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NerdsVote is proud to present this handy how-to book developed by our new partners at Voting Study
Party (VSP). Their easy-to-follow guide paired with the power of the non-biased research hub at
BallotReady.org are incredible resources as you tackle your next ballot with some friends… and some
snacks! For more VSP resources, visit votingstudyparty.org. And visit BallotReady.org for sample ballots
and preliminary research on every candidate and referendum.

NERDSVOTE.COM

SO YOU WANT TO HOST A BALLOT PARTY
That’s awesome, and welcome!

What’s a Ballot Party? Why should I host one?
Basically, a Ballot Party is a relaxed time and place for you to learn about all the stuff on
your voting ballot.
In a world where misinformation is everywhere, and it’s hard to keep everything straight,
Ballot Parties are a refuge where friends get in the same room (real or virtual), have drinks
and cookies—and, sure, vegetables, if you’re healthy—and untangle the mess of people,
propositions, and measures on your ballot.
Sound impossible? Like it won’t be anything more than an in-person Facebook echo
chamber? We promise you: it’s not. Most of the contents of your ballot are not as polarizing
as you might expect.
VSP wrote this guide to share our experience and provide guidance we’ve found helpful. To
this end, we’ve included best practices, worksheets, and sources in hopes that it’ll help you
feel confident in the choices you make.

The Importance of Down-Ballot
Ballot Parties are focused on down-ballot voting: in other words, policies (including
measures, propositions, etc) and candidates that occupy a relatively “lower” position on
the ballot than big-ticket/controversial items. VSP’s focus on down-ballot issues means that
the issues and candidates discussed at your party will likely not be the primary focus of the
given election.
Major reasons to focus on down-ballot issues and candidates include:

•

Large everyday impact. State and local politics have the biggest and most direct
everyday impact on voters’ lives. Voting for a local proposition like an infrastructure
bond to repave some roads could leave the community with better roads, but also
might cause some temporary traffic delays.

•

Fewer pre-existing biases. It’s easier to start where people don’t yet have a
strong opinion. For example, focusing on nonpartisan offices can force people to look
at those candidates’ qualifications instead of their party affiliation.

•

Low visibility. Down-ballot issues are often overlooked, unknown, and even
ignored, despite their high local impact. Bringing visibility to these issues reflects
VSP and NerdsVote’s shared goal of encouraging more civic engagement.
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The idea is: the more you learn about your local politics, the more you’ll be able to
understand the systems that govern your city, district, and neighborhood--and the more
engaged and impactful you will be.

Host Objectives
If you’re reading this guide, you’ve probably considered hosting a Ballot Party of your own,
which is awesome. As a host, your most important role is to set the tone for the party. You
serve as not just a party host, but also a facilitator in your small discussion group, so it’s
important to keep in mind the following crucial objectives for you in this host role:
1. Create a space for participants to be open and inquisitive, without fear of being
wrong or contradicted.
2. Facilitate critical thinking to give participants a deeper sense of engagement on the
issues that directly affect them.
3. Encourage participants to be engaged through discussion--even when they don’t feel
like they have a choice that represents them (“I don’t like either candidate”).

Party Objectives
Through study and collaborative discussion, you’ll accomplish two key outcomes of your
Ballot Party:
1. A “local voter guide” -- a shared document with all your party notes! It’ll be there to
help when filling out ballots so participants don’t have to remember everything
discussed, and they can also share it with other folks who weren’t able to make it.
2. A more civically engaged electorate in your local community (in other words, “a
neighborhood of voters who care!”). Together, your mission (should you choose to
accept it) is to collectively understand who is running, what is being proposed, and
how these policies and players will affect you and the people around you.
Keep in mind: the goal of a Ballot Party is not to sway others to your line of thinking.
Diversity in opinion is awesome, and capturing that diversity of thought is the whole point of
a democracy! You don’t want to scare new and/or tepid voters from participating in their
government with judgmental opinions or divisive comments.
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HOW TO HOST
As we mentioned earlier, the Ballot Party host’s primary role is to provide a space for
connection.
This can mean a wide variety of things depending on the participants, so feel free to add
your own style! Here are some things we’ve found useful:

Provisions from the Host
1. A location (virtual or safely in person1) for discussion space
2. A curated invitee list of roughly 15 (20 max) participants, from your general local
voting district (keep in mind: the larger the party, the slower the party)
3. Snacks (Pie? Pie.) and beverages! Alcohol? Sure, we’re not your parents, but if
you’re going that route, be of age, be responsible, and be aware of how some guests
might get when talking politics after “a few.”
4. Internet access
5. Physical space for participants to spread out with their study materials
6. A non-judgmental facilitating attitude2
7. A shared document for people to take notes

Provisions from the Guest (BYOBallot)
1.
2.
3.
4.

