
CONVERSATIONS

TO BUILD POWER

#AW5



For a long time, we have been taught that the issues that impact us every day are
separate from the political process, which keeps us from participating.

This is a result of an intentional strategy that separates elections from the issues we
face in our daily lives.
 
Traditional GOTV campaigns focus on messaging like “Vote, it’s your civic duty,” or
“Vote for this candidate, they are someone you would like to have a beer with.” 
This touch and go communication doesn’t work for our communities. Why?

1.

2.

It doesn’t connect elections to our immediate needs. Our
communities are worried about things like paying rent, protecting
themselves from police violence, or staying safe from COVID-19.

It doesn’t name or acknowledge the reasons why we are skeptical of
these institutions in the first place, as the system of US democracy
has never worked for many folks in our communities.

As part of YP4’s Building Power to 
Win campaign, this summer we held
a FREE Civic Engagement Training
Series and Summit to do just that –
equip our communities with the
necessary context to completely
shift the conversation. 

Check out the full Series here .
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#AW5 CAMPAIGN

We need to reframe the conversation around participation in elections. To do so, 
we need to shift away from pushing our communities to vote for candidates that
don’t inspire us or asking them to vote out of civic responsibility to a system of
democracy that doesn’t include us in the first place. 

Instead, we need to provide a clear picture of what’s at stake in the 2020
elections and beyond, break down how government functions at every level
and provide our communities with the necessary context so that they can
make their own connections to how voting impacts the issues they care about.

This strategy allows our communities to see how participation in every election, 
and at all levels of government can be used as a tool to achieve their priorities.

The goal is to create a chain reaction of real conversations in our communities
to truly build power and transform the way we’ve been taught to think about
elections.
 
This guide provides you with the talking points to make those
connections for your community, and completely shift the conversation.
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 STEP 1: Reach Out 

0 4

The first step to having your conversations is to reach out to the 5 people you 
have identified. We've gathered some templates you can use to send the first text.

“Hey! Hope you’re staying safe and healthy. There’s so much going on in the
world right now. Just wanted to check in to see how you’re feeling about
everything.”

“I know we haven’t talked in a while, but I really admire how outspoken
you’ve been recently about everything going on. Let’s reconnect!”

“Hey! I know you’re really passionate about health care. Did you know that
the Supreme Court vacancy could affect our access to health care? Let’s chat
about it.”

“Remember that venting session we had last week? Let’s do something about
it. Wanna chat?”

“Hey! I hope your day is going well. I noticed you’ve posted a lot on your
social media about racial justice. I’d love to chat about it with you. Are you
free sometime this week?”

“I see you showing up at the protests recently! You’re doing great work. Let’s
chat soon!”
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“Hey, so I’m doing this YP4 challenge where I have 5 conversations with people I
care about before Election Day, and I picked you! Are you free sometime this
week?”

“Hey, so I’m doing this YP4 challenge where I have 5 conversations with people I
care about before Election Day, and I picked you! Are you free sometime this
week?”

“Hey friend! Just checking in to see how you’re holding up with everything going
on. Want to chat sometime this week?”

“Hey! I know we haven’t always agreed on things, but I really value your opinion.  
Want to grab a socially distant coffee later this week?”

“I know you’ve been really outspoken about how your community is finding it
difficult to vote. Want to talk through it?”

“Need help understanding your role in social change? I can help!”

“I know you’re frustrated with our democracy. I am too. Let’s talk about it.”

“You want to do something to uplift your community? Let’s talk it out.”
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We know these conversations can be difficult, especially with members of your
community that may not agree with you. We’re here to help.

The first step to prepare for your conversation is to create an agenda of what you
want to accomplish and build out the talking points that make the most sense to you.
 
Here, we include tips and talking points to use as a guide.

o  Meet people where they are. We’re living through difficult

times, with a pandemic, climate catastrophes, and national

uprisings at the front of mind for our communities. It’s

important to be mindful of folks’ headspace and meet them

where they are.

o   Avoid shaming.  It’s important to approach every

conversation from a place of understanding and compassion.

