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FOREWORD
W

hen I became candidate in Leeds North
West in 2013, I was looking at a mountain to
climb.There was a Lib Dem majority over Labour
of 11,530 votes with just three Labour councillors
in our least populated ward. The constituency
has been on a journey since 2013 and slowly,
slowly introduced US style campaign methods
and community organising whilst trying to fit
our outdated and ill designed software to meet
the needs of new campaigning methods. This
organically developed into a Leeds North West
way of organising and there is something for
everyone in the Labour Party to take away from
our experiences.
We knew we had to do things differently and prioritised voter registration, relational canvassing,
persuasion over turnout and bus adverts (which we
dispensed with in 2019). My experience of two US
Presidential Elections gave us an advantage and our
senior activists had wide election experience from as
far away as New Zealand! This meant we could draw
on the latest thinking around campaigning while maintaining our local focus.
I had some grandiose ideas in each election - wanting
to have Block Captains in 2015, in 2017 undertake
follow-up calls with all undecided voters and in 2019
daily barnstormers with activists. These didn’t get
implemented (rightly as resources were better used
elsewhere) but we did innovate and create a deeper
and wider campaign than any people had ever experienced.
Lauren, our paid organiser and Nik, my agent had
been working for months to build our infrastructure
and make sense of my ideas in a practical way as
well as creating an efficient and well-oiled campaign
machine. This pamphlet is the story of our campaign in
2019.
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Alex Sobel MP
I am really pleased they decided to write this pamphlet
as Labour too often neglect local campaign organisation, which I believe is a craft and those that do it well
are craftspeople, and we often fail to value them in
the Party and in British Politics in general. You can get
countless US pamphlets and books on organising for
and winning elections but the UK has a paucity of
such material.
If you run a standard Labour Party campaign without
implementing any local innovations or utilising community organising then it is really no different to how
we campaigned 20 years ago (with social media bolted
on) – we use the same five questions and Contact
Creator is updated but its just an iteration of the same
system, Voter ID is still King, Queen and the rest of the
royal family.
The Labour Party needs a new campaigning model
based on a relational approach with the electorate,
persuading voters that need to be persuaded and
turning out voters who are loyal – not just relying on
the latter. We also need a much more sophisticated
approach to direct mail and use of targeted adverts
built on the relational data systems our new leadership must build.
I also believe that the Labour Party undertakes reflection of elections in an opaque and defensive way. This
pamphlet aims to avoid that and I hope everyone who
is organising for the next General Election reads it, if
only to reassure themselves they are doing everything
correctly.
The support for constituencies also has to improve
and those involved in that work could do worse than
read this pamphlet and engage with Nik and Lauren
and others involved with our campaign as well as innovators from constituencies up and down the country.

1. INTRODUCTION
L

eeds Arena: the site of two defeats already this
year. Both the European elections and local
elections saw big returns locally for our main
opponents, the Liberal Democrats, who went into
the general election seeing Leeds North West as
their natural territory and a top target.
The night so far has involved a frantic last-minute
drive around polling stations to get the final numbers
followed by a quick huddle around the television in the
Headingley committee rooms to witness a gut punch
of a national exit poll. Then, three taxis take our group
down to the mega gig venue, now transformed into a
centrepiece for Leeds’ results.
On the way a check of the BBC updates has Leeds
North West still as a ‘toss-up.’ The first indications
come from a couple of local councillors who arrived
early at the count to take a sample of the postal votes
as they are opened. We are in third place, but a strong
third place.
This is a good sign. Postal votes are never in our favour
here and to even be in the race is an indication that
despite the national picture, we may just hold this
precious marginal seat.
Cue several hours of sampling votes coming out of the
boxes, checking our ‘scores’ against our Conservative,
Green and Lib Dem opponents with whom we are
standing intimately close to in order to get the best
view of the votes as they are opened; frantic pacing up
and down the hallway to a tired colleague on a computer who is making sense of the hand scrawled tallies
that have come in from those sampling.
Things are looking good, difficult districts are throwing
up positive results. But these are just samples, indications of the result but no more. We send people back
out to gather more evidence, covering every single
polling district. Phone calls come in from an anxious
(and increasingly inebriated) candidate, who has been
sent to the Brudenell Social Club to spend the
first part of election night socialising with volunteers.
He is told to hold on, to wait for our man at the computer to give us an educated prediction of the final

result.
When that prediction comes, it looks too good to be
true. It shows a whopping majority, bigger than any of
us would have hoped for. As the result is confirmed,
the realisation hits that we have returned a Labour
MP to Parliament, one who was written off quite early
in the campaign, with a resounding majority of nearly
11,000. This is the biggest in our seat for any MP since
1964. No other Labour MP has achieved it at all.
But this result does not fit in with the tone of the night.
Smug Conservatives roam the room matched by our
dejected comrades from other parts of the region.
Snippets of conversation overhead from Tories about
it being ‘our 1997,’ and from Labour the debate about
who and what is to blame is already being had on the
floor of the arena.
It is hard to know how to feel. We became activists
to make change happen through a transformational
Labour government. We are not going to get that, at
least for now. But we have spent the last months and
years on a local mission, first to gain and then to hold
a Labour Parliamentary seat and we have achieved
that emphatically.
We were not the only success story of the night, but
we were a rarity. There were many other places where
the ground was simply too infertile to plant shoots that
would result in success at this election.
But to win in Leeds North West we had to overcome
challenges, innovate, motivate and organise. Our result was no accident and our story, we believe, is worth
telling. After a large election defeat, good practice and
green shoots are all too often buried under the weight
of post-mortems and factional infighting. We need to
learn lessons from our defeat but we also need to take
heed of what was good and what worked, where and
why.
General elections in the United Kingdom area collection of 650 individual races and individual stories.
What follows is ours.
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2. KNOW YOUR
BATTLEGROUND
L

eeds North West is a fascinating constituency
that, in many ways, can be considered a
microcosm of the nation. In the south, a large,
vibrant and transient student population
lives alongside employees of the university,
young professionals and a thriving South Asian
community. To the North lies the historic market
town of Otley where fiercely proud residents value
their local culture, pubs and community events.
Over the valley is the former manufacturing town
of Yeadon which is home to an international
airport. The spine of the constituency is the A660, a
busy arterial road which slices through the trueblue heartlands of Bramhope, the rural farmlands
of Adel and Wharfedale and distinct commuter
settlements in Cookridge, Tinshill and Ireland
Wood. There is poverty and there is affluence,
there is youth and there is old age. There is
liberalism and there is conservatism.

was responsive to environmental issues. These are,
of course, very broad brush — a cursory look in Alex’s
inbox would find plenty of evidence to the
contrary.

Winning the constituency in 2017 and unseating a
popular Liberal Democrat MP (one of the few to have
survived the 2015 Lib Dem obliteration) had taken
energy, organisation and a national swing. Holding the
seat in the face of an ultra-parochial opposition and
huge Brexit divisions - which saw gains in the local and
European elections for both the Conservatives and
the Liberal Democrats - was always going to be a huge
challenge. We knew that we had no hope of successfully winning again in this constituency without knowing it inside out.

In a campaign that was data-led, the subdivisions
of our communities must be consistent. Part of this
was always done naturally – “we’re going to knock
the Highbury’s”, but the exact number of streets and
households would also vary and where the border sits
would be confused. It would also lead to a number of
forgotten about streets as main thoroughfares would
always be prioritised.

We talk in later chapters about messaging and data.
We show how we used these tools to influence voters
to favour Labour and to shore up a potentially wavering vote. But none of these are any good at all if you
do not have a solid foundation to build from. This has
to be about knowing the geography and the people
you are asking to vote for you intimately. The skills
needed for both are emotional intelligence and organisation.
Our first step was to map out a natural understanding
of the subdivisions we were working with.
After years of working the constituency, we did much
of this naturally. We would often have conversations
about Leeds North West as a whole; what distinguishes it culturally? We would often refer to ourselves
as a ‘remain’ constituency (we estimate 68% voted
remain in the EU referendum) or a constituency that
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We also talked about the constituency as consisting of
two broad hemispheres – north and south, each separated by the outer ring road. The distinction is not only
geographical, but cultural, with the south generally
more liberal and urban than its northern counterpart.
Again, this is very broad brush.
Similarly, our four city council wards, to which branches and activists are naturally segregated, each have a
completely different political makeup. This is reflected
in their elected councillors: Adel and Wharfedale have
three Conservatives, Otley and Yeadon have three Lib
Dems, Headingley have three Labour and Weetwood
have a Labour/Lib Dem mix.

Using the party’s contact creator software we created
road groups that reflected these small communities
of around 150 households. Our goal was groups of
streets that could reasonably be completed by a team
of four or five canvassers in about an hour and a half.
If the road group was too ambitious, then we found
that the streets at the front pages would be knocked
frequently whereas the back page street would never
be canvassed. Again, the number of houses in a group
will vary depending on other factors; are there lots of
steps? Steep climbs? Are most of the households in
a couple of big blocks of flats that are very difficult to
access? Are they quick multi-occupancy back-to-backs
that are knocked easily?
Once road groups were established then it was important to instil a discipline of using them for everything.
We would start with using road groups as mini output
areas for data analysis, and then use that analysis to
build a picture of the wider area. Again, it was important that the road groups were reflective of real communities, which then allowed for informal discussion

about the makeup or outlook of an area, as well as
more technical data analysis. We then used this
information to inform canvassing and target mail. We
made sure that road groups were named
by their colloquialism and were the basis for any discussion in the constituency.
But understanding the battleground is a lot more
than knowing its geography. It is about having a clear
understanding of the constituency’s people and their
motivations. What is it that drives them? What local
issues swing opinion? What national issues have a
strong resonance on the ground?
This was one of the real advantages of incumbency
and having a talented team of people rooted in the
community. Our team was comprised of caseworkers
who had spent two years talking to local people about
their experiences, issues and passions. We had run
constituency projects, been at community events and
led on local campaigns. That kind of experience is
difficult to imitate and was one key advantage we had
over our opponents.
Knowing your battleground means understanding
where your strong votes are and what motivates that
vote to turnout. It also means knowing where your
switchers are and understanding what it takes to
convince them to switch to Labour.
In Leeds North West our strongest vote share is
among the student population of Headingley and
Hyde Park. The difficulty comes in ensuring that they
a) register to vote, b) vote at all and c) choose to vote
in Leeds North West rather than in their hometown.
In 2017, our student registration efforts were strong
– the highest in the UK, but the turnout on the day
was weaker – only 43% of Headingley and Hyde Park
turned out that year. This was in part because students had gone home – again a risk in 2019, and also
because many chose to vote in their home constituencies. All too often, those constituencies were in safe
Labour or Conservative seats.
In 2019, our campaign centred not only on reminding
students to register to vote but also on an insistence
that they register to vote in Leeds North West (unless they voted in a Labour marginal back home, of
course). We needed them to know that it was almost
certainly here that their vote mattered most. The size
of our campaign also allowed us to make the strategic
decision to repeatedly knock on those student doors,
regardless of whether or not we had made recent
contact.
After complaints like “you are literally knocking on
my door every other day”, there was a strong feeling amongst some activists that pestering our voters
might produce negative results. Yet we knew from
2017 that younger voters had a much higher tolerance
to repeat door knocks and we had confidence that this
constant reminding was the only way of making sure
that they would turn out in their droves on polling day.