Laptops/tablets/other electronic research devices
Ballots, sample ballots (hardcopy or via BallotReady.org), and other voting materials
Mailers or endorsements (optional)
Contributions for your gorging potluck (Remember we said pie? Yeah).

Going Virtual
It’s super easy to host a Ballot Party virtually during a pandemic (or in any other situation
where you can’t meet in person), with a few adaptations.
Materials:

●
●

A video conferencing platform for your virtual Ballot Party (Zoom, Google
Hangouts, FaceTime, Microsoft Teams, WebEx, Skype, etc.)
A shared web document (like a Google Doc) that everyone has access to during
the party. People can post links to research sites on the document or on a shared
chat.

1
During pandemic times, in-person should only be reserved for families or groups quarantining together. People
need to be healthy and alive to be able to vote, after all! For adaptations for virtual parties, see Going Virtual.

Item (6)’s reference to being “non-judgmental” is NOT the same thing as being permissive to bigoted
statements and actions. See section on Recipe for a Successful Discussion.
2
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Strategies for success:

●
●

●

●
●

●

●

Test out your platform before party time. Technical problems will eat into your
party’s time and can zap everyone’s energy.
Familiarize yourself with the host controls for whatever platform you’re working
with. Got a button that mutes everyone? Don’t have a screen-sharing feature? Know
what powers you have, and don’t be afraid to use them3.
Utilize turn-based discussion. Your role as a virtual host will likely involve more
moderating than it might be in person. Features like Zoom’s breakout rooms can be
helpful in encouraging participation.
Maintain a more rigid party structure so that everyone gets time for research
and group discussion.
Keep it local. While it may be tempting to host a party with friends and relatives
from afar, the closer your party group lives to each other, the more shared
candidates and policies you’ll have on your ballot.
Encourage participants to turn on their cameras! It can be really difficult to
have nuanced conversations with people without being able to see their faces. As
abilities and technology permit, keep the visuals on.
Find ways to create a fun, shared atmosphere in lieu of feeding people. It can
be easy to jump into a straight-to-business tone with a virtual party, but we do want
people to have a good time. Maybe share a cocktail or snack recipe with the group
instead? Or if you’re really dedicated, have a restaurant drop off a slice of pie at
everyone’s residence before the party. Yup, always comes back to pie.

3
But also don’t be a hyper controlling a*hole. That’s right, we put this footnote here just to say that. You’re
welcome.
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HOW TO PARTY
Pre-Game: Set Up Your Local Voter Guide
In order to best-optimize your party time, we recommend doing a few things before your
party starts:
1. Procure your ballot. You can use the hard copy one you get in the mail, or visit
BallotReady.org, type in your address, and use the sample ballot they provide.
2. Go through the ballot. Figure out where to start and what your party might want to
skip over4.
3. Set up a shared document: the aforementioned Local Voter Guide. We use Google
Docs, but use what works best for you and your party.
4. Give editing permissions to all of your participants to the shared document.
5. Think about what resources will be most useful to you and your party for your
research. Add the list of resources (and their links) to the shared document.5

Party Structure Suggestions
Before you start, it’s a good idea to lay out rules of discussion and party expectations with
the group. This can help dispel any concerns or preconceived notions that participants may
bring with them.
A Ballot Party is about collecting as much information as possible--in a reasonable amount
of time, so as to not burn everyone out--and having fun while doing it. Still, there can be a
LOT of research to get done, so it only makes sense to approach the work in strategic ways.

Timeframe
Voting research is important work, but it’s not quick! Don’t worry if your party doesn’t get
through the entire ballot; either way, your party will leave with at least part of their ballot
filled out, some valuable research done, and a greater interest in voting and policy.
Be mindful of your time. A Ballot Party will likely go longer than you think it will, and
exhaustion can creep in pretty easily. Make sure to eat, drink, and be merry through it all!
If you know your time is short--whether it’s due to scheduling conflicts or short attention
spans, no shame--feel free to pick the most pressing or difficult issues (as noted by your
party guests) to go over. Often, there are items on your ballot with obvious choices (e.g.,
all parties endorse a proposition, only one person is running for an office, etc.), so for those
feel free to make a quick note and move on. Another strategy could be skipping over items

See Break Up Your Ballot by Category for ideas about how to structure the party around your ballot.
We recommend looking at a wide variety of resources; see the Sources section of this document for more
information on how to curate resources.
4
5
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on the ballot that people in your party don’t share (the further down the ballot you get, your
guests’ ballots might differ a bit).
There are multiple techniques you can use to structure your party and break up the work.
Feel free to mix and match any of the techniques below. In our experience we like to break
up the ballot by category and split the overall research methods into either group discussion
or a divide-and-conquer approach.