Remember that many of our communities have not had

access to social justice spaces or opportunities to learn 

about the civic process. 

o   Be more authentic, less transactional.  We’re having these

conversations because we want to build strong relationships

and build collective power in our communities. Make sure

you’re providing enough space to build a connection with the

person you’re talking to.

Tips to Having Conversations
to Build Power

 STEP 2: Have a Conversation
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Step-by-Step Guide

1.

2.

Set up the conversation. Start off by asking what they

care about in this moment. What frustrates them? What

would they want to see change? 

 “I know there’s a lot going on right now, how are you

doing? I see you’ve been really outspoken about [X issue].

What do you want to see changed?”

Provide context. Once you have a sense of where they’re

coming from and what they care about, make the

connection to voting.

“Thank you for sharing that with me. There’s definitely a

lot going on, and it seems like you’re really passionate

about wanting things to change. Did you know that at

every level of government there are folks who are

responsible for making these changes?”

EXAMPLES

To guide you in this process, we have included examples of 5 different issue areas. 

Use these examples to guide your conversation or make your own connections with
the issues that are specific to your community. 

You can find a breakdown of how each level of government functions here to help
you make your own connections.
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Each level of government plays a role in regulating the policing and criminal justice
practices that affect our communities. Here are some examples of how different
levels of government play a role. 

At the local level, Sheriffs (usually elected) serve as law enforcement officers
that have broad powers that can lead to discriminatory and dangerous
practices. They have the power to run broad investigations with little oversight, to
decide how jail funding is allocated and on what expenses, to set the conditions
inside jails, and in some cases, to determine official cause of death as the coroner.
Sheriffs also have the power to choose to cooperate with ICE (Immigration and
Customs Enforcement) or not. Sheriffs are elected positions in 40 states, and often
have long tenures in office with few checks to their power.
 
At the local level, the District Attorney (usually elected) is responsible for
prosecuting crimes that occur within their jurisdiction. District Attorneys are
among the most powerful and influential elected positions on the county level whose
duties include the power to conduct grand jury investigations, to make sentencing
recommendations, to decide whether to prosecute criminal conduct, or offer plea
bargains. They determine how harshly to sentence certain crimes and whether or 
not to prosecute. District Attorneys also set the sentencing and prosecution
protocols for all the prosecutors in their office.
 
At the state level, state Attorney Generals (usually elected) serve as the 
chief legal advisors for states. They have the power to investigate sheriffs’ conduct. 
If the investigation finds violations of state laws, the state Attorney General has the 
power to bring a case against the sheriff and publish the findings publicly.
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At the state level, the Governor (elected) is the CEO of the state; they are
responsible for implementing state laws and overseeing operations. The
Governor also proposes the state budget to the state legislature, and can decide how
much money to allocate to the criminal justice system and for which projects.
Through these broad powers, the Governor can greatly influence the criminal justice
system. They also have the power to remove a sheriff from office. In many states
governors have the power to
appoint key executive branch positions and state court judges, whom have the
power to influence the criminal justice system. Additionally, Governors can grant
pardons and commutations (reducing the punishment for a crime) to prisons, and
can greatly reduce the prison population in their state.

At the federal level, U.S. Attorney General (nominated by President,
confirmed by Senate) is the chief legal advisor for the federal government. 
They are responsible for advising the President and heads of federal executive
agencies on legal matters, and directing the actions of all U.S. Attorneys and the
Department of Justice. The U.S. Attorney General (with the Department of Justice)
has the power to investigate sheriffs’ conduct. If the investigation finds violations of
federal laws, the Attorney General has the power to bring a case against the sheriff
and publish the findings publicly.
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Whether or not our communities have access to affordable health care is decided by
different levels of government. The federal government, in particular, plays a large
role. Here is an example of how the federal and state levels of government affect our
health care.