In the end they did, in record numbers. Headingley
turnout jumped from just over 40% in 2017 to just
under 70% in 2019. An official at one polling station
exclaimed that they had “never seen anything like it.”
Another key target for us were those who tell us consistently that they are Labour voters but who do not
turn out at election time. While it is well documented
that motivating non-voters is very difficult, motivating
those who have every intention to vote but do not
place it high on their ‘to do’ list did feel like it could
yield a large volume of votes.
We were worried that an election, near to Christmas,
in the freezing cold weather, would see a dip in Labour
turnout. To combat this, we tried to persuade as many
unreliable voters as possible to commit to a postal
vote. Early in the campaign, we produced a direct mail
to everyone who told canvassers that they were Labour voters but that, according to the marked register,
did not turn out to vote in the 2019 local election. With
each mailshot, which acknowledged and empathised
with the difficulties of getting to the polls - whilst reminding voters of good councillors who had been lost
due to low turnout - we included a postal vote registration form. We later followed this up with targeted door
knocking to encourage a return of these forms.
There are some basic rules that if followed over time
would give anyone a strong sense about what motivates a community.
1) Talk to people. There is absolutely no substitute for
going door-to-door. Doing so outside of election time
where you can have engaging conversations about
local issues is paramount. If canvassing is only ever
an effort to extract voter ID, then you lose every other
advantage that it brings.
It is, however, more difficult to start a ‘meaningful conversation’ about local issues and having some ideas
about what you are doing before you go is helpful.
This avoids the noble but often futile effort of going
around saying “Hi I’m from your local Labour Party.
Do you have any issues?” Often, the response to this
would be “well no”, or “I’m actually quite busy.” Others
will look frantically around the street and spot things
in front of them, which leads canvassing groups to
return with a rather inflated sense of urgency about
speeding, parking issues or potholes.
We are great fans of the constituency survey, which
gives you an ask of the person behind the door and
can be a good trigger for a meaningful conversation,
particularly if your survey steers away from the issues
that a voter can see in front of them.
2) Read the local papers. It is important to support
local media. Many newspapers are struggling, but they
remain vital connectors of communities. They also
provide a good feel for local issues, and keep you on
top of decisions being made and the impact they have.
The more localised the better. The north end of Leeds
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North West is covered by the Wharfedale Observer
which not only gives us an opportunity to promote our
message through press releases and quotes but also
allows us to understand the issues that are happening
there. Good relationships with journalists will often
mean they tell you about emerging stories before they
are printed, which allows for forward planning and
good understanding.
3) Join and monitor community Facebook pages.
These pages are stocked with real time information
about issues and allow for a fantastic insight into what
cuts through into the collective consciousness of a
community. They come with a strong health warning
for abuse, confrontation and occasional bullying (some
more than others), but are an invaluable source of
information.
4) Try to have some councillors. At the time of writing we have four of 12 local councillors, so we are fairly
short in that department. But the ones we have are a
valuable source of on-the-ground insights into decisions being made and the feedback within a community.
Good councillors also have great relationships with
individuals and people in the community, which can
really help in gaining an understanding of what is
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happening locally. This is especially useful if you are in
opposition and utilising the incumbency of your councillors can give you leverage and an “in” that you just
wouldn’t have otherwise. Supporting local councillors
and trying to win more council seats helps you to build
an ongoing campaigning presence - it’s win/win.
5) Use seasoned activists. Political activists are often
local community activists too. Spending time with experienced members can bring all sorts of insights into
the drivers and motivations of a particular area or demographic. Much like councillors, they will have strong
links and bonds with local people and will have an in
depth understanding of the mood of the community.
A good campaign is emotionally intelligent with a laser
focus on the key drivers and motivations for those
who live in the constituency and the issues that they
care about. A well-planned campaign with this principal at its heart puts itself in a very good position to exceed the national picture and achieve positive results.
Our result was significant and outperformed anything
that any of us could have hoped for at the start of the
campaign. We will never know for certain which of the
specific techniques described in this pamphlet were
the most critical to that win, but we do know that our
campaign played a huge part in our constituency and
returned Alex with an increased majority of 10,749.

3. BEING SEEN TO BE SEEN
I

n 2017, Alex replaced a very popular Liberal
Democrat MP who was known for being wellrooted in the community. This MP had been in post
for 12 years and in that time it seemed, like many
Lib Dems, he had set his focus on being the ‘local
champion.’ After the dust had settled on the 2017
success, we knew that we were faced with two
major challenges here. The first was that it would
be difficult to match the localism of the previous
incumbent. The second was that we knew we
would have far less than 12 years to do it and, in all
likelihood, less than the five-year term for which
Alex was elected.
The extra challenge was that the 2017-19 parliament
was fraught with instability as the Brexit process
wore on. Unpredictable Friday sittings, late nights and
complex bills meant that time for constituency work
was very limited, even with Alex’s constant energy and
seven day weeks.
Despite maintaining an impressive level of traditional
surgeries, street surgeries across the constituency,
bi- weekly online ‘Ask Alex’ sessions and being at as
many events as humanly possible, we still felt that it
was impossible to shrug the ‘we never see you around
here’ line that was so consistently boosted by our opponents. This was particularly galling given our commitment to running surgeries consistently throughout
the summer holiday, a first in Leeds North West for
any MP. The Lib Dems made the idea that Alex was
not visible or present their key strategic campaigning
point, which in turn made it a defensive focus for us.
When considering ‘visibility’ as a concept, it is important to understand that for an MP or candidate to
feel visible in an area, physical presence alone is not
enough. Of course, it is vitally important to be at - and
to be seen to be at - events in the constituency. Taking
a picture and publishing it consistently on social media
helps, but there are many other ways of getting across
a feeling of being ‘around here.’ Whilst there is a lot to
cover regarding the content of leaflets and direct mails
(and much of it is covered in the chapter entitled Say It
Loud, Say It Clear, Say it Again), literature is also a key
player when it comes to a candidate’s visibility. Our
literature followed the four Rs; regular,
resonant, repeatable and ‘round here’.

Regular
Regularity is important, as it is highly unlikely that
every piece of literature sent will be read. It also helps
to reinforce the message that you are trying to get
across. Most importantly though, receiving multiple
pieces of literature over a regular period encourages
a feeling and perception of ‘being around.’ Every piece
of literature through the door is making direct contact
with a voter.
Doing this as a year-round exercise is ideal, but with
tight budgets and scarce volunteers, it may be that
the only time this feels possible is during an election.
At election time, particularly in marginal seats, voters
do tend to feel bombarded with leaflets, it is rare that
this would encourage voters away from voting for your
candidate. We operated under a ‘never double drop
rule,’ which had to be strictly (and with humour) enforced with some activists, who did not understand the
point of going around twice, when they could just put
two leaflets together and deliver at the same time. This
was because every double drop was a missed opportunity to connect with a voter.
Resonant
The quality of a leaflet or direct mail is important. Resonance is an understanding of your target audience.
While parroting the Labour manifesto in each leaflet
is tempting for Labour Party members, understanding
the issues that resonate with particular communities
will allow you to increase your visibility. For example, a
direct mail that directly links NHS cuts with the loss of
a local GP surgery has a double effect; both highlighting a policy position and showing an understanding of
‘our’ local community.
It is also important to think about the zeitgeist of the
community you are in. In our case, for example, the
Jewish MP helping put up the giant cross above Otley
before Easter in below freezing temperatures wasn’t
natural or expected but appreciated by the type of voter who might be making a choice between Labour and
Lib Dem and wants to know that their MP understands
what is important to them culturally.
Repeatable and Round Here
Repetition of the message is a key part of any political campaign but in this context can be used to link
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back to your core repeated message. For example, we
would talk in literature about a local bus service but
then link it to our repeated message about transport.
For example, “I am supporting this service as this will be
of huge benefit to our area. This is another part of my
transport strategy that will get Leeds North West moving.”
The last part is to ensure you have messages, themes
and - most importantly - images that are recognisably
local.
We tried to be as targeted as possible, using different
versions of leaflets for different parts of the constituency, sometimes dividing into as many as seven separate communities. The more localised your message,
the more you will be perceived as being part of that
community.
The Stake and Poster War
While ‘winning the poster war’ was something we set
out to do, we were all surprised at the difference that
it seemed to make. By outsourcing our stake production to a member with an unbelievable passion for
making stakes in his workshop, we benefited from an
economy of scale, and ultimately a much bigger number of placards than we had at previous elections. This
was combined with creative advertising, ensuring the
‘do you want to take a stake?’ question was asked
at every door knock, an efficient system for logging
requests/recording where placards had gone up and
a dedicated team of volunteers who poured blood,
sweat and tears into putting them up.
Usual elections would see around 150 garden placards erected in the constituency and our opposition
consistently outperformed us. This time we had more
than 500. This meant that we had planted our flag in
almost every street in the constituency. Each placard
had Alex’s name and picture alongside our campaign
slogan ‘A Proven Record’ (chosen to highlight Alex’s
delivery in office compared with his opponent’s inexperience). Combined with this, our main A3 leaflet had
a poster on the back. The swift delivery and satisfying
design saw A3 posters going up in windows across the
constituency. At every Labour door we asked “will you
take a poster?”
By election day it was rare to find a street without a
poster or garden placard expressing support. You
could not move in Leeds North West without seeing
Alex’s face.
The effect of placards is hotly debated and, like
everything else, it is impossible to understand scientifically the exact effect it had on the overall result. That
said, we believe that a good placard game does four
vital things. It serves as a boost for activists (particularly important in a difficult winter election). It also serves
as a reminder for people in the area to turn out and
vote (turnout in Leeds North West was high). Psychologically it gives people permission to feel good about
voting Labour. This is particularly useful in an environment where the party brand might be struggling.

