Permissible Election Activities- Legal Do’s and Don’ts

501(c)(3) public charity organizations are strictly forbidden from engaging in any political activity in support of or in opposition to any candidate for public office.  The IRS will consider all of the facts and circumstances surrounding an activity to determine whether the activity violates this prohibition.  However, 501(c)(3) public charity organizations can engage in nonpartisan voter education activity and in a limited amount of lobbying.

501(c)(3)s MAY:

1.
Engage in limited lobbying, including work on ballot measures

2.
Conduct nonpartisan public education and training sessions about participation in the political process

3.
Educate all of the candidates on public interest issues

4.
Publish legislative scorecards (with certain restrictions)

5.
Prepare candidate questionnaires and create voter guides (with certain restrictions)

6.
Canvass the public on issues

7.
Sponsor candidate debates (with certain restrictions)

8.
Rent at fair market value mailing lists and facilities to other organizations, legislators, and candidates (with certain restrictions)

9.
Conduct nonpartisan get-out-the-vote and voter registration drives

10.
Establish a controlled 501(c)(4) organization

11.
Work with all political parties to get its positions included on the party’s platform (with certain restrictions)

501(c)(3)s MAY NOT:
1. Endorse candidates for public office

2. Make any campaign contributions

3. Make expenditures on behalf of candidates

4. Restrict rental of their mailing lists and facilities to certain candidates

5. Ask candidates to sign pledges on any issue (tacit endorsement)

6. Increase the volume or amount of incumbent criticism as election time approaches

7. Publish or communicate anything that explicitly or implicitly favors or opposes a candidate

(Source: http://www.allianceforjustice.org/nonprofit/electoral_activities_01.pdf.)

