a dership and organizing, we

become more connec ted to public life ,

and you can just see the cynic ism and

the stig m a tism begin to be repl a ced

with empowerment and pride. We come

out of the sh a dows as immigrants, as

low - income people, as re sidents of

public housing, and we fight for our

rights.” 

M H RC is one ex ample in a growing

movement of hundreds of organizations

a cro ss the country, along with others

like OhioVOTES, Everybody Vote Penn-

s yl vania, and the Michigan Partic ipa tion

Pro ject. The se pro jec ts provide sta te -

s pec ific materials, training, tech nic al

assistance, and mini - grants to their

respective state’s nonprofit sector. The

Nonprofit Voter Enga gement Network

( N VEN), an organiza tion dedic a ted to

expanding the role of nonprofits in elec-

tions, li kes to call the nonprofit sec tor

“the sleeping giant” of democracy. This

sector has the power to become a cata-

lyst for a dram a tic incre ase in voter par-

tic ipa tion. Nonpartis an nonprofit voter

enga gement is at the foref ront of revital-

izing America’s democra cy one nonprofit ,

and one voter, at a time. 

BRID GETTE RONGITSCH is the nation al

direc tor for the Nonprofit Voter Enga gement

Network, a nation al nonpartis an program of

the Minne s ota Counc il of Nonprofits .

Does your organiza tion partic ipa te in voter

educ a tion? Let us know at feed ba ck @

np q m a g . org. Reprints of this article may be

ordered from htt p : / / store . nonprofit qu ar-

terly.org, using code 150211.

c ase,” she says. “Minne a polis was in a

housing crisis, and we needed to collec-

tively addre ss the fact that there was not

enough afford a ble housing . ”

In the 2004 presidential race as well

as the 2005 mayoral and the 2006

midterm elec tions, MHRC educ a ted and

mobilized its residents. It hosted highly

attended candidate forums, including a

2006 forum with the candid a tes for Min-

neapolis’s hotly contested 5th Congres-

sion al District ra ce. Its massive forum

turnout shone a spotlight on the issues

for Minne a polis’s low - income and immi-

grant popul a tions. Re sidents had the

opportunity to ask candid a tes que stions

about affordable housing, safety, trans-

porta tion, voting rights, and the

economy. On Elec tion Day, MHRC mobi-

lized its community with “Vote Tod ay ”

signs in Kore an, Som ali, and Spanish. In

2006 tho se prec inc ts in which MHRC

public housing was the on ly form of

public housing avail a ble saw turnout

gains of as much as 42 percent, far

exceeding gains in neigh boring

precincts or in the city as a whole. And

while impre ssive turnout has certain ly

In 2008, nonprofits have more re s o u rces and
options available to engage at any leve l. Th e
No n p rofit Vo ter En g a g e m e nt Ne twork (NVEN)
has developed nonpartisan re s o u rce s, such as
A Human Se rv i ce Prov i d e r’s Too l ki t to Vo te r
En g a g e m e n t and A Guide to Hosting a No n-
p rofit Ca n d i d ate Fo rum, among other how-
to fact sheets and guides, specifically fo r
5 0 1 (c)(3) nonpro f i t s.These materials are fre e
for nonprofits and can be accompanied by
f ree webinar trainings and a national non-
p rofit voting Web site with jurisdict i o n -
specific election info r m ation for all 50 state s
(see www. n o n p ro f i tvo te. o rg). All these guides
and trainings are intended not only to instru ct
n o n p rofits on how to do the wo r k, but also
to make vo ter engagement easy to inte g rate
i nto an org a n i z at i o n’s ongoing wo r k. 
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