8

In door-to-door sales, many businesses talk about
the positive effect of saying ‘your neighbours have all
switched to our brand.’ This serves the same function.
People also tend to like the idea that they are backing
a winner, and there is no substitute for a good placard
game to look like you are winning. Finally, at the very
least, it reinforces name recognition and the visibility
of the candidate and adds to the crucial feeling of their
being connected to the community.
The Air War
Although as a campaign we had two visits from
Newsnight and one from BBC News at 10, access to
national media was and is pretty thin on the ground
for constituency campaigns.
There are, however, other ways to win the ‘air war.’ National Media is never really where the game is at when
it comes to constituency level campaigning. We knew
social media would have a bigger impact, and generally kept our social media rules fairly simple. Posts from
Alex’s Facebook page had to be from him and aimed
solely at the audience in Leeds North West. Posts had
to be picture heavy and local stories were reposted
into local community groups. While we had to be
prepared for some backlash from these pages, the
viewership often ran into thousands of people within
our key geographies, making them powerful spaces to
tap into.
Like most modern campaigns we used targeted Facebook ads, both through the Labour’s Promote software and through Facebook’s inbuilt ad manager. We
tried to create content that was enjoyable and local.
We commissioned a moving professionally made video
of Alex meeting people across the constituency talking
about major issues that affect them and that inspire
him to be their champion. We promoted footage of
hustings where our Lib Dem opponent was regularly
taken to task. Like with all our messaging, we would
come back to our key themes and messages, linking
with the work we were doing on the doorstep and on
written literature. We put equal weight into our nonpaid for posts, trying to create content that would be
interesting to listen to. In trying to find something
longform to appeal to many of our tricky remain voters, we shot a nicely made video of Alex, Richard Corbett MEP and Mike Galsworthy from Scientists for EU,
in a local bar having an in-depth conversation about
Brexit, proving Alex’s command of policy and authenticity on the subject.
Print media
Not everyone is on social media, and giving equal
weight to print, particularly local media was an important component of our strategy. There were three
main publications that we focused on - two regional
and one that only focused on the northern part of our
constituency. This latter paper, The Wharfedale Observer, has a high readership amongst an older demo-

graphic in a hard to reach part of the constituency. We
were not reaching this demographic with our social
media efforts so having our stories in the paper was
paramount. Care and attention was put into understanding the house style of the paper and the stories
that would be of general interest.
Building relationships with the journalists and writing
press releases in the style of the paper meant that for
the two years before the election we had regular positive stories about Alex in the paper almost every week.
When door-knocking older people in the area during
the election, there was a strong feeling that Alex was
around in the area and that he had been a very good
MP. There is little doubt that the drip drip effect of regular appearances in the local paper was a key factor in
that perception.
Visibility has many components. It is, at its core, being
present in the community, and an MP or Councillor
who is never out meeting people and building relationships in their community, stands very little chance
of being perceived as visible. The methods outlined
above are not shortcuts and there is no substitute for
being where people gather and talking to voters on the
doorstep. That said, creating the feeling of being
visible to tens of thousands of people is a very difficult
task and only made possible by utilising a host of communication methods.
As the prospect of a General Election loomed large, we
wrote out our three strategic aims of our campaign,
which later became the headings on our campaign
Trello board1. Alongside ‘Mobilise a volunteer army
and deploy in key geographies’ and ‘Run a tight, legal,
financially prudent and data-driven campaign’ sat the
following phrase, ‘Have clear, repeated messages hit the
doormats, feeds and inboxes of key voters.’

We go into further detail about messaging in the
chapter Say It Loud, Say it Clear, Say It Again. But we
did also think about how to make sure our literature
helped with visibility. Our leaflets were all constructed with the seven-second rule - that you have seven
seconds between the doormat and the bin to convince
that voter of your argument. This means prioritising
good pictures that represent the image your candidate
is trying to convey.
In our case, we wanted to get across images of a leader, who is fighting for the big issues that his constituents care about – namely Europe, the environment
and transport. We prioritised images of Alex in front
of crowds, angled up from the ground. Having this as
a lead on the front of material means that even the
most uninterested viewer will get some idea of the
message.
After pictures, prioritising big headlines that convey
the key messages simply will also allow a message to
be transmitted in those precious seconds. The copy
after that is still important (so long as the word count
is low) but it should not be the starting point for any
leaflet. Our leaflet design team (discussed further
in Chapter 5. Volunteers: Mobilise, Organise, Utilise)
executed this strategy magnificently, producing creative, eye-catching designs that themselves conveyed a
sense of professionalism and innovation.
The last leaflet of the campaign looked and felt like a
Christmas message but had built into the
wrapping paper design a list of every achievement
made in the constituency. This brilliant piece of innovation served to cut through the noise by supplying
voters with something they would want to pick up and
have a look at, all the while hammering home the key
messages and letting them know what they’d miss if
they put a cross anywhere but the Labour box.

Trello is an online organisational tool in which virtual ‘to-do lists’ can be created, shared and
collaborated on. It was an invaluable way for everyone to keep on top of the many, many
tasks (both short and long term) that they had to fulfil during the campaign.
1
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4. ALL ABOUT
THAT BASE
C

ampaign offices can be both brilliant and
chaotic places. In setting out our headquarters,
we knew that it would become a central hub for
people to collect leaflets, meet for door-knocking
and to discuss the election generally. But it
was also where the organisers and volunteers
working on leaflets, data and organising would be
based. We therefore had to find the right balance
between the social and the professional, which
meant our HQ would be inclusive while remaining
functional.
All campaign offices are different, and we can’t necessarily help you to change the space you have available.
But it might be useful to know how we thought deeply
about ours.
We had a set-up of connected rooms - two fairly large
with one smaller space at the end. This was located in
a good spot in the South of the constituency that was
easy to reach and widely known as HQ amongst the
CLP. The far room had desks and computers and functions usually as the constituency office. The middle
room was set out in conference style with a big table
and a fair amount of storage space and the smaller
space had a small table with chairs.
At first we only really used one room (with both staff
and volunteers sharing space) bundling leaflets, setting
people up with data entry on borrowed laptops and
making up clipboards for canvassing every day. Volunteers had already begun flocking to the office and
in the first few days, we frequently found ourselves
struggling to find tasks for those who did not want to
or were unable to come canvassing but were eager to
help.
After a few days of this, we realised that we needed to
treat our HQ as a kind of drop-in centre and ensure
that at all times between 9am-8pm there was a ‘Centre
Leader’ who could welcome volunteers, find them a
task and generally keep things running. We separated
each day into three ‘shifts’ and assigned volunteers as
leaders. However, it was not until a few of these highly
organised and practical leaders came together one
morning to streamline the whole system that it really
took off.
They began by physically separating the space into
clear and distinct zones. The main central area (known
only half-jokingly as ‘the war room’ throughout the

10

campaign) was split into four sections, one for each
ward, with huge maps on the wall of each. Any literature that needed to go out (leaflets, direct mails etc)
was organised neatly into these sections after being
bundled and ordered, with a sign-out sheet for each
ward on the wall above. This meant anyone coming
in to collect a round to deliver could quickly find one
for the area they wanted, sign it out and be on their
way without needing much, if any assistance. We delivered hundreds of thousands of pieces of literature
during the five weeks of the campaign so this system
was invaluable in maintaining organisation within a
space serving multiple functions at once.
In the centre of the room they introduced an assembly
line board making station (on an old pool table) which
was instrumental in allowing us to run the number of
canvass sessions that we did every day. From very early on, we were sending all canvassers out with cheat
sheets, leaflets and out cards on clipboards. As the
weather worsened these became plastic wallets – a
surprisingly simple game changing idea we were grateful to pick up from activists in Pudsey. On an average
midweek session, we were seeing 15-20 volunteers, a
number which could get as high as 40 on weekends,
or even higher for special events (our highest being
around 80).
With a limited amount of wallets, as soon as a canvass
was finished it was imperative that they were taken
apart and made back up as quickly as possible for the
next session. Our centre leaders created a remarkably
efficient system wherein volunteers would leave their
used packs on a clearly marked table as soon they
came back into the main office from a door-knock.
These were promptly dismantled by office volunteers,
the pertinent information removed and placed in the
‘data entry box’, and then each component (wallet,
leaflets, pens, out cards) placed back on the factory
line. Each session required different leaflets, different
out cards (we had two with different messaging) and
a different amount of clipboards so it was never an
entirely straightforward task. There were many occasions during the height of the campaign where this line
would be running with five or more people, working
furiously in a five-minute turnaround to prepare a
pile of 30 or more clipboards for the next session and
without this system it would undoubtedly have been
chaos. Sometimes it really is the small operational
details that make the difference.