Break Up Your Ballot by Category
Ballots can typically be broken up into two large pieces: candidates (people) and policies
(proposed legislation such as propositions, ballot measures, bonds and local ordinances).
One way to help keep your party on schedule is by discussing the policies on the ballot first,
and then moving to candidates later. In our experience-Policies tend to be:
1. Generally more straightforward than candidates (there are usually clear parameters
about what the proposed policies can and can’t do)
2. More concrete in terms of immediate effect than candidates
3. Subject to a greater amount of accessible information from various points of view
Candidates tend to be:
1. More time-consuming than policies to analyze, especially when a candidate is
running for a non-partisan office (We’re looking at you, CA judgeships)
2. More numerous on a given ballot and therefore can take longer to get through
3. More likely to have more than two options

Research Methods
If you want to break up the research in smaller groups, the following two structures have
proven effective for us:
Group Discussion
This approach tends to work better when studying large, broad pieces, such as
propositions. Read the text of the policy together, then have participants read the
pros and cons silently and/or summarize them as a group. Encourage participants to
listen to others’ research as it is shared, then make their own decisions
independently.
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Divide and Conquer + Individual Research
This approach is good for areas with lots of offices or choices, such as judgeships.
This approach doesn’t require participants to research all the candidates and policies
individually; instead, break up your participants into small groups and assign each
group different ballot items, then come back together as a large group and share
what you’ve learned.
Focus on (1) the claims that the candidates make about themselves, and (2) where
you might find information to validate those claims. If the claims can’t be validated,
that’s helpful, too. VSP’s worksheets (found on their website here) might be useful
when parsing out the language in candidate statements. If participants have either
personal knowledge or information about specific items on their ballot or general
resources for ballot research, encourage them to bring that to the party, too.
Don't forget, these are suggestions; feel free to use whatever methods will work best for
your group. Whatever method you use, all research should be documented by someone (or
multiple someones) on the party’s Local Voter Guide shared doc so participants (and other
interested parties) can reference it closer to voting day.
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RECIPE FOR A SUCCESSFUL DISCUSSION
(aka, THE WHAT-WHO-HOW METHOD®6)
The goal here is to learn together. We want to collectively understand what policies are
being proposed, who the players are who plan to make policies happen, and how these
policies and players will affect you and the people around you. The following section is filled
with recommendations to guide your party’s discussion. As with everything in this guide,
take them or leave them as you see fit with your group of participants.
For each policy/office, start by breaking down the discussion flow into three large questions:
Policies

1. What is being proposed?
2. Who could be helped from the proposal, and who could be harmed by it?
3. How will the proposal affect me?
Offices

1. What are the responsibilities of the office?
2. Who is running?
3. How does the candidate propose to care for their constituents during their time in
this office?
Recommended Discussion Rules
While a down-ballot focus can often eliminate hot-button issues from discussion, it does not
eliminate disagreement and divergence. For this reason, we recommend a set of rules that
you discuss with your party BEFORE you engage in any discussion, and that you then post
in a visible location.
There will always be big issues where people come in opinionated. Make it clear that the
goal isn't to pick a side, but rather to drill down as a group to the core of everything on the
ballot. For those with strong opinions, present this as an opportunity for them to share, not
push, their perspective to the group. Either way, it’s good practice to encourage
participants to think outside their own boxes. As the host, it’s your job to take an active role
in moderating the discussion and diffusing tension that may arise between participants.
Remember the goal is research, not decisions.

6

Not actually a registered trademark.
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Some recommended rules might be:

●
●
●
●
●
●

Everyone is encouraged to speak up and participate; more talkative participants
should be encouraged to provide space for quieter folks to speak up.
Hateful language will not be tolerated (see How to Keep People from Hating Each
Other, below).
Respect other opinions.
Ask questions; avoid personal attacks.
Be prepared to acknowledge and challenge your own unconscious biases.
Listen to learn; don't listen just waiting to rebut.

Remember that everyone is here to learn!

How to Keep People from Hating Each Other
The whole point of this event is to be as inclusive to as many perspectives as you can get
from your local community. Hateful, violent, and derogatory language will definitely get in
the way of encouraging a space that is conducive to a productive discussion. Make it clear
at the beginning of the party that:

1. Racism, sexism, homophobia, ableism, anti-semitism, and other forms of bigotry, will
not be tolerated.
2. It is the responsibility of all participants to maintain a learning headspace throughout
the party. When participants stop listening, the conversation will stop being
productive.
3. Welcome diversity of thought! The people who are invited to your Ballot Party are
your neighbors and community. Each person’s individual experience is valuable and
provides a different perspective that others in the room may not have considered. No
one should be immediately judged for sharing their lived experience; all this does is
make other participants afraid to speak.

