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Lobbying, Issue Advocacy, Ballot 

Initiatives & Electioneering – What’s What?

• Direct Lobbying

–when an organization attempts to influence 

specific legislation by stating its position to a 

legislator or other government employee who 

participates in the formulation of legislation, 

through its staff or members. 

• Grassroots lobbying

–When an organization urges the general public 

and its members to take action on specific 

legislation.

Two Forms of Lobbying



Lobbying, Issue Advocacy, Ballot 

Initiatives & Electioneering – What’s What?

• Issue Advocacy is NOT lobbying and it’s not 

electioneering. Unlimited percentage of time and 

money can be spent on this. It’s unregulated.

• Issue advocacy is part of every nonprofit’s mission to 

educate the general public, its members, and decision-

makers on the public value and contributions of their 

charitable programs to the general welfare of the 

community and country.

• Example: Census Counting Advocacy

Issue Advocacy



• Proposed statutory changes or constitutional 
amendments put on election ballots for public vote.

• Not Electioneering – prohibition applies only to work 
“for or against candidates for public office.”

• Is Lobbying – passing laws.

• 501(c)(3)s can lobby. 

• Ballot Initiative Work is Direct Lobbying

Ballot Initiatives & Referenda

Lobbying, Issue Advocacy, Ballot 

Initiatives & Electioneering – What’s What?



Section 501(c)(3) nonprofit charitable organizations may

engage in educational activities related to the electoral

process as long as:

• They do not engage in any political activity in support of, or in

opposition to, a candidate for public office.

• They do not participate or intervene in any political campaign

Section 501(c)(4) nonprofit social welfare organizations may

engage in political and electoral activities as long as it’s 

below 50 percent of their total time and budget.

Basic Rule on Electioneering

Lobbying, Issue Advocacy, Ballot 

Initiatives & Electioneering – What’s What?



• Voter Registration and Get Out the Vote GOTV

• Meeting with candidates for issue advocacy

• Candidate questionnaires

• Candidate forums

• Officeholder voting records

• Web and social media

All these activities come with  

restrictions and guidelines 
Visit the Alliance for Justice for detailed guidance at https://www.bolderadvocacy.org

Permissible Nonpartisan 

Election Activities

https://www.bolderadvocacy.org/


Restrictions & Guidelines

• Must be nonpartisan

• Not directed at voters only likely to support a

particular candidate

Voter Registration and GOTV 



Restrictions & Guidelines

• Must be nonpartisan

• Ask to meet with all candidates

• Ask the candidates to take a policy position, but not

a pledge

• Drop off same materials and discuss similar points

• Don’t coordinate talking points and research…just 

give your prepared points

Meeting with Candidates for 

Issue Advocacy



Restrictions & Guidelines

• Variety of issues, not just your arts issues, if

you plan to distribute the answers

• All candidates asked to participate

• All responses published, unedited

• No indication of preference

–Editorial opinion

–Comparison to organization’s positions

Candidate Questionnaires



Restrictions & Guidelines

• All candidates invited

• Range of issues addressed

• Equal opportunity to respond

• No indication of preference

–Editorial comments

Candidate Forums



Restrictions & Guidelines

• Voting records of current officeholders, includes 

both incumbents running for re-election and 

those perhaps retiring, etc.

• No indication of preference

• Variety of issues

• Method and timing of distribution is important

– Demonstrated history of publishing voting records

– Don’t publish 3 months before the election

Officeholder Voting Records



Restrictions & Guidelines

• C3 organization can post nonpartisan “news” items to their 

website, blogs, Facebook, Twitter and other social media 

accounts.

• C3 can “follow” incumbent’s official governmental social 

media, but not their campaign social media. However, the 

C3 should not “like” any postings or accounts linked to a 

politician.

• C3 employees can use their PERSONAL social media 

accounts to promote a candidate IF it is rarely used for 

work-related posts.

• Social media followers are NOT your bonafide members.

Web and Social Media



Prohibited Electoral Activities

• Endorsement of a candidate

• Fundraising appeals

• Rating of candidates

• No monetary or inkind contributions to candidates

• Distribution of materials and photos prepared by 

candidates

• Establishment of a PAC, political action committee

501(c)(3) charities are prohibited
BUT 501(c)(4) social welfare organizations are allowed



Question:  A candidate wants to use my 501(c)3 

organization’s stage for an event.  Can they?

Answer*:  Not for free, but YES if

* You rent the facility at market rate and give all other 

candidates the opportunity to rent the space.

Electioneering Quiz



Question:  A board member of my organization is running 

for city council.  They want to send an email to my 

organization's database asking for member’s support.    

Can they?

Answer*:  Not for free, but YES if

*Your organization already has an email list rental policy, 

charges the candidate market rates and makes the 

email list rental available to all candidates 

Legal vs. Political:  While this might be legal, it 

might not be wise thing to do.  You can always 

say “no.”

Electioneering Quiz



Question:  As the Executive Director of your 501(c)3 

organization, a candidate asks that you be on the host 

committee for a fundraiser.  Can you?

Answer:  Yes*

*Provided your mometary donation is from your personal 

funds and you do not use office time or materials to 

promote the event. If your title and org is listed, then it 

needs to say “for identification purposes only.”

Electioneering Quiz



Electioneering Quiz

Question:  Your organization is asked to partner 

with several other 501(c)3 organizations to host a 

candidate forum.   Can you?

Answer:  Yes*

* Provided you invite all eligible candidates and 

the forum covers a range of issues.



Electioneering Quiz

Question:  A few employees want to use their Twitter 

accounts to promote a specific candidate.  Is this ok?

Answer:  Yes, unless*

* If the employees use their Twitter account for work 

purposes as well or it’s at least half and half, then no 

because it will appear as if they are representing the 

charity. 



http://artsactionfund.org/pages/artsvote2020_podcast


http://lghttp.60971.nexcesscdn.net/804897C/file/page/-/Candidate_Arts_Questionnaire_2020.pdf


Congressional Balance

U.S. Senate Partisan Balance

Party 116th Congress

Republican 53

Democratic + Indy 45 + 2

Vacancies 0

Total 100

233

197

4



U.S. Senate