Once information had been collected, the next stage
was data entry, which, with 28 sessions a week, was a
mammoth task and one that had to be kept on top of
assertively every day.
We decided not to use Labour Doorstep this time (the
Party’s digital door-knocking system) for multiple reasons. Though it is a good tool and certainly would have
made canvassing in the rain a little easier, it didn’t feel
like the right time to change what we were used to in
Leeds North West. For many of our volunteers, learning how to use WhatsApp was in itself a stretch and
therefore replacing another traditional element of
campaigning with technology felt like it could be very
time consuming to introduce. In addition, we took
copious notes when we went door knocking - it was
this information which was additional to Voter ID that
fed into the direct mail that was so successful in the
campaign - and Labour Doorstep didn’t really gel with
that system.
We also felt that there were benefits to having data
entry as a task, though it can be laborious. We had
many volunteers throughout the campaign who were
very limited in what they could contribute, for varied
reasons, but were still very keen to be involved. Data
entry is a simple task that can be done for 20 minutes
or for five hours and doesn’t require much previous
knowledge. It seemed to be one of the most accessible
(and still genuinely important) jobs we could offer
volunteers to make sure that everyone could be a part
of the campaign.
Because we forewent Labour Doorstep, this meant
that our data entry box was always overflowing with
canvass returns. Our brilliant Centre Leaders turned
a dedicated space into a dual-purpose data entry and
phone banking room and we had laptops set up for
both tasks every day for any volunteer to use.
It can be tough to stay on top of data entry during a
campaign and the more sessions you do, the harder
it becomes. However, our Centre Leaders ran such a
tight ship and triaged tasks so effectively that by close
of play most days, the incoming data box was completely empty. This ensured that our data analysis was
always completely up to date and we had a wealth of
information that informed both our direct mails and
our upcoming canvassing.
The Centre Leaders also excelled at general troubleshooting and were usually the people in HQ who had
the most overarching knowledge of what was going
on in the campaign on any given day. With streams of
volunteers arriving to help out at all times between
our opening hours of 9am and 8pm, having a designated person to welcome people, answer questions
and assign tasks took a huge amount of pressure away
from organisers. Before we introduced the Centre
Leader position, those who were perceived to be ‘in
charge’ of the campaign found it almost impossible to
complete any task without a line of volunteers asking
questions or requiring assistance. Often we did not

have the answers or didn’t have the time to show
several different volunteers every day how to set up
boards, bundle leaflets etc. By introducing the Centre
Leader role, volunteers often got assistance much faster and organisers were able to get more done without
disruption. They were also particularly effective at
running interference with any difficult or time-consuming individuals who required a lot of attention at a time
when no campaign staff had a huge amount of time to
spare.
To be clear, it was not that the leadership team did not
mix with volunteers. Canvassing sessions were always
attended by one or more of us, and all group tasks
in the office (bundling, data entry, phonebanks etc)
were seen as communal jobs. There was very much an
‘all hands on deck’ attitude throughout the campaign
and no tasks were seen as beneath anyone. That said,
the HQ was open to volunteers eleven hours a day,
seven days a week. If there was something crucial
that needed doing quickly by an organiser (and there
always was), there had to be capacity available for that
to be done. Centre Leaders ensured that there was a
space that was kept as calm and quiet as possible and
that anyone doing something especially imperative or
time-sensitive was able to do so calmly. Though the
spaces were not segregated at all, there was an expectation that socialising should largely take place in the
communal and most active area where a noisy atmosphere would not be disruptive. This was very effective
and at various busy points throughout the day, the
base was both an exciting and morale boosting place
to go as well as a productive place to work.
Key to our success at HQ was that for any volunteer
coming in, there was always the ability to access a decision maker or organiser in person and we welcomed
all thoughts and ideas. One great example came once
the manifesto dropped and a new volunteer suggested
creating cheat sheets for different wards with relevant
policies that might come up on the doorstep. This was
an evolution of the cheat sheets we already had but
one that made the manifesto much easier to discuss
with voters who found it difficult to consume in its
entirety.
On another occasion, an activist from Liverpool who
had been canvassing around the country, shared that
in London seats where they were receiving lots of
volunteers, they were bypassing formal board-running training. Instead, as volunteers arrived, they were
separated into small groups, told which boxes to write
in, what to write and sent out. Training someone to
understand an entire canvass sheet - how it is created,
what each part means, how to read the whole thing can be time-consuming. Therefore, if we had a limited amount of board runners on a canvass session,
we would be more likely to send out slightly too big
groups with one experienced board runner, subsequently reducing our productivity. Though it sounds
fairly obvious - that a board runner needn’t understand the entire process to do the job effectively having it pointed out was useful and allowed us to run
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well-attended canvasses more efficiently.

politics of many of us in the Labour Party.

Five weeks of campaigning day after day in a Yorkshire
winter was a gruelling experience. But all campaigns
are gruelling in their way. Having a space in which to
decompress, share canvassing stories, commiserate or
celebrate over the national picture and just be surrounded by those as passionate about a future Labour
Government as you are, is an incredibly important
thing. Some of the best moments of the campaign
were seeing activists old and new traipse into the
office after a door-knock, freezing cold, with canvass
returns so wet they had to be placed on radiators
around the room. Instead of going home, they would
often sit around the conference table, drinking tea and
eating biscuits donated by other volunteers, chatting
to people they had only met a few hours before but
already felt a real kinship with. Genuine friendships
are made during a campaign like this and contribute
to the fraternal, compassionate energy that drives the

Having a space like this one is also fundamental to
the exchange of ideas and some of the most fruitful
discussions about the Campaign were had around that
conference table. Either as we sat stuffing envelopes
for direct mails, weighing out leaflets into piles of 50 or
just while grabbing a quick hot drink in the 10 minutes
between canvassing sessions. The feedback we were
getting from volunteers on the doorstep, delivering
leaflets or just talking to voters generally was often
shared in these moments and that information is just
as useful as the data on canvass returns.
The proximity between this space - a communal, multi-use area which all volunteers passed in and out of
- and the end room where more organisational work
was being done, was fundamental not just to successful communication but to maintaining the ethos of the
campaign.

5. VOLUNTEERS: MOBILISE,
ORGANISE, UTILISE
V

olunteers, along with sturdy, waterproof
shoes and an endless supply of caffeinated
drinks, are the single most valuable commodity
a political campaign has. A compelling message,
professional literature and innovative canvassing
tactics are all incredibly important, but without
enough volunteers to deliver these elements to
voters, even the best-designed campaign will have
a limited impact. The first job for organisers is
finding and training these volunteers - keeping
them engaged and enthused is a task that lasts the
entirety of the campaign.
When the general election of 2019 was announced,
two elections had already been fought since January
in Leeds North West, as was the case in many constituencies around the country. This was both a help and
a hindrance in relation to mobilising Labour activists.
The high frequency of campaigning in early 2019
meant that we had up to date lists of keen volunteers
who had been trained in the basics and had gained
vital experience in what were difficult, demanding
and disheartening elections. On the other hand, our
activists were tired and demoralised and the prospect
of spending five weeks in the freezing rain, talking to
the same increasingly frustrated voters, was not very
appealing to them.
There was also the reality of constituency competition
for volunteers. Leeds North West - a defensive marginal before the election - is immediately bordered in
the South by three decisively Labour constituencies,
but a little further south as well as to the West lay high
profile offensive marginal seats that received national
attention during the campaign. We were aware that
many volunteers, often even those who were Leeds
North West CLP members, planned to devote their
time to helping in these areas rather than in Leeds
North West. This was motivated by multiple factors
and as the campaign wore on began to be influenced
by a perception of our constituency being a safe seat,
despite every poll throughout 2019 showing us losing
significantly to the Lib Dems. However, at the beginning this was due more to the focus on winning
offensive seats by the Labour Party and the natural
optimism of members to work towards gains, rather
than defending seats.
Labour needs to take the lead on this battle for volunteers. If creating links between constituencies was
invested in, as well as channels to share resources and

more comprehensive support during election campaigns, the sense of intra-party competition that
exists might be abated.
This is something we have not yet mastered yet as a
party. And while we certainly didn’t want to deprive
any winnable seats of activists, we knew that in Leeds
North West it was going to be an uphill battle and that
we could not afford to be complacent about volunteers going elsewhere.
With all these potential barriers to engagement, we
knew we had to make it as easy as possible for people
to get involved, and stay involved, in our campaign. Attracting new people for just one session was arguably
one of the easier tasks - many people feel motivated
by a general election to get involved with campaigning
for the first time - but there is still advance planning
needed to make the most of this.
Promoting your campaign within relevant channels is
a key task to nail down early on in the process, and, if
done well, can ensure that new volunteers looking for
a constituency to get involved in will be most drawn to
yours.
Third-party organisations can do a lot to assist in this
and in Leeds North West we had many activists from
other areas coming to us once they saw our events on
websites like Momentum’s ‘Campaign Map’. Keeping
events on Organise (the party’s online communication
tool with members) up to date was integral to this, as
well as continually checking information was showing
up correctly on any third-party platforms we were
advertising on. It was also important every week to
create a simple graphic with all upcoming campaigning information that could be distributed easily across
social media to anyone browsing for events to attend.
This was especially useful when it came to campaign
days featuring outside organisations (GMB, JLM, Co-op
Party etc) as many volunteers we might attract for
those events wouldn’t necessarily be checking Momentum’s campaign map or Labour’s Organise system.
We gave volunteers a lot of choice from very early on,
running four canvassing sessions per day, seven days
a week, as well as a variety of office-based tasks and
literature delivery rounds. We decided on a specific
schedule very firmly at the start of the campaign and
this allowed us to keep to a simple but disciplined rou-
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tine that minimised confusion for everyone involved.
Organisationally it was difficult at times to keep on top
of every session, but we made sure every Sunday that
all upcoming events were advertised through email,
WhatsApp, Facebook and Organise. In this way, we
made sure that there were many opportunities to get
involved and that anyone looking would find information that was consistent, up to date and clear.
While volunteers are often plentiful at the beginning
of a general election when enthusiasm and a sense of
urgency is still high, there can be a significant drop off
rate as the campaign wears on. So, it was volunteer
retention that we focused on most heavily. We wanted to make it as easy as possible for activists to stick
with us and therefore, accessibility was fundamental
to how we organised our volunteer engagement. We
did this with a three-pronged approach: training, skills
matching/distributed organising and efficiency of communication.
Training
Just before the election was called, we were lucky
enough in Leeds North West to host the party’s Persuasive Conversations training, for activists across Leeds
to attend. The focus of the training was to upgrade
the more transactional conversations we often have
on the doorstep, to meaningful communication that is
tailored to each voter. The training was invaluable in
ensuring our volunteers felt empowered when talking
to voters to actually change their minds, rather than
just recording their voter ID. It was an extremely well
attended event, with over 100 activists showing up for
what turned out to be a fortuitously timed kick-off of
our canvassing efforts across the City.
It can be very difficult when faced with an ‘against’ voter to know how best to respond, but Persuasive Conversations offered practical advice on how to identify
first the key reasons a voter was planning to not vote
Labour and then provide tools on how to potentially
persuade them to reconsider. Activists old and new
benefitted from this workshop and once we had our
base fully trained, we were able to introduce new volunteers to canvassing through the Persuasive Conversations style.
Early in the year we created various ‘cheat sheets’:
usually one side of A4 with bullet-point lists of relevant
information about Alex and the area that used the
specific messaging we had decided to push in Leeds
North West. This dovetailed really nicely with the Persuasive Conversations training because volunteers were
able to use the information to bring what often
started out as national conversations (“I hate Jeremy
Corbyn”/“Brexit means Brexit”) back to a
local, more personal level.
It’s very normal for volunteers not especially familiar
with the candidate to feel nervous advocating for them
on the doorstep, and therefore revert to discussing
Labour policy in a more general sense. Having easy to
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use, message specific information e.g. candidate’s
environmental credentials, local work in schools etc
gave volunteers a real confidence boost, and greatly
improved the quality of the conversations being had.
We also made sure that every volunteer was ‘buddied
up’ with someone more experienced on their first
knock, frequently rotating them around so they could
see multiple individual canvassing styles. Only when
they felt confident did we begin sending them to doors
alone. We also largely started our new canvassers in
Headingley, traditionally a very Labour receptive area,
moving them to more difficult geographies in the
north of the constituency once their confidence had
developed. It is logical that activists are more likely
to return to door-knocking if their initial experiences
are positive, and through providing this basic training,
even in the height of a busy campaign, we equipped
our volunteers with the tools they needed to canvass
confidently. This had a real impact on levels of both
success and retention, making it a significantly important investment of time.
Skills Matching/Distributed Organising
Running a successful campaign is not only about
door-knocking, and we were aware that many of
our volunteers, for myriad reasons, were not able to
canvass. We also knew that within our activist base
we were lucky to have many talented individuals who
could offer a wide range of expertise to our campaign
outside of traditional canvassing. We were therefore
keen to open up many of the tasks that might usually
be done by staff to networks of volunteers offering
their skills.
This was an idea that was based, in large part, on
the ‘distributed organising’ model popularised by the
Bernie Sanders campaign in 2016. There are many elements to this model but a key tenet is the devolution
of organising power from those ‘in charge’ to general
volunteers willing to devote both necessary skills and
time to the campaign. Within this is the importance of
matching individuals to tasks based on ability, rather
than hierarchical position within the campaign
structure.
In its most basic form, this was as simple as marking
out tasks such as data entry and literature bundling
to, volunteers with mobility issues or someone with no
time to help during acceptable canvassing hours.
However, even more significant was the creation of
volunteer groups based around specific tasks: leaflet
design, literature proofreading, data analysis etc. Every
group was made up of multiple activists with relevant
skills, usually congregating in a WhatsApp group though in future we believe these would be better run
through apps like Slack or Trello - who were able to
contribute as much or as little as they chose. This
meant that all work, whether a leaflet, direct mail or a
decision on message targeting, benefited from multiple knowledgeable perspectives and no one person
faced the pressure of the entire task alone. To avoid