Finally (and probably most importantly), curate your invite list carefully. Don’t invite
folks who you know are prone to stoking fires and unlikely to listen to others’ lived
experiences. Remember: you as the host have the right to invite, not-invite, or remove
anyone you choose. This will be your best weapon toward being able to provide an
environment ripe for productive learning and understanding.
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TIME TO GO: LET’S MAKE A PLAN
Before everyone goes rushing out the door (or vanishing from the screen), a good host
makes sure their guest has parting gifts (other than leftover pie). For a Ballot Party, send
your guests off with a voting plan.
With so many options for voting this year (and plenty of conflicting info about how to do any
one of those), a voting plan is the final essential piece of research needed. Spend the last
few minutes of the party having each guest state what their voting plan is.

Questions for Your Voting Plan
Here are a few questions for them to consider (as the host, you might want to do a little
pre-search to helpfully provide info to guests who aren’t quite sure). For starters, are they
voting via absentee ballot (aka “vote by mail”) or in-person?

● Absentee
• Have you received your ballot?
• Are there special instructions for it (color of ink, signature, etc)?
• When and where do you plan to return your ballot?
• Does your area have ballot tracking (make sure it gets where it needs to go!)?
● In-Person
• Will you be voting early or on Election Day?
• Do you know your polling place?
• Have you verified your registration in advance?
• Does your state have any special requirements (ID, etc)?
• Lines might be long. What are you bringing with you (snack, headphones, a
book, cell phone and charger, and most importantly your Local Voter Guide!)?
The answers to these and other questions can be found at your local election office or
multiple other online resources. We’re a fan of NBCNews.com/PlanYourVote.
And finally, ask the group how they plan to treat themselves after voting. Whether it’s
taking a walk, dancing to a great song, or… yes… having a piece of pie, exercising your civic
duty deserves a little reward.
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SOURCES
While our partner BallotReady.org is a great starting place for research, we strongly
encourage you to use a wide variety of sources. Do not take information only from one
place, nor from only one line of thinking. Look for a plurality of balanced sources, not a
source that lacks bias.
For policy sources, look for sources that discuss both the short-term and long-term impacts
of what is being proposed. Otherwise, you’re not getting a complete picture of what the
proposal is, and you’ll need to look for another source that discusses potential impacts of
the proposal from other angles.
Look for sources that span a broad range of perspectives--but also understand what the
perspective of that source is. All sources contain some level of bias, but if you strive to
understand the bias of the sources you do find, you’ll be able to parse out what’s reliable
information and what’s not.
An incomplete list of resources we’ve used:

●
●

●

●

●
●
●
●

●
●

Websites and social media profiles representing candidates, proposals, and their
opposition
Local, state, and national newspapers--for news articles, opinions, and
endorsements--which you can take with whatever grain of salt you wish. If possible,
look at a variety of news sources.
The voter endorsements from organizations that you trust. This is especially helpful
if you’re passionate about a certain cause or charity. For example, the Humane
Society keeps an annual scorecard and a running list of endorsements.
BallotReady – In addition to providing your local sample ballot, BallotReady lists
endorsements and quotes from the candidates as to their positions on various
issues. It is a great starting place for research, as it will probably drum up a few
questions you’ll want more in-depth answers to.
FactCheck.org and PolitiFact.com – Fact-checking statements re: candidates & issues
Vote Smart – to find candidates’ voting records
HeadCount.org – Our trusted partners, this links to their list of websites for research
Political advertisements and mailers can be looked at skeptically and critically. (ex:
Who paid for the advertisement? Can you back up the statements made with other
more objective sources?)
Local Bar Associations, which often evaluate and post an online list of judicial
nominees’ qualifications
Candidate debates – these are too long to watch during a party, but debates for local
candidates can often be found on YouTube or public TV and radio stations. You can
always share links on your Local Voter Guide. If anyone has watched debates
previously, encourage them to share their findings.

Finally: a video about general online research tactics: Crash Course: Navigating Digital
Information.
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And again because we can’t say it enough: check multiple sources. Do not rely only on one
source to give you the full story--because it won’t.

GO FORTH AND RESEARCH
You are now equipped to host a Ballot Party! Congratulations! While it might not seem like a
big deal, your ability to gather a group, set them to a united task, and have them walk
away from it better prepared to make major decisions is… well, it’s nothing short of
awesome.
Take pictures of your party (even if it’s just a Zoom screen cap) and tag us on Instagram:
@NerdsVote, @VotingStudyParty, and @BallotReady! We’d love to see how your gatherings
are going!
Happy voting!

NerdsVote and The VSP Team
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