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Dealing with the public  
If you are running for elected office, a lot of your time will be spent working with the 

general public particularly when canvassing and attending public meetings. This 

includes working with the media.  

If elected, you would of course represent all of the members of the general public in 

your area, regardless of whether they voted for you or not. This means that seeking 

to establish a good relationship with the public and understanding the needs of 

different groups in your community is vital: after all, if elected, your role would be to 

represent them. 

Personal Presentation 
Scientific research suggests people decide whether they like someone or not within 

30 seconds of meeting them. While this is a generalisation, it shows how quickly 

people make judgements about others. Keep this in mind when working with the 

general public.  

If you’re making a public appearance of any kind, you should consider your dress. 

There aren’t any rules about what you should wear during any part of your 

candidacy, so apply common sense and dress appropriately for the situation and 

your circumstances.  



If you’re appearing on camera, you might want to think about wearing some bright, 

solid colours and if relevant choosing a hairstyle which doesn’t hide your face. You 

should also try to avoid overpowering items of clothing or jewellery. 

Positive body language 

There are general approaches to creating positive body language and not all of them 

will be relevant to you if you have an impairment. However, the basic message is the 

same – be yourself, relax and try to be as comfortable as you can.  

Face 

When talking to a member of the public, you should show your interest in what they 

are saying. Try to position yourself so that you are facing them and think about how 

you can use different gestures to show empathy with the person. 

Arms 

Being as comfortable as possible will help you when communicating with people you 

are meeting for the first time, so try to relax. When meeting someone, try to give a 

firm handshake if you can, or think about how you can greet someone in a friendly 

way. 

Position 

Try to ensure that you are not too close or too far from the person you are talking to. 

Interpreting Body Language  

As well as helping how you appear to others, an understanding of body language 

can be useful when working with the general public. 

Facial expressions can provide the most clues as to how someone feels about a 

situation. 'However, try not to make assumptions based on facial expressions. For 

example, someone who keeps breaking eye contact may just be shy rather than 

unfriendly. 

Interpreting someone's body language is only one indicator. Focus on their words, 

not just their body language, when trying to gauge someone's mood or opinion - both 

are important signs. 



Mirroring 

This technique involves copying the body language of the person you are talking to, 

where circumstances make this possible and appropriate. For example, if the other 

person sits back in their chair, you would wait a few moments and then do the same.  

Clearly this technique should not be over-used, but when used sensitively, mirroring 

can help the other person to identify with you and relax in your company. 

Understanding the voter  
When standing for a position in elected office, think about the needs of different 

groups in your community. This will help you to draw up a wider range of policies 

than if you just focus on your own big priorities. 

Listen 

Try to listen not only to what people are saying, but also what they are trying to say. 

Encourage them to share their thoughts with you: you will want to get your views 

across to them, but you should allow them to do the same.  

Engaging people in conversation and drawing out what is driving their particular 

views or anxieties will create a more positive experience for both of you. 

Establish common ground 

Once you have identified an issue of importance to the voter, try to find out more 

about their viewpoint. If possible, reach an agreement with them about why the issue 

is of concern, before moving on to demonstrate how your stance on this issue is of 

benefit to them. For instance, how your policies will improve the situation. 

Responding to questions 

Be receptive to any questions people ask and seek questions. See this not only as 

an opportunity to further explain your views and policies, but also to understand what 

is important to that individual voter or that community, and to show that you are 

interested in their thoughts.  



If possible, you can then use this to show how your policies will benefit them, with 

the hope of encouraging them to vote for you. You should also think about how you 

can refine your policies, if appropriate, to suit the needs of voters.  

Tailoring your message 

When talking to voters in a particular area, try to do some research and find out 

whether there are specific issues in that area that will be on people’s minds. If so, 

you could put this additional knowledge to good use by tailoring your messages and 

having clear advice prepared.  

Again, this will help to show voters that you are taking an interest in the issues 

important to them and they are more likely to have confidence in your ability to 

represent them. 

Unreceptive people 

Some people may not want to be bothered by you. This may be due to the timing of 

your approach, that they are uninterested in hearing the views of individual 

candidates, or that they are uninterested in the elections in general.  