‘camels’2, we had members of the leadership team
strategically distributed amongst groups to make final
decisions, but it was very rare that volunteers were
overruled and this was more of a failsafe
measure than a regular practice.
Another benefit of this approach was that important tasks didn’t automatically fall to those who were
full-time on the campaign simply by virtue of their
position. A demonstration of this would be within
campaign literature, where not everyone on the leadership team possessed the creative skills to design
the leaflets being produced every week. Due to the
networks of activists we created, it was not until the
leaflets had been designed, proofread and were ready
to be printed that the Agent, Organiser and candidate
often even saw them for the first time. They would of
course have the opportunity to sign the work off, but
they were not contributors to its creation. This freed
up space for them to focus on the tasks they were
most adept at, as well as allowing creative freedom for
volunteers who already knew what they were doing. It
also kept activists engaged in the campaign, as many
preferred to shape their own involvement, reflective of
their skills, rather than being told what to do.
It is worth noting also that we structured our ward
specific efforts with a lateral organisational model,
with targeted organisers based in each of our four
wards. These roles fell to those already active within
their respective ward and meant that we had knowledgeable activists in charge of areas they were already
very familiar with. Once a week, these volunteers
would meet with the Agent and the overall Organiser
to plan specific canvass geography for the week, as
well as literature delivery and any extra campaigning
that was needed. This kept everyone in the loop of exactly what was going on across the whole constituency, whilst also decentralising key aspects of organising
for greater efficacy.
By extending this approach to many key areas of the
campaign and ensuring that tasks were being taken
care of concurrently by different groups, we were able
to get more done, more successfully and with less chaos than if we had adopted a ‘top-down’ approach.
Every day of the campaign we had numerous activists
independently working on many different tasks to
support our efforts and this gave us a vibrancy and
energy that sustained our efforts until the end.
Communication
The final foundational aspect of our mobilisation effort
was communication. Among the mass promotion of
events across all campaigning groups in the area and
the wide range of individuals who might be potential
volunteers, we knew our efforts had to be clear, concise and compelling just to get volunteers through the

door. In Leeds North West, our existing volunteer base
is most significantly divided between older Labour
activists who have been doggedly canvassing the
constituency since the 20th century and young students, often at the very beginning of their political
activism. Finding a way to communicate efficiently and
consistently with both groups, as well as providing
easy access for new volunteers, was a challenge that
we had to overcome very quickly once the election was
called.
Our primary methods of communication in Leeds
North West are email and WhatsApp and we prioritised those channels throughout the campaign. We
soon decided that WhatsApp, previously used more
for discussion than organising, would take the lead;
with daily posts on that platform and only weekly updates via email.
We began by creating a new WhatsApp broadcast
group, a channel in which only admins can comment.
We knew that discussion WhatsApp groups can often
become bothersome and chaotic, with notifications
constantly coming through and important information
getting lost in general chat. We added all of our existing volunteers and then began advertising the group,
sending the link on all of our email lists every week,
promoting it on social media and adding anyone who
showed any interest in the Labour Party or Alex. Volunteers we already had were encouraged to ‘cascade’
the joining link throughout their other chat groups and
we also pushed it at every canvassing session.
Multiple times a day, volunteers would line up with
phone numbers of sympathetic voters they had spoken to on the doorstep who had agreed - often after
some convincing - that they might want to help the
campaign in some way beyond just voting Labour.
Anyone who took a garden stake, delivered a leaflet round or passed through our headquarters was
added. It quickly became the first question asked of
anyone who approached the campaign in almost any
capacity - “Are you in the WhatsApp? No? Let’s add
you”. We had members of the campaign team recruiting people for the group in the street, in coffee shops,
in the newsagents and even in the bathrooms at club
nights.
And though we realised there was a very real chance
that the groups could be infiltrated by those unsympathetic to our campaign, this didn’t greatly concern us.
We reasoned that the sheer amount of campaign activity that we were engaged in would actually be more
intimidating to our opponents than instructive. It didn’t
seem like a real problem for example if they found out
slightly ahead of time that Angela Rayner would be
meeting us in Adel to canvass voters at 4pm on Tuesday. Therefore we did not vet anyone before joining
unless their interest seemed particularly suspicious –

“A camel is a horse designed by committee”: an idea that becomes overburdened and convoluted by too
many perspectives.
2
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someone known to be a part of the University of Leeds
Liberal Society, for example. Our volunteers were
relentless in making this group a successful primary
channel of communication and by polling day we had
over 600 participants who had to be spread across
three broadcast groups because there were simply too
many for one.3
In considering the best way to run these groups dayto-day, we decided to lead with consistency and brevity. We kept updates broad, informational and tried to
limit them to no more than twice a day, encouraging
any questions to be re-routed into a private message
for one of the leadership team. Every morning we
posted a picture of the office whiteboard with an election day countdown, details of all canvassing sessions,
information about office-based tasks for the day and
often an encouraging message for activists. We aimed
to end every day with a canvassing photo and a general thank you for all the hard work undertaken.
There were moments throughout the campaign – if
we needed a round of leaflets delivered urgently, a car
to transport volunteers in a hurry – where it became
tempting to put the request in the broadcast groups.
With so many volunteers, we knew that we were likely
to get assistance quickly and easily. However, we realised that in the long term, these niche requests were

3
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WhatsApp caps group size at 256 people.

jarring for the vast majority of people in the group and
often led to a small flurry of exits.
Volunteers in election time are likely to be in many
different WhatsApp groups, receiving multiple messages every day and so the goal is really to make yours as
not annoying as possible. We found that by strictly limiting the number of posts and keeping them broadly
relevant for everyone, we could minimise any exodus
and make sure our updates were actually noticed.
While there were still a few individuals without
WhatsApp who preferred to receive a weekly timetable
for upcoming canvassing by email, this was definitely
one of the best decisions we could have made regarding communication. Information was readily available,
didn’t get lost in long comment chains and was updated at the same time every day.
These three approaches were fundamental to our
mobilisation efforts and ensured that not only did
we keep hold of the vast majority of our volunteers
throughout the five weeks, but we kept them enthused, well informed and made the most of the skills
they brought to the campaign.

6. GETTING THE MOST OUT
OF YOUR CANDIDATE
B

eing an election candidate is stressful,
exhausting and terrifying. This is especially true
for an incumbent who loves their job suddenly
thrown into a general election declared just before
Christmas. Understanding the temperament,
unique burden and responsibility of a candidate
will allow a campaign to make a plan that makes
best use of the person they are trying to elect.
Alex, like many Labour candidates, is a seasoned activist. He has a background in local government, where
campaigns do not have the resources and organisers
that a general election campaign does. They are usually scratch bands of local party members who do what
they can to make a campaign work. The candidate has
to perform every role, from writing the leaflets and
stuffing the envelopes to inputting data. It is only
natural therefore, for a candidate in a general election to want to use this experience and become very
operational. It is hard to put your future in the hands
of others.
However, it was important for us to answer one of the
most overlooked questions in political campaigning.
How do we best utilise our candidate? While jokes in
the campaign room about the candidate being “a legal
necessity” are fun, they are the single most important
person on any campaign. A good candidate can inspire
people who are usually ardent opponents to become
key backers. They also have the power to turn party-loyal voters into vocal supporters of the opposition.
Crucially, there is only one person in the campaign
who can perform that role. They must be able to
perform at their best, consistently and in good spirit,
every day for the whole campaign.
We therefore created rules for ourselves and the
candidate. Alex was never allowed to do operational
tasks like data entry, he was not allowed to hang out in
campaign HQ or do any task that was not public facing.
Put simply, Alex’s job was to be out in the cold, meeting and persuading as many people as possible.
To ensure this happened, Alex’s time needed to be
managed. For the duration of the campaign Alex’s
diary was filtered through a single team member, who
applied these rules to ensure that he was always utilised in the most effective way. His time was spent on
door-knocks, in media interviews, filming videos and
attending events in the constituency. Out of our four
canvassing sessions per day, Alex was never at fewer