At the state level, state Attorney Generals (usually elected) serve as the chief
legal advisors for states. In 2018, a coalition of state attorney generals sued,
arguing that the ACA is now unconstitutional because of this change. The case was
appealed up to the federal Supreme Court. 

At the federal level, Congress (elected) has the power to pass laws that affect
our access to health care. In 2010, Congress passed The Patient Protection and
Affordable Care Act (ACA), a law that expanded access to healthcare to millions of
Americans and created new regulations to reduce healthcare costs. In December
2017, Congress passed a new law, which removed the ACA’s penalty-tax for not
having insurance.
 
At the federal level, the Supreme Court (nominated by President, confirmed by
Senate) has the power to decide whether a law is constitutional or not. They will
begin hearing arguments for the case in November 2020 – one week after the
general election. If they decide to strike down the ACA, it would mean that 131
million people could lose their protections for preexisting conditions, 21 million
people could lose their health insurance, 12 million people could lose their 
Medicaid coverage, and 2 million young people could lose access to health insurance.
 
At the federal level, the President (elected) has the power to nominate Federal
Judges, and the Senate (elected) has the power to confirm or deny them for
lifetime appointments. Normally, there are nine Justices on the Supreme Court,
who each vote on every case. However, in September 2020, Justice Ruth Bader
Ginsberg passed away, leaving a vacancy on the court and creating the possibility
that a new conservative Justice could be confirmed before a decision is made and
cast a deciding vote to strike down the ACA. Whoever is appointed to fill this vacancy
could decide if the ACA is upheld or not.
 

Health Equity
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Every level of government plays a role in shaping the immigration policies and
practices that affect our communities. Here is an example of how different levels of
government affect our immigration system.

At the local level, mayors (elected) have the power to determine whether or
not local law enforcement will collaborate with ICE. Mayors can declare their
cities to be ‘sanctuary cities’ and adopt policies to limit cooperation with ICE and
certain federal immigration enforcement plans (i.e. ICE raids). Mayors can instruct
local police departments to refuse to participate in deportations and refuse to share
city data with ICE.

At the federal level, the President (elected) has the power to appoint the
Secretary of Homeland Security and the Senate (elected) has the power to
confirm or deny them. The Secretary of Homeland Security leads the Department
of Homeland Security, which is responsible for the federal government’s response 
to all matters of public national security. This is where the U.S. Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) is housed. ICE is responsible for detaining and deporting
undocumented immigrants in the United States. 
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In the time of COVID-19, each level of government plays a role in deciding 
whether or not our communities have access to safe and healthy schools. Here 
are some examples of how the federal and state levels of government affect our
education system.

At the local level, School Board members (elected) supervise the education
system for municipalities (cities or towns) and create policies to improve
schools and education. School Boards make decisions regarding at-home schooling
procedures for their districts (i.e. redirect funds for technological support, decide
what socially distanced graduations will look like). School Boards also allocate funds
and create procedures for socially distanced teaching to keep teachers, support staff,
and students as safe as possible once in-person schooling returns.

At the federal level, the President (elected) has the power to appoint the
Secretary of Education and the Senate (elected) has the power to confirm or
deny them. Betsy DeVos was appointed by Trump to lead the Department of
Education. She has the power to create new regulations or recommendations for
schools across all 50 states and territories. Secretary DeVos has not released a
federal plan to support schools to re-open, but has strongly encouraged schools
across the country to open full-time in-person starting in August and September
2020, despite Center for Disease Control (CDC) guidelines recommending against
large in-person gatherings of children.
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Whether or not our communities have access to safe and affordable reproductive
health care, in particular access to abortions, is decided by different levels of
government. Here is an example of how the federal and state levels of government
affect access to reproductive health care.

At the state level, state legislatures (elected) have the power to pass laws that
affect our access to reproductive health care. Roe v. Wade faces many challenges
through laws passed by state legislatures, which consist of elected state senators and
state representatives. In 2019, nine state legislatures passed new laws that restricted
access to abortion through bans and challenged the ruling in Roe v. Wade.
 