People with differing opinions 

Others may be more vocal, either challenging your views or expressing an opinion 

that you strongly disagree with. Don't allow yourself to be flustered or put off by this. 

It's important to remember that everyone is entitled to their opinion and to express it. 

Allow the person to air their thoughts before replying calmly and with a logical 

response. .  

Avoiding confrontation 

Your aim should be to avoid the conversation escalating into a confrontation. Always 

remain calm and state your points logically. If the person isn't responding well, think 

about ending the conversation by wishing the person a good day or thank them for 

their time and move on.  

Most importantly, you should not let such experiences demoralise you. Keep positive 

and move on to the next one. 



Good preparation should make your campaign more successful.  

Be thorough in your approach to all aspects of your candidacy, thinking about what 

could happen when campaigning and how you would respond. If you look unsure or 

badly prepared, you will not be able to impress voters and get their confidence. 

Concentration and organisation  

Part of good preparation is being organised. To do this, you could: 

• find somewhere quiet to work  

• think about getting someone else who is well organised to help you plan and 

manage your campaign – sharing out the management will help you to identify 

all the key tasks and not miss vital steps  

• plan your days: split your day up, prioritise your tasks and use electronic 

reminders if possible  

• do one thing at a time  

• avoid doing too much – take some time out on a regular basis, and recognise 

when you need a break  

• carry a notebook and pen or other device for recording notes with you at all 

times, so you don’t forget any good ideas that might come to you. 

Encounters with the general public 
When campaigning, you may encounter the general public in a variety of ways and 

we will go on to cover these in more detail shortly. 

‘Formal and Expected’ events 

‘Formal and Expected’ events that you know about and can prepare for fully in 

advance. They include: 

• hustings (arranged events giving candidates a platform for their campaign 

speeches) and debates  

• your own public events.  

‘Informal and Expected’ events 

‘Informal and Expected’ events differ from these only in their nature. They include: 



• canvassing  

• your own public events  

• online interaction  

• written correspondence.  

‘Informal and Unexpected’ events 

‘Informal and Unexpected’ events are those which you don’t know will happen but 

which you can prepare for to some extent in case they occur. They include: 

• online interaction  

• written correspondence  

• chance encounters. 

Campaign Team Recruitment 
You might choose to recruit volunteers to help you in the day-to-day running of your 

campaign. 

Why? 

You might want to take on an election agent to spread the workload of running your 

election campaign. Recruiting volunteers to help with activities like canvassing, 

telling and knocking on doors could also be beneficial.  

You should note that it's illegal to employ paid canvassers for the purpose of 

promoting or procuring a particular result at an election. The delivery of campaign 

leaflets is not considered canvassing if the person delivering them doesn't engage in 

trying to persuade anyone to vote for or against a party or candidate. For more 

guidance go to the Electoral Commission website. 

Who? 

Family and friends may be happy to donate their time to the cause, while, if you’re 

standing for a political party, you may have the help of individuals from within the 

party.  

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/


Think about using volunteers and if possible, volunteers from different walks of life. 

Interestingly, research suggests that voters in their twenties respond best to 

canvassers of a similar age, for example. 

What? 

Make sure you are upfront with any volunteers about what work you’ll ask them to 

do, and what you’ll provide them with: for example, will you cover their food or travel 

costs?  

Your team will be representing you to the general public, so guide them as much as 

you can. Referring them to this course could be a good start! 

Rules of campaigning 

There are rules that you need to follow when campaigning. They are quite wide-

ranging so it's important that you read the guidance published by the Electoral 

Commission, which is available on its website when planning your campaign.  

The rules cover such things as events, leaflets, websites and door to door 

canvassing. You also need to check how these rules affect your staff and volunteers.  

Door to door canvasing 

For some types of election, this is one of the most important ways for you to promote 

your policies. Face-to-face contact with the general public allows you to identify 

voters’ opinions on issues, publicise and refine your policies, and work to ensure that 

they see you as the ideal candidate.  

Sometimes the right approach will be door to door canvassing. However, you might 

also (or instead) consider canvassing at busy places such as your local railway 

station or outside your local supermarket. 