than two, and was often at all four. When he was
tired, he was encouraged - and sometimes instructed - to rest. There was simply no room for back office
tasks. Whilst Alex contributed a lot with ideas and
brought valuable insights from the doorstep, he stuck
to his brief with great energy. If there are any other
MPs in the House of Commons who spoke with more
of their constituents during this campaign, they must
inform the world of their chosen brand of cereal.
Every door-knock was structured so that Alex could
meet as many voters as possible. His time was not
best used standing at closed doors. We decided that
it was better if Alex did not knock any doors himself,
instead he would float in the background, approaching
voters who were engaged in conversations with activists. This meant that on every session, Alex spent his
time constantly in conversation with voters. He would
go from one open door to the next, steering undecided voters with long conversations. This was particularly true in more challenging areas like Cookridge, Pool
and Adel where we undoubtedly built the majority.
After almost every session, Alex would go for a drink
or some food with the volunteers. This served to make
people feel appreciated and gave the hard working
volunteers access to the candidate and an opportunity
to share their political ideas. This would in turn lead to
enhanced loyalty to the campaign and continued large
turnout at campaign events.
There is much talk of ‘candidateitis’. The idea that a
candidate will at some point in the campaign have a
mega freak out and challenge Hollywood to a contest
for the greatest ever diva. This is often true and there
are famous examples. But with careful management
and a plan, the worst can be avoided. As well as this,
the candidates time is at a premium. They must be
treated like an athlete, laser focused on their task and
on form every day. With careful planning, a campaign
can allow the candidate to be all of these, while even
allowing time for the occasional Greggs sausage roll
(vegan of course).
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7. DATA, DATA, DATA
D

ata is central to everything we do in the
modern world and politics is no exception.
Data is now cool - but it is also morally neutral.
It is how it is used that matters. There is a world
of difference between the underhanded actions
of Cambridge Analytica during the 2016 EU
referendum for example—or the work of Billy
Bean, General Manager of the struggling Oakland
A’s who’s use of data drove the team to huge
success (as depicted in the film Moneyball).
Data is central to every organisation’s plan for success.
In our campaign we too wanted to be ‘data-driven,’
but as we had no background or expertise in the area,
we weren’t just unsure about how to use data to win a
campaign, we weren’t even sure what ‘data’ or being
‘data-driven’ would mean in a political context.
So we sought help. And over the year leading up to the
surprise general election, we met with data scientists
who were sympathetic to our aims to ask their advice
on what we could do. They were amazingly helpful at
providing demographic data, taken from the census,
to help us understand our constituency better. Indeed,
their list of streets listed in order of ‘likely leave to
likely remain’ allowed us to target our message forensically with direct mail and social media ads.
But, while this information was useful and interesting,
and we all found that losing days in graphs or in meetings about numbers was an enjoyable way to spend
time, there was still the feeling that our new ‘data-driven’ mentality was not yet permeating our routines and
decision making. We did not feel like the data we were
getting was working for us in any meaningful way - we
were not turning numbers and information into meaningful strategic action.
It is important at these times to take a step back and
look at the big picture of what you are trying to do
and why. Put simply; what was the change we wanted
to make? It was actually quite simple. We wanted to
transmit narratives about Alex and his work as an MP
to audiences who would be receptive to such messages. We also wanted to understand how our constituents were feeling and what would drive them to mark
the Labour box in the ballot booth. It was felt that the
old ways of making a judgement about where to canvas or hit with printed material, based on gut instinct,
experience and passed-down information were archaic
and had to make way for new data-driven models.
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It is tempting in times like this to throw the baby out
with the bathwater; to dismiss long understood knowledge of your area for cold hard numbers on a screen.
But as we learned throughout this process, both are
vitally important. ‘Data’ does not necessarily mean
numbers or algorithms, it can also be as simple as a
conversation with an activist about how things went
that particular day; an experienced member who can
tell you which streets would really benefit from ‘meeting the candidate’; or a conversation with a community
leader about how their particular faith group were
feeling locally and which conversations were important
to have with them.
In our campaign, ‘soft’ or ‘qualitative’ data’ was given
equal weight to the ‘hard’ or ‘quantitative’ data we
were receiving through computer screens or on canvass return sheets. In fact the contrast between the
two often led to the most interesting decisions. While
most of the time the data correlated – the census
leave/remain streets, for example, were almost exactly
as suspected—there were times when the data was
telling us to prioritise a particular road group as it consisted of a certain demographic, yet every activist was
telling us it was not worth going there ever. The results
of that varied enormously and it seemed (and there
is no way to prove this) that the longer the data was
held, hard or soft, the more likely it was to be wrong.
One day we sent a group up to an area they’d had a
hard time at just months before because the hard data
said so. The activists came back in from the cold and
wet having had very little success and looked at us
like we had sent them walking off a cliff. On the other
hand, there is an area in Leeds North West that Labour
people very rarely go as it is thought to be one of the
most ‘true blue’ parts of the constituency. The hard
numbers said there was enough of a Labour vote in
that area to be worth regular visits and, to everyone’s
surprise, canvass teams returned unexpectedly great
(if not winning) numbers from that area. The lesson
here is that we must not assume that the coalition of
voters from one election translates to the same coalition in the next.
Testing your previous ‘no go’ areas can produce surprising results, and can be an effective indicator of the
wider picture nationally. Alex was very reluctant for
us to do these knocks at the start but having seen the
numbers we got back became convinced of the merits

of the process.
One key volunteer from the Co-operative party had a
particular skill for pulling data from Contact Creator4.
Every evening (often late into the evening) he would
send through reams of analysis of the returns we were
bringing back from the doorstep. He looked at how
the Labour promises were moving by area and Mosaic group (the demographic reports available within
Contact Creator). He would then compare this with the
number of contacts we had made and produce a list
of our road groups (see chapter 2, Know Your Battleground), providing a list of priority road groups in any
given area. We would then sit down with the ward
sub-agents and go through the priorities, comparing
them with the soft data, planning for each canvassing
session in the coming few days to make sure that each
area was prioritised and covered effectively.
This analysis, coupled with the wealth of experience
from volunteers, allowed us to use data to experiment
with new ways of canvassing. We created a ‘special
ops’ team of experienced and hardened canvassers
to undertake experiments. For example, we found
patterns of success with certain populations, namely
mosaic groups. Using Contact Creator to generate a
selection which combined the ‘likely Labour’ characteristics with those who had been uncontacted, we sent
our ‘special ops’ team out to test these. The hypothesis
was that in our ‘three way marginal,’ if these uncontacted voters returned more than a third Labour, the
selection was worth rolling into our ‘get out the vote’
operation on the day.
In fact, it was far more successful than that, giving us
a return over several sessions of more than 50%. We
added this selection to our ‘get out the vote’ in a ward
where we were reasonably confident our data was the
most accurate and up to date.
In another experiment, the special ops team went to
our weakest polling district to contact ‘against’ voters
to see if there was any movement. The worry about
‘waking up our opposition’ was mitigated by only
visiting voters who we knew were turning out regularly
at elections anyway. While it could not be claimed that
these voters were singing The Internationale and while
our canvassers did experience the sweet symphony of
a slammed door on a number of occasions, we did find
voters who were willing to engage in conversation and
some willing to switch their vote.
More vitally, we managed to detect movement away
from the Lib Dems and toward the Conservatives.
This information was crucial to our overall understanding of the contest that we were taking part in
and informed several key strategic decisions later. For
example, in one part of the constituency, we felt the
coalition was breaking up so much, it was important to
not knock up any opposition doors at all. We felt that
scaring Conservatives with Labour canvassers might

lead them to go back to voting tactically for the Lib
Dems. Sometimes, it is better to sit back and
allow nature to take its course.
Another special-ops assignment was to visit uncontacted voters who we knew were voting in these more
difficult areas to pick up on movements and gather
data for election day and find ‘oasis’ areas that we
could send the main canvassing teams to later. Of
course, it was important to select the special ops canvassers carefully, ensuring that they were experienced
volunteers who, most importantly, knew what they
were going into. To send a normal canvassing group
into that situation unprepared would have a negative
impact on morale and likely outweigh the benefits of
the enhanced data.
We had the opposite strategy for Headingley. This was
our best ward, by a mile. As a predominantly student
ward we expected (and got) a huge return of Labour
votes. Our problem however, was that a transient
student population meant that data on the electoral
register and on Contact Creator was completely out of
date. In short, we had little to no idea of who was
behind each door when we got there.
In previous years we had just muddled through this
problem, sometimes marking down Labour votes
against whatever name was on our piece of paper for
that address, or sometimes delicately writing something like ‘Labour but not Sarah’ next to the name in
hope that some magical data entry wizard would find
a way of meaningfully storing the information.
This time (and to the horror of some) we opted for a
bulldozer approach. We knocked every door - often.
The reasoning was that while we would encourage
some of our opposition to vote, the trade-off was
worth it to bring up overall turnout. This had the effect
of keeping our official ‘contact rate’ low as we were not
registering conversations that we had with our key areas. We estimate our real contact rate could easily be
30-50% higher than our official contact rate, given the
regularity with which we spoke to those voters.
We knew that the electoral universe we had in October
2019, might not give us enough votes to win. To rectify
this we had to motivate and register the thousands of
unregistered voters. Until the deadline, our first question at the door in Headingley was always “are you
registered to vote?”
The other advantage of this gung-ho method was the
rate to which you could sweep through an area. On
the first day of campaigning a full 50 volunteers went
right through the ward knocking every door. The look
of a mass group of young volunteers in a student area,
created an instant buzz around our campaign both
with the volunteers and, we think, with those behind
the doors.