At the state level, judges in state courts (elected in some states) have the
power to decide whether a law violates the state constitution and apply laws
to individual cases. The new laws passed by state legislatures restricting access to
abortions are being challenged in state courts, with opponents arguing they are
unconstitutional. The cases from state courts can be appealed up to the U.S.
Supreme Court, which has the power to decide whether the restrictions are
constitutional or not.

At the federal level, the Supreme Court (nominated by the President,
confirmed by the Senate) has the power to decide whether a law is
constitutional or not.  Roe v. Wade (1973) is a U.S. Supreme Court case in which 
the court protected a woman’s right to choose to have an abortion. The decision 
was made by nine Justices, where seven ruled in the majority to protect the right to
an abortion and two dissented. The case is currently precedent, meaning lower
courts must follow and apply this ruling to other cases that challenge the right to an
abortion. However, as the highest court in the land, the Supreme Court can also
overturn the decision in Roe v. Wade with another majority ruling.
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At the federal level, the Supreme Court (nominated by the President,
confirmed by the Senate) has the power to decide whether a law is
constitutional or not. The cases from state courts can be appealed up to the U.S.
Supreme Court, which has the power to decide whether the restrictions are
constitutional or not. With a Supreme Court vacancy, the new Justice could very likely
cast a vote on whether Roe v. Wade is
overturned or not. 
 
At the federal level, the President (elected) has the power to nominate
Supreme Court Justices and the Senate (elected) has the power to confirm
Justices for lifetime appointments. With the passing of Justice Ruth Bader
Ginsburg, a new Supreme Court Justice will be chosen to fill the seat. Whoever is
appointed could very likely cast a vote on whether Roe v. Wade is overturned or not.
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3.

4.

Bring it back to voting. Once you’ve made the connection,

remind them that elections are coming up and we have the

power to decide who controls the issues we care about.

“Elections are x days away (or voting has already started).

Whoever is elected at every level of government will

make decisions on the issue you care about. Young

people are actually the largest voting bloc, so if we

actually participate, we can make a huge impact.”

Guide them through the voting process. Voting can be

confusing, and even more so during a pandemic. Make

sure they have a plan to vote. If they don’t, help them

create one.

“I know it may seem like a burden to vote during

this pandemic, but there are actually a number of

options to cast a ballot. Do you want me to walk

through them with you?”
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Register to Vote 1

1.

2.

Check if you are eligible to register to vote: Some states allow
you to register to vote at 16 and 17, whereas some require you to
be 18. Check the voting age requirement for your state and other
registration requirements at USA.gov/who-can-vote.

Check your state’s registration deadline: Find you state’s Board
of Elections website at USA.gov/election-office.

3.

4.

Register to vote: Find you state’s Board of Elections website at
USA.gov/election-office or visit vote411.org/register.

Confirm you are registered to vote: Visit NASS.org/can-I-
vote/voter-registration-status and choose your state to check your
voter registration status.

Make a Plan to Vote2

There are several different voting options, depending on your state. 

Some of the voting options include:

1.

2.

Early In-Person Voting

Mail-In/Absentee Voting

3. Voting at Polling Location on Election Day

HOW TO VOTE
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Make Sure Your Vote is Counted3

Voter suppression is real, and there are active efforts to disqualify our
vote. We can combat these efforts by making sure our votes are
counted. Here are some guidelines to make sure your vote is counted.

Voting at Polling Location on Election Day or 
Early In-Person

Mail-In/Absentee Voting

Check your polling location has not changed due to COVID-19.
Many states are changing or consolidating polling locations due 

Bring all required documentation, including a valid ID if
needed. Many states require voters to show identification at their
polling location. To check your state’s voter ID laws and confirm if
your ID qualifies for voting purposes, visit voteriders.org.

to social distancing requirements or a shortage of poll workers.
Search for your local polling location at vote.org/polling-place-
locator.

