Guide to Organizing a GOTV Canvass


This is a guide to some of the frequently asked questions about door knocking.  It should help to prepare you to run a volunteer get out the vote canvass.  The more you organize and prepare for your volunteers, the easier it will be for them to get out there get people to the polls.

How do I decide where we should go?

We call this decision “targeting”, and you can do it in two ways:

1. Target the people on your organization’s list.  This is effective because it hits the exact people you want to vote, and those people are already affiliated with your organization.  However, if the people on your list don’t live near each other it can be inefficient. 

2. Target by neighborhood.  Choose a neighborhood with low turnout, and go out and get people to the polls.  

How big of a route can each person do?

If volunteers have to drive to specific houses, it is best not to give them very many, especially if the layout of the area is not well-organized.  As a rough estimate, 20 houses is probably enough in a 3 hour time span if the houses are far apart, 30-35 if they are close.  If volunteers will be going door-to-door, 4-8 blocks of houses should work, depending on the skill of the volunteer.  

What should I give my volunteers?

Every volunteer should get a clipboard or piece of hard paper, instructions with an emergency contact number, a helpful hints or do’s and don’ts guide, a script, a map, and some kind of literature they can leave with the voters.  

What if they want to go in pairs?

Send volunteers in pairs, but ask them to work on opposite sides of the street or alternate houses.  

 What do I need to teach my volunteers/staff?

Go over the process of what they should do and the script you have prepared.  Impress on them the importance of personal safety and of being respectful to the voters. 

Practice with them, and give them hints on how to improve their rap.  Give them bottled water to take with them on their walk.  Finally, try to give volunteers a sense of urgency.  Let them know that we only have so many days till Election Day.  If it is Election Day, impress on them that all of our hard work comes down to this.  We have only a few hours to push ourselves to the limit and get out the vote.   

What about Data Tracking?

DATA COLLECTION IS VERY IMPORTANT.  TRACKING DATA will help you track your progress to your overall goal.  It will also provide you with valuable information on trends and contact rates.   Canvasser should complete a Canvass Tally Form at the end of Each Shift.   Someone in your office should make sure the track all Canvass tally forms into in a Master Tally.  All Data should be put into your electronic Data Tracking File.   
What else am I forgetting?

Make sure people have fun.  Door knocking is an enjoyable activity, and helping people vote is a powerful one; make sure people enjoy what they are doing.  
Helpful Hints for Doorknockers

Door knocking is a highly effective way to motivate infrequent voters to get to the polls. These tips will help you make sure that your door knocking experience is fun and successful.  

1. Grab a bottle of water. You will get thirsty.  

2. Rattle gates and look for dogs in yards. 

3. Expect that you might only get an answer at 1/3 of the doors. 

4. Do not enter houses.  Do not enter yards that look scary.  Do not put yourself in any situation that makes you uncomfortable for your safety.  

5. Knock on the door instead of ringing the bell.  Many bells are broken.  

6. Wait just 10-20 seconds after knocking on the door.  

7. It’s okay to say that you do not know the answer to a question.

8. Be respectful of people’s property.  Close gates and don’t walk on lawns.  

9. Use the emergency contact information if you have problems.  

10. Never go into an apartment building by yourself. 

11. Do not argue, simply thank the person and tell them you have to move on. 

12. Do not spend too much time at one house.
8 Things to Remember when organizing your canvass

1. Secure a staging location:

You’ll want to have already thought about what size canvass you need to build. Once you know how many people you need to recruit/schedule to cover all the streets or doors you need to cover, then determine where your “staging ground” will be. That is, where people will gather before and after the canvass. This location will generally be at your office but can also be a private home, park,  or coalition office that will accommodate your group and allow for a brief training.

2. Get help from others:
If none exists, you can create a volunteer team to help prepare for and run your canvass.

Suggested Roles: Canvas Coordinator (materials, maps), Resources Coordinator (location, food, water), Volunteer Recruitment Coordinator (recruit and confirm), Trainer.  
3. Have an brief training meeting:

This will give you an opportunity to share stories about why people want to be involved in the efforts, delegate responsibilities and make sure everyone knows the plan and their role on canvass day.

4. Make maps:

All volunteer canvassers should have a map of the “turf,” or part of the neighborhood, they will be walking that day. Be sure to photocopy enough maps for everyone to have one and delegate out an appropriate amount of streets for each person. 

5. Get walk lists and scripts: 
These lists will tell you which doors to go to so you can target your efforts and use your time most effectively.  
6. Reminder Calls:

Be sure to make reminder calls to canvassers in the days leading up to the canvass. Turn out will increase dramatically if you ask them for a firm commitment.

7. Prepare your volunteers/staff:

Make sure all canvassers have a clear understanding of why we are canvassing, who specifically they will be talking with, where they are walking in their communities and what their responsibilities will be. Canvassers should have the following materials with them:

a. Map 

b. Script

c. Walk sheets

d. Tally sheets

e. Literature

f. Pen or pencil

8. Have fun!

(Source: www.nationalvoice.org/library) 
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