Contact Creator is the Labour Party’s online voter database where voter information is stored,
canvassing sheets are prepared and voter ID is recorded.
4
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Our ward-to-ward selections were very varied. Differing models based on demographics as well as live
canvass returns were used in every different ward.
This, combined with blind knock ups in Headingley, led
us to maximise the number of potential Labour voters
that we spoke to. The most crucial point when trying to
make a campaign ‘data-driven’ is that your information
and analysis is only as good as the data you put in.
Garbage in equals garbage out. The only way we could
produce a direct mail to all Labour voters who did not
vote during the local elections was to spend days inputting the marked register into Contact Creator. The
only way we could keep our strategy discussions up to
date was to have dozens of people in the committee
rooms every day inputting responses. Contact Creator is a very useful tool but it does not do very well at
interpreting the softer data. We know the name of the
party that a constituent has told us they support, but
we do not know why or how enthusiastic that voter is
for that particular party.
It is important as well to understand and minimise the
unconscious biases that canvassers and board runners
have when collecting data. The overwhelming urge
when a voter says ‘oh I’ll think about it love’ is to tell
a board runner that this voter has been converted by
your excellent persuasive abilities and it is safe to ‘put
them down as Labour.’ This was something we deliberately tried to not do. If they are undecided mark them
as undecided. If you want to ‘knock them on the day’
then decide to knock undecideds on the day (which we
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did).
Knowing where your undecided voters are can be extremely useful, especially if you find a way not just to
record that they are undecided but also why they are
undecided. This was something we had never done
before. The most common reason in this election for
a person who otherwise would otherwise vote Labour not to was a dislike of the Labour leader, Jeremy
Corbyn. We used the built-in code ‘J’ in Contact Creator
used usually for ‘other party’ for this response. We also
trained board runners to record the ‘why’ information
on the contact sheet.
We recorded that information separately and towards
the end of the campaign sent out individualised letters
from Alex to every undecided voter, on the issue that
they were most concerned about.
We are still analysing the difference that our use of
data made to this campaign. However it is fair to say
that we did campaign very differently from previously,
with the most data driven campaign in our history. But
the data didn’t stand alone and wasn’t simply valuable
as a tool. It challenged and confirmed our biases and
many of our conclusions about the good and bad
geographies played out in our sampling data at the
count. It was combining hard and soft data with open
minds and our political instincts that allowed us to use
it well.

8. SAY IT LOUD, SAY IT
CLEAR, SAY IT AGAIN
M

uch has been written about the most effective
political messaging. In 2020, it is clearer now
than it has ever been that political messaging
should be consistent, repeatable and emotional.
The example of simple, emotive phrases becoming
embedded in the public’s consciousness has been
stark over the past four years. The Leave campaign’s
‘take back control,’ message, the Trump campaign’s
‘make America great again’ message and Johnson’s ‘get
Brexit done’ all had the consistency, emotional resonance and repeatable nature to convince a majority to
vote against their own interests.
What these phrases do is distil emotive ideas in the
public consciousness. When repeated and consistently
referred to during a national campaign they can permeate the public consciousness. Indeed, as the New
Labour spin doctor Peter Mandelson famously said, “It
is only when you are sick to death of hearing yourself
repeat the same message over and over again that
your audience is just beginning to get it.”
All too often, this simple piece of advice gets lost in
local campaigns. There is an underlying attitude that
messaging is only for the national party to worry about
and so long as a local candidate can parrot the party
line while pointing at a pothole or standing outside a
primary school, everything is well.
Equally, while the left has, on occasion, grasped these
ideas, the general feeling that we are on the side of the
angels and that we just need to explain our argument
more to convince people of the value of the truth,
rather than descend to what we see as the cheap tricks
of the right. It is tempting for us in the Labour Party to
lose this idea of messaging in our written literature.
This is likely because we feel like we have a lot to say
and a lot of problems to fight and ideals to fight for. It
can be difficult sometimes to cut out important issues
in favour of a nice photo but not doing so is a failure to
understand most of our audience.
We had seen local messaging work. Our Liberal Democrat opponents in a local election earlier in the year
had adopted a campaign to stop the destruction of a
roundabout. The way that they used political messaging to convince the public that this was down to the
failure of the local Labour Party was unfair - but impressive. They used the phrase “American-style inter-

section” constantly in reference to the proposed traffic
lighting on the site. We were surprised at how often
that was said back to us by constituents on the doorstep. At one constituency surgery an elderly woman
approached Alex pointing and shouting, “You should
be ashamed of yourself, turning that roundabout into
an American-style intersection.”
During elections, people are tired. While most are
engaged by the issues and take their time to decide on
who they are going to vote for, they are also bombarded by constant talk of the election on the radio and television, in their social media feeds and in their newspapers. In marginal seats it is not unusual to come
home to a doormat littered with election addresses
from several different political parties, national and
local. In that context, do we really expect people
to sit down with each leaflet in turn and consider each
of the arguments? Of course not.
Labour leaflets tend to be verbose, technical and
boring, devoid of the imagery and emotion needed
to convince an otherwise sceptical audience. All too
often, constituency campaigning ignores the merits
of creating a clear narrative, understanding the key
selling points and proactively marketing them. Instead,
there is a dependence on the national campaign to
take the lead, on being reactive to local issues and on
covering as many topics as possible.
Our divergence from this trend was born more out of
necessity than enlightenment. We were one of the very
few Labour seats that were Lib Dem facing. We had an
opposition who are traditionally excellent at local campaigning, an incumbent who had only been in post for
two years and a constituency who were unconvinced
by Labour’s national brand. We knew from early on
that it was our job to ‘sell Alex’ as well as convince voters of the urgency of Labour’s programme. The anxiety
created by a looming general election had led to many
discussions about the message we needed to send.
We also got lucky. Alex’s interest and lead on environmental issues and his principled stance on Brexit over
the past two years resonated with the anxieties and
priorities that people had in the election. We knew that
if we could emphasise those traits, the Lib Dems would
have to rely on their national brand to beat him.
Before the election we had a day-long session with
a supportive journalist. She facilitated a discussion
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about our strengths and weaknesses regarding messaging and nailing down our key arguments for Alex.
Out of this we drew three or four key narratives and
forms of words that we all agreed were the main
messages for the election. We also discussed how we
would or would not talk about our opponent, and the
phrases we would use to frame them in the light that
we wanted. For example, we knew that for a candidate
who wanted to weaponize Alex’s visibility, referring to
the fact that he was (until very close to the election)
not a resident of Leeds was important. We also wanted to contrast Alex’s strong record of delivery against
an unknown, untested candidate.

array of creative, quality material to be distributed to
electors quickly and efficiently.
All the designs were image lead. Too often, Labour
leaflets are crammed with words, explaining the detail
of every argument and trying to fit in every fact or action that we want our audience to know about. Unfortunately, this has the opposite of the desired effect.
People in general are not as interested in politics as
activists are. They will not generally pore over leaflets
and manifestos. Usually print material will have the
shelf life of the distance between the doormat and the
recycling bin. This makes eye-catching pictures paramount.

From then on, every canvassing session would include
a briefing of these issues and top lines, every leaflet
or direct mail would have the key narratives running
through them, every social media post, hustings
preparation session or media appearance would have
a reference to these lines.

Each picture must convey your argument and your key
message. The pictures must say everything you want
to say about the candidate. One picture we used a lot
was one taken at a demonstration that Alex spoke at a
few months prior to the election. The picture is taken
from below, from the point of view of an audience
member, giving the impression of stature and prestige. His features are friendly and warm, and he is
dressed confidently and at ease with the situation. This
was exactly the image we wanted the constituents to
have of him; warm, friendly, competent and in charge
of the situation. Other images had Alex with lots of
other people, talking concernedly with constituents
or surrounded by groups of people showing him as a
popular and engaged local MP.

This did not prevent us from being able to talk about
very local and specific issues. Most local issues have
a bigger picture element to them. For example, we
might say something in a letter like: “I have written to
the council regarding the parking situation on your street.
While we are hopeful of a positive response we know that
the only way to fix these issues is to ensure appropriate
park and ride facilities in our city. This is just one part of
my community-led transport strategy for our area.”
Having a consistent narrative and message discipline
is only one part of the picture. If that narrative is not
strong or not delivered effectively and with quality, the
whole effort will amount to not very much. Other rules
and tests were used on all outputs. Is it written in plain
English? Is it clear what argument we are trying to
make? Is it too long? Is there enough ‘white space’
between arguments? Does Alex sound like an arse?
These features are hard to get right and we placed
value in constantly editing and discussing each other’s
work. We also utilised the wealth of talent within the
volunteer pool (as described in Chapter 5. Volunteers:
Organise, Mobilise, Utilise). An idea for a leaflet would
be discussed and the particular key and relevant
messages would be conveyed, usually by the agent or
with the core team. The creative team was led by a key
team member who had a WhatsApp group of skilled
copywriters who would produce quality work to a brief
very quickly. She would then work like a newspaper
editor, putting together the crowd sourced copy with
beautifully crafted and creative leaflet designs. It does
have to be noted that we had to work outside of the
purpose built Labour software for this as it was simply
not fit for purpose. Hours were lost trying to negotiate
a system that would delete your work or randomly
capitalise sections of text without allowing for rectification. Leaflets were created instead by using Canva, an
online design tool that was both easier to use and produced much better results. The candidate and agent
would then only need to be involved again at the sign
off stage. This system allowed for a fantastic
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Targeting
In the chapter ‘Know your battleground,’ we outlined
the diversity of our constituency and the motivations
of our constituents. In Chapter 7, ‘Data, Data, Data’
we showed that there was a vast array of potential
sources of information regarding the drivers of people who lived in particular geographies or properties
within Leeds North West. This allowed us to focus on
micro-targeting, ensuring that the right message went
to the right people.
To be clear, this was never about lying. We would
never send one message to one constituent and the
opposite to another. But it is useful to have differing
emphasis in different locations. One leaflet that we
sent out before the election had seven different variations – highlighting stories that would have resonance
in particular locations. However to avoid astronomical
print costs, we kept the inside of the literature the
same. Other variances would be in tone and in the
images.
We made this the direct mail election. Every leaflet had
at least one mailshot dropped with it and we did several more besides. Our first action was to send a letter
to every constituent who had told us they were Labour
but had failed to turn up at the polls at the previous
local election, each with a postal vote form to fill in. We
sent direct mail to everyone we could think of, on nice
paper headed with a picture of Alex and his contact
details. We delivered mail to WASPI women, informing
them of Labour’s plan to reimburse the losses they

had incurred under the Tories. We wrote to the 50
highest Brexit voting streets (using information from
one of our data wizards),
not to talk about Brexit but to insist that this election
was about other, more bread and butter issues. We
wrote to places of high crime to talk about police, people with a ‘high NHS’ score on Contact Creator to talk
about health issues and to those who would be most
affected by Alex’s work on clean air.
One of the innovations we are most proud of however, is the ‘door knocking letters.’ As a rule, every time
an activist spoke to someone who was wavering or
struggling to decide, they would report back to the
person running the team what the issue was that most
concerned them. This was recorded and collated at
base, as once again the existing Labour software was
ill equipped to handle such a task.
In the final week of the election, a direct mail went to
each undecided voter about Alex’s work on the issue
they cared about. For example, if someone would be
a Labour voter but were concerned about Labour’s
stance on Brexit, they would receive a letter directly
from Alex saying ‘thank you for speaking with our
volunteer. I know you have concerns about Brexit
but…’ and then going on to share those concerns and
explain why Alex is the best person to represent them.
As issues repeat themselves over time, the job broke
down into what was only 10 or 11 separate direct
mails on each issue. The direct mails were then delivered with the final leaflet.
Messengers matter too
We set ourselves the challenge of having endorsers
who were real constituents. Not that our previous endorsers were fake, but all too often they were Labour
Party members or activists who lived in the community. This challenge was set months before the election