  

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/


Canvassing conversations 
So, when a voter opens their front door to you, where should your conversation go? 

A prompt introduction 

Speak confidently and clearly, and remember to smile. Begin by stating why you're 

there, before the voter assumes you are a salesperson, for example, and decides 

they don't want to talk to you. 

Connecting with the voter 

Now that the voter knows who you are and why you are on their doorstep, if they're 

willing to talk, engage them in a conversation, which will determine what their 

political interests are and why they should vote for you.  

Be careful not to assume that people will want to talk or that you'll have someone’s 

support because you live in their neighbourhood. 

Timing is everything 

Conversations must be kept as short as possible when canvassing – difficult if you 

feel that you could win a voter round, given just a little more time! As a general rule, 

conversations should last from three to five minutes, if you're focused. Sometimes 

you'll just have to hand out your pamphlets to highlight the range of your policies.  

End by thanking the person for their time and saying how much you’ve enjoyed 

talking to them. 

Door to door canvasing 

It's good practice to have a script memorised when you're calling door-to-door. This 

doesn’t mean that you should stick to it rigidly, but having a structure in mind will 

help you to maintain a fast turnover of conversations. For example:  

Hello, my name is ________ and I’m running for the position of _____________ in 

the upcoming election. May I speak with you for just one moment? 

I’m conducting a face-to-face campaign because I want to ensure that the public 

knows where I stand on certain issues. Is there an issue that you’re particularly 

concerned about, or any questions that you would like to ask? 



I have been involved with the council for several years, and have a lot of experience 

with representing the public’s wants and needs on a local level. This is what I’m 

hoping to continue doing, with your help. 

I’d like you to take this pamphlet, which contains more information about my policies 

and experience. Please consider voting for me. 

Practical tips for canvasing  

If you want to use door-to-door canvassing or canvassing at a busy location you'll 

need to think about not only your communication skills, but also, of course, 

practicalities. 

Dress sensibly 

If you're going to be canvassing for hours at a time, think about wearing comfortable 

but smart clothing. If you have any kind of physical impairment, canvassing for hours 

at a time may be very difficult. For more low-density areas, where houses are more 

spread out, travelling by car may be a more sensible option.  

Having an umbrella and raincoat with you will also probably prove to be sensible! 

Keep your ‘hit rate’ in mind 

Your ‘hit rate’ is not as ominous as it sounds – it actually refers to the number of 

voters you can contact over a certain amount of time. Your hit rate will depend on the 

time of day you canvass – late morning or early afternoon may be less successful. 

The evening is often a better option, as most people will have returned home from 

work at this point. It may also vary depending on whether you are canvassing in an 

urban or rural area. 

Be courteous 

When handing out leaflets, make sure you are respectful of those people who do not 

wish to take one. You don’t have the right to force your material on them, and it 

certainly won’t encourage them to vote for you.  

Keep your mobile phone on silent: whether or not you answer it, a ringing phone is 

off-putting to people.  



Plotting your route and carrying a map with you is also recommended. 

Have a break 

It’s a good idea to schedule breaks at regular intervals, as canvassing is a tiring 

process. This will help you to feel refreshed and have more energy to talk to the next 

voter.  

If possible, arrange to take breaks with other members of your campaign team to get 

to know your team better. This will also help you to learn from each other’s 

experiences, and make the process more enjoyable for all. 

Host an event to talk to the public 
You would do this to tell the general public about your policies. 

Consider inviting other speakers, such as those already in elected office or who have 

a particular interest in what you will be discussing. 

Publicise the event 

Ensure you publicise the event well in advance to give yourself the best chance of 

attracting as many members of the public as possible. 

Make the event accessible 

You'll also need to make sure the event is accessible to all. 

Selecting an appropriate venue 

Choosing an appropriate venue is one of the most vital first steps to take in arranging 

your event. To ensure that the location you decide upon is suitable for all, you should 

keep the following considerations in mind. 

Accessibility 

In order to make your event accessible for those using a wheelchair, ensure that the 

venue has step-free access. 

