
 

 

 

 
 

Nonprofit Primary Project Case Study 
 

 

We started with one very important primary… 

 

At the first Nonprofit Congress Meeting in 2006, nonprofit leaders from across the country 

enthusiastically agreed that the time had come to raise our voices to those who seek the office of 

the President of the Untied States of America. 

 

Our shared goal: To engage every presidential candidate in a dialogue about the impact and 

future of the nonprofit sector. The outcome envisioned was national widespread 

acknowledgement and support as well as renewed investment in the nonprofit sector, starting in 

the oval office.  

 

The logical choice for piloting this effort was the “first in the nation primary state:” New 

Hampshire. New Hampshire Center for Nonprofits Executive Director Mary Ellen Jackson 

stepped to the plate, agreeing to take on the challenge of partnering with the National Council of 

Nonprofit Associations (NCNA) and the Nonprofit Congress to launch what would be called 

Nonprofit Primary Project. 

  

We put together a plan of attack….  

 

A coordinating team made up of Audrey Alvarado, then Executive Director of NCNA, Robert 

Egger, co-chair of the 2006 Nonprofit Congress, New Hampshire lawyer and nonprofit advocate 

Annie McLane Kuster, six New Hampshire nonprofit leaders, and Jackson was assembled. 

 

The first step was to draft a memorandum 

(http://www.nhnonprofits.org/primaryproject/guidelines.cfm) describing the nonpartisan nature 

of the project, its goals and supporting information. The next step was to engage and energize 

New Hampshire nonprofits about the project and provide them with training on the art of “bird 

dogging” the political candidates. More than 80 nonprofit leaders took part in four educational 

sessions provided by Mary Ellen Jackson, Robert Egger, and Annie McLane Kuster from April-

June 2007.  

 

Keeping with the spirit of IRS laws, the exact same invitation letter 

(http://www.nonprofitcongress.org/files/PP Invitation 5-3-07.pdf) asking the candidates for a date 

and time in which to meet with nonprofit leaders, along with a copy of the three questions 

(http://www.nonprofitcongress.org/files/CandidateQuestions.pdf) we planned to ask each 

candidate, was mailed to every presidential contender. Once the letters were mailed, Attorney 

Kuster called each campaign to assess their availability to meet with nonprofit leaders. 



 

 

We changed our approach, fast… 

 

New Hampshire is famous for holding literally hundreds of “living room chat style” candidate 

events, and so we thought the candidates would easily agree to meet with us at nonprofit sites. 

However, after weeks of chasing their schedulers, only one candidate scheduled a one hour 

session with us: Governor Mike Huckabee of Arkansas (see the video here: 

http://www.nhnonprofits.org/primaryproject/videos.cfm).   

 

It was obvious at this point that we needed to switch our tactics. We quickly learned: 

 

• The candidates and their schedulers didn’t understand “who” and brushed us aside.  

• We needed to play more of an “insiders games” and connect through existing 

relationships and coalitions that were having better luck.  

• We needed to track the candidate’s schedules on our website, urge our small army of 

nonprofit leaders to attend the posted events, ask the questions, and get a photo of the 

candidate answering the questions. (See full responses and photos on our website: 

http://www.nhnonprofits.org/primaryproject/videos.cfm.)   

• Once the candidates began seeing us at multiple events, our access to them opened. 

 

We learned many lessons…. 

 

• Political candidates are trying to keep track of many issues, so a one-page, easy-to-read 

background sheet, as well as clear and straightforward questions, are helpful. 

• Data is helpful in getting the conversation started. Facts about the size and scope of the 

nonprofit sector (10 million people working in or volunteering for nonprofits) can 

catch candidates’ attention. 

• Have several colleagues in the audience ready to piggy-back off your question. 

• Bird dogging is fun and pays off – get to an event early, wear a bright color, stand up 

front, and raise your hand just before the candidate ends his or her remarks. 

• Political leaders like talking about their involvement in the sector – once they 

understand it’s part of everyone’s life. 

• The nonprofit sector’s lack of unity and identify as a whole is a problem. It may be 

helpful to start talking about different silos first (i.e. church groups, environment, 

housing, cancer groups, etc.), as opposed to the sector as a whole. 

• Press coverage works: the more our project was in the press, the more responses we 

received form candidates.  

 

We captured it all on video 

  

The Nonprofit Congress website contains more information, guidelines, tips, full videos, links, 

and coverage of the process: http://www.nonprofitcongress.org/?q=primary.   