      

Read your ballot carefully to make sure you properly fill it
out. Follow all instructions listed on the ballot. For example, your
ballot may instruct you to use only blue or black ink, or to fill in a
box to vote rather than drawing an X or check mark. Be sure to
not select

Sign your ballot. Carefully review your entire ballot and make
sure to sign every place that requires a signature, including the
outside of the envelope for your ballot. 

Use the same signature that your state has on file. 31 states 

multiple choices for the same position, and avoid making any
stray marks on your ballot (i.e. water stains, writing in the margins,
tears, etc.).

    

verify the signature on mail-in ballots by cross-checking it to a
signature on file with the election’s office or other government
agency (i.e. Department of Motor Vehicles). If you need to update
your signature on file to ensure it matches, you can submit a new 
paper voter-registration or mail-in ballot application form. Check
here to see if your state uses signature verification for ballots.
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*If you are a U.S. citizen living abroad, or a military member or family stationed away
from your legal voting residence, you may be eligible to vote absentee. Find more
information USA.gov/absentee-voting.
 
Be sure to contact your local elections office to confirm rules, dates, times, and
request ballots. Find you state’s Board of Elections website at USA.gov/election-office.

Include all required additional documentation. Some states
require voters to include additional documentation to
authenticate their ballots, such as submitting a copy of their 

Don’t send your ballot back too late. Send your mail-in ballot
back as early as possible, and make sure to check the mail-in
ballot deadlines for your state (see above). 

photo ID or obtaining a witness signature. To see if your state
requires a photocopy of your ID and to request help printing a
copy, visit voteriders.org/photocopy-my-id. Check here to see if
your state requires a witness signature or notary for your ballot.

o  If your state allows, drop off your ballot at a local elections
office or secure ballot drop box.

o  The U.S. Postal Service has recently reported longer ship
times for mail deliveries. Factor in longer times for your mail-in
ballot to be delivered both ways – to you and to your state’s
elections office. If you are sending in your ballot via mail close
to your state’s deadline or election day, go in-person to the
post-office to ensure your ballot is accurately postmarked.

5. Ask them to take action beyond voting. Casting

a ballot is just the first step in building power. The real

work happens outside of the ballot box. Send them the

pledge and ask them to commit to having 5 conversations

of their own. Let them know how they can stay engaged

after they cast a ballot. 

“I know you really care about this issue.There’s so much

more we can do to create change beyond voting. Want

to chat about what that looks like?”
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BEYOND VOTING

Here is a list of suggestions you can provide to help your community take action
beyond voting. 
 

Pledge to Arrive With 5. The number one thing our communities can do
between now and Election Day, outside of casting a ballot, is have
conversations with one another. Challenge the 5 people you chat with to have
5 more conversations. Send them the pledge and we’ll send them these
talking points. The goal is to create a chain reaction of real conversations in
our communities to truly build power and transform the way we’ve been
taught to think about election.

 
Holding Elected Officials Accountable. The real work starts after Election Day.
We must continue to observe the actions of the officials we put into office and
hold them accountable. Encourage your community to establish contact with
your local, state, and federal elected officials and speak out when they take
actions that go against the priorities of your community.

Join Local Organizing. Local organizing is present everywhere. We guarantee
that there are people or organizations in your locality that are working to
push for change on the issues you care about. Look out for the organizations
that organize protests and actions in your community and establish a
relationship with them.

 STEP 3: Follow Up

Once you have a conversation, it is critical that you follow up at least once or 
twice before election day. Remind them of the commitments they’ve made and
troubleshoot any barriers they may be facing. Create a plan for yourself to send
out follow up texts to the folks you’ve had a conversation with.

1.

2.

3.

0 20 3
# A W 5 :  C o n v e r s a t i o n s  t o  B u i l d  P o w e r  |  2 0

https://fs6.formsite.com/yp4alumni/hmi2sqvkrz/index.html?1601487436976