  



Working facilities 

It’s really helpful to ensure that everything in your venue is functioning correctly. A 

few days in advance, check that automatic doors and lifts are operating – otherwise, 

you’re going to find out about any problems when people simply cannot access the 

venue on the day of the event. 

Seating areas 

Ensure that you have space available for wheelchair users, but try not to divide the 

room into different areas to ensure it remains as inclusive as possible. Provide 

seating toward the front for those using real-time captioning services or interpreting 

sign language. 

Visibility 

Bear in mind that visibility is extremely important for people who'll be lip-reading. You 

need to ensure that your audience has an unobstructed view, but also that the light 

isn't too harsh on the eyes. 

Temperature 

Ensure the temperature is comfortable too – around the 20 degrees centigrade mark. 

Helping hands 

Remember, impairments can be hidden. Have volunteers on hand to help out if 

required, but ensure they ask if someone needs assistance before giving it. 

Staging your event 

You should also carefully consider all aspects of staging your event, making sure 

you provide for everyone. 

Presentations 

When you are giving presentations, you may need to read out the content of your 

slides in full, and describe any images or diagrams that you have included. Although 

your presentation material may help to stress your messages, it’s important that the 

audience’s main focus is on you, not your presentation material. 



Audibility 

Using a public address system will boost your event’s accessibility to those with 

hearing impairments. You might also make microphones available to presenters and 

roving microphones to the audience. Provide hearing loops too, if possible. 

Visibility 

For people who lip read or use British Sign Language (BSL), good visibility is really 

important. Ensure that these attendees have unobstructed views, and that sign 

language interpreters are booked for the event well in advance. It would also be 

beneficial to provide interpreters with copies of any agendas or speeches, so that 

they know the general content of the event in advance. 

Printed material 

You may produce written material for the event, either to supplement speeches or to 

give guidance on what the event will involve. Write in plain English, avoid initials, and 

explain any acronyms you use.  

The format is important, too. Produce a standard version in an easy-to-read font 

(such as Arial 14pt), but think also about providing 18pt, Easy Read (simplified 

language), Braille, audio, and colour-contrast versions. 

Photo-opportunities 

During their campaigns, candidates for elected office often look for photo-

opportunities. This simply means choosing a place to be photographed that helps to 

convey the message you want to put across and will attract positive publicity. 

Why take up the opportunity for a photo? 

A photo opportunity is not central to campaigning, but a well-judged one could prove 

beneficial. Like anything else, though, ensure you think it through thoroughly. 

What could you do? 

This might include visits to particular places, a meeting with a key person or an 

activity you're undertaking that gives you an opportunity to drive your message home 

– for example, volunteering. 



Campaigning online 
Using internet communications and social networking sites offers good tools for 

campaigning. It can be very flexible, allowing you to share materials, share 

instantaneous updates, and campaign creatively. Let’s take a look at some of the 

ways you could use these channels. 

Facebook 

Using Facebook might help you to build up a profile with members of the electorate. 

You’ll be able to update people about your campaign on a regular basis, and in 

addition the Group function will allow you to make plans and engage in discussions 

with your supporters and followers. 

Twitter 

Like Facebook, twitter is a social media website which allows you to instantly share 

brief snippets of information with the world. Interaction with other users is also easy, 

and you can ‘follow’ people or organisations of interest to keep tabs on their 

activities, and vice versa. 

Blog 

Blogs are websites that allow you to record your thoughts and activities; they are like 

an internet diary or journal. They're free to set up and allow people to comment on 

the thoughts you share with the world. Writing a blog will allow you to update people 

on your ideas and activities.  

Your own website 

A website is like a blank canvas, allowing you to share whatever information you 

wish however you wish. Imagery, audio and video make the site more appealing to 

the reader. Including your manifesto and materials like printable posters and leaflets 

is always a good idea. 

Party website 

If you are standing for a political party, they may feature your details on their website. 

This is another way voters can find out information about you, and so would be a 

good place to include links to your presence on the internet elsewhere. 



Other websites 

There are various other websites which you could make use of during your 

campaign. These include other social media websites, forums and media websites. 

When using these, or directing others to use them, make sure you're aware of the 

website’s accessibility. 

Benefits of campaigning online 

Many candidates ensure they have an internet presence as part of their candidacy 

due to the benefit it brings to the campaign:  

• Provides the opportunity to have constructive conversations with voters 

• Allows you to share information in a way that many people can access 

• Allows you to engage directly with the public 

• Allows the media and individual voters to contact you easily 

• Characteristics of the internet 

The internet can benefit your campaign but there are also risks to manage. 

Accessibility 

Many people can easily access the internet these days, even when on the move, 

and so making use of it to promote your candidacy makes sense.  

However, don’t forget that not everyone has access to the internet, or will choose to 

use it to seek information about election candidates. It should be one of numerous 

methods you use. 

Directness 

The internet makes it possible for you to talk directly to the public. This means you 

can communicate the exact message you want to, which may not be the case for 

information going via the media.  

It also allows you to have constructive conversations with voters. You can 

demonstrate you understand their concerns and emphasise what you can do for 

them. 

  



Involvement 

Talking directly to a candidate will help voters feel included, showing them how your 

policies (and elections in general) are relevant to them.  

You're also providing a means by which the media and individual voters can contact 

you. This way people can easily contact you for clarification on your policies and 

campaigning plans, as well as to join your campaign team. However, it's important to 

be aware that going online can mean you end up with a huge volume of responses – 

think about how you put messages across and how you can manage your resources 

to engage in direct communication with people. 

Handling abuse 

Talking with voters online leaves you open to the possibility of receiving abuse. Be 

aware that abuse may happen, and avoid being drawn into confrontation.  

If you are subject to any threats you should contact the police.  

Websites like Get Safe Online can offer advice and support on issues of web safety. 

Heckling 

You and your policies will be scrutinised by the general public throughout your 

campaign. This means you should be aware that heckling may occur. 

What is heckling? 

Heckling is when a member of the public interrupts a candidate when they are talking 

to the general public. The aim is to harass the speaker by calling out questions, 

comments or challenges. 

When might it occur? 

Whenever you are talking in public, heckling could occur. Events such as hustings 

and debates allow the public to interrogate the candidates and their policies in order 

to gain a greater understanding of their intentions and characteristics. 

Why does it happen? 



Hecklers may interrupt you for any number of reasons. Perhaps they disagree with 

your policies, or maybe they have an agenda of their own to promote.  

Can you prevent it? 

Of course you have no control over the general public: there's nothing to stop 

someone shouting out when you are addressing the public. You may never be 

heckled, but it's sensible to know how to deal with such an occurrence, just in case.  

How should you deal with it? 

Every heckling incident will be different, depending on when it happens, what is 

shouted, and so on. Regardless, you should remain calm throughout. You could ask 

a friend to heckle you so you can practice and feel prepared for it. Remember that, 

however you respond to the heckler, you're doing so in the public eye. Engaging in 

an argument may not do your campaign any favours. 

Chance encounters 

You won’t be actively campaigning 24 hours a day, seven days a week, but if your 

efforts and the accompanying media coverage are successful you’ll start to become 

known to the public. This means that, when you’re out and about, members of the 

public may approach you at any time.  

When can this happen? 

Such encounters could happen anytime, anywhere. You may be in the street, in the 

shops, or even in a pub or bar. As ever, you should prepare for the unexpected, just 

in case such an event occurs.  

Learn from others 

Before you run for elected office, gaining first-hand experience of public and/or 

political life may be useful to help you understand more about working with the 

general public. Suggestions on how to do so can be found in module 1.  

Practice makes perfect 

Well, not necessarily. You can never know for sure what exactly will happen when 

campaigning or in meetings.  



In his book, On a Clear Day, the Rt Hon David Blunkett MP recounts how the start of 

Question Time (on television) was once drowned out "by the sound of Teddy [his 

guide dog] noisily lapping water from a bowl. 

Hopefully, you’ll find that as you gain more experience of the kind of interactions 

we’ve looked at here, your confidence will grow and you’ll improve in your ability to 

handle whatever the public - or your guide dog, if you have one - might throw at you. 

The key is to be prepared. 
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