was called and likely candidates were drawn up and
discussed. Months of sensitive discussions followed by
sheepish requests and then release forms, meant that
by the time of the election we had some fantastic, well
known and unlikely endorsers that adorned our leaflets and social media pages.
This was important for two reasons. Firstly, voters can
smell a rat - they know if a so-called ‘endorser’ is a real
person or a set up. Secondly and more crucially, these
endorsers were known to the public. They were seen
as honest brokers in the community and certainly had
sway with a high number of undecided voters.
Using peer-to-peer messaging is another way of
adding authenticity to your message. For example, we
would occasionally put out a ‘sharable’ message to our
600 strong Whatsapp groups asking for it to be shared
and passed on. The success of this was very difficult to
measure but anecdotally some of these messages got
a wide reach. In any case it is free and easy, provided
it is used sparingly. The same could be said for sharing
messages on Facebook or twitter, although a text or
Whatsapp message is much more personal.
Deciding on our messaging was not an easy task. It
took discussion, debate, compromise and a full-day
session, chaired by a journalist from outside the
campaign, to nail down our key themes and messages.
Having them written down and agreed upon by everyone with strategic input is key. If we were not clear on
what our message was then we could not expect the
voters to be. Above all, the part we are most proud of
is in executing an emotionally intelligent campaign.
Political communication isn’t a dark art. We took the
time to understand our voters, to listen to them. It is
only then that we could establish a theme that engaged people on a visceral emotional level and therefore inspired them to vote for us.
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9. ELECTION DAY
I

n Leeds North West, running an organised
General Election day was a project years in
the making. Every general, local and European
election since 2014 was a dry run for finding the
best systems and structures that could eliminate
wasted time, common mistakes and general chaos
- all characteristic of a traditional polling day. We
tried out many different approaches and though
some proved less than ideal, many we adopted
and evolved to become key elements of any Leeds
North West election. This advance preparation was
crucial to running the General Election day that we
did and allowed us to devote the 16 hours while
polls were open to maximising our voter turnout in
every way we could.
Advance Preparation
The first step was identifying the areas in which we
were expending time and energy on things during
Election Day that could be done ahead of time. For
example, in the 2018 Local Election, we had begun organising road groups in order of priority before Polling
Day, something we had not tried before. Most of the
prioritisation information was taken from Insight, the
Party’s online targeting tool that converts information from canvass returns into useful data about the
constituency. We also relied on the more anecdotal
but still invaluable data from members who had been
knocking the same doors for many years and knew
Leeds North West well. This turned out to be a very
good idea.
Anyone who has spent time in campaign rooms on
any election day knows that there are frequent points
where an influx of eager volunteers will flood through
the door, wanting to grab a board and some stickers
and get out on the doorstep right away. Unless organisers are simply grabbing any random board and
handing it out, this can take time, which is often frustrating for the volunteers and not incredibly efficient.
So we decided to prepare lists, on a clipboard, that
showed which road groups we performed best in and

should therefore make sure to thoroughly door-knock.
We also stacked the road groups - already on clipboards with pens - in boxes around the room (1-10,1120 etc) so that they could be easily located. Finding lost
boards, especially when you have 100 or so, is surprisingly time consuming and this was a very simple
but effective way of managing that.
By Local Election Day in 2019, we had expanded on
this board organisation to have an online spreadsheet,
rather than a piece of paper, that not only colour
coded the road groups by priority, but also included
additional useful information such as, distance from
rooms, size of team needed, optimum time to knock,
other road groups close by etc. This further sped up
the process of assigning boards when a group of volunteers was assembled. We did not need to find someone intimately familiar with the geography of the road
group to ponder over how long it took to get there,
how big a group to send, how important it was to
knock after dinner rather than before etc. We had all
that information already and could immediately assign
an appropriate board as soon as a group materialised.
By General Election Day 2019, this system ran beautifully. And the spreadsheet had been improved upon
once again, most notably to include live box turnout
figures from across the constituency5. Polling agents
would send their hourly numbers which were added
to a separate tab on the spreadsheet. This would then
feed into the main page with the prioritised road
groups, where it could be directly compared to the
2017 turnout percentage in the same area.
This allowed us to get out the vote (GOTV6) reactively,
prioritising areas if we felt the turnout was low somewhere we considered to be good for us.
Having the comparison to 2017 (an election we had of
course won) was especially useful in contextualising
the numbers we were seeing. For example, HHA - one
of our best boxes - had 2936 eligible voters and at the

Each constituency is broken down into wards and each ward can be further broken down into ‘boxes’. In Otley
and Yeadon for example, the boxes go from OYA to OYJ and each of the 10 boxes represent a small area within
the ward. Box specific data is very useful as voters in OYA (which is the extreme North of Otley) and OYH (the
south of Yeadon) will have enough differences – socio economically, culturally, politically etc – to warrant a more
granular consideration that goes beyond their shared ward. This is broadly the case across all areas.
5

Get Out the Vote (GOTV) simply refers to the organised efforts of a political party or campaign to encourage
voters they believe to be supportive to use their vote in an election.
6
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last check of the night had a turnout figure of 1973.

document.

Almost 1000 eligible electors not voting in an area that
is particularly strong for us might have seemed concerning. Yet, if you turn that number into a percentage
of our 2017 vote, it becomes 173% - a 73% increase
in voter turnout from the last election. So rather than
sending volunteers to knock HHA, we might have
decided to knock an area where turnout was only 60%
or so of the 2017 turnout, even if the numbers themselves looked better. In this way we were able to make
real sense of the turnout figures and change our GOTV
strategy accordingly.

Once we had this information, we separated volunteers according to time, travel ability and area and assigned them each to one of our four campaign rooms
across the constituency. Every volunteer got an individual text with the address of their assigned rooms,
opening hours and the name and number of the person in charge. We had around 250 individual responses to our Google form by election day, with around
130 cars, which meant we were in a very fortunate
position when it came to dividing everyone up.

Another addition to the spreadsheet was the inclusion
of contact rate throughout the day. Once a board was
taken out and returned, organisers in the campaign
room would go through and
count every contact before entering it into the spreadsheet. This was programmed to give us a percentage
contact rate for the area which could then be used to
determine if we sent another team there later in the
day. For example, if we had an area that we expected to perform well in, we might send one of the first
teams of the day there. If they came back with only
a 12% contact rate, we would send another team a
few hours later and then potentially another in the
evening, even if other road groups were subsequently
overlooked. Combining this with live turnout figures
allowed us to see with real precision which areas
needed our attention and meant that enthusiastic
volunteers coming through the door were immediately
sent out to the best location.
This is a particularly effective way to marshal troops
if your volunteer numbers aren’t as high as you might
like. Although there is often a temptation to saturate
an entire constituency or ward, careful prioritisation
informed by all the relevant information can often
yield much better results.
Organising Volunteers
Another thing organised well in advance was actual
volunteers. On other Election Days we have simply
advertised the campaign rooms as widely as possible
and then waited for volunteers to arrive on the day.
This time, given our already sizeable base of activists,
we introduced a more structured GOTV plan weeks in
advance.
We began by creating a Google form where people
could tell us how much time they would have to help
on December 12th, where they were based and if they
had a car. This information was transferred into a
mass volunteer spreadsheet with various tabs: a timetable for each ward so they could predict how many
volunteers they would have across the day; car information for insurance purposes; and contact information for every volunteer. This was available on Google
Sheets only to the team of us running each of the
campaign rooms on the day and allowed us to have
all volunteer info to hand in one mutually accessible

For the most part, those in Otley were assigned to
Otley, those in Adel to Adel etc, but there were some
exceptions. The vast majority of our volunteers were
based in Headingley and many of these people were
available for the whole day. However, as Headingley
residents are largely students and less likely to be
amenable to early GOTV efforts, we had decided not
to send teams into Headingley until noon. The plan
was that we started late in Headingley, but finished
late there as well - as the evening of election day wore
on, moving our activists South from all other wards,
so that for the last few knocks before polls closed, we
were in our best area, as well as the spot most accommodating for late night canvassing. However, when
many of the Headingley volunteers wanted to begin in
the morning, we had to work out a way to best utilise
them. So we used the Headingley rooms pre-noon
(and throughout the day as needed) as a meeting
place for these volunteers to get lifts to other areas of
the constituency.
Co-ordinating Travel
Organising this was our Travel Co-Ordinator, another
innovation that was new to this election. Based in the
Headingley rooms, she had the names, numbers and
car info of all the drivers as well as contact information for every volunteer. As well as organising lifts for
volunteers arriving in Headingley to other parts of the
constituency, she also served as a kind of taxi dispatcher throughout the day. Every volunteer was given
a strip of paper with key names and numbers before
they went out knocking. This included contact information for their assigned rooms, good rest and bathroom
break stops around the ward and our Travel Co-Ordinator’s WhatsApp details. If a team, or even one volunteer messaged her at any time requiring a lift back to
the rooms or on to join another group, she was ready
with a list of nearby, available cars and could
organise a pick up.
Similarly, if any of us running rooms across the constituency needed more volunteers, we had a shared
WhatsApp with organisers and the Co-Ordinator
where we could request a car be sent with willing
activists.
Additionally, the job of organising lifts for voters to
the polls also fell under this role. This is a very easy
task to forget on the day, even if you have prepared a
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detailed timetable of when and where voters need to
be picked up. Not only was the Co-Ordinator able to
take this added stress away from those of us organising rooms, she was also best placed to send the most
appropriate vehicle. Many of our CLP members have
vans or high-entry vehicles such as Landrovers, and
all of this information was included on the volunteer
spreadsheet. Therefore if an older voter, or a voter
with mobility issues needed a lift, the Co-Ordinator
could immediately send the most suitable car.
This entire system was run so efficiently on the day
that we ended up having many more cars than we
realistically could use. But this was due to the time we
had saved by streamlining a process that without oversight can often be quite taxing. In previous elections
individuals might have driven from one end of the constituency to another to deliver and pick up volunteers,
not realising there was another driver better placed.
Volunteers may have ended up walking long distances
or struggling to get back to campaign rooms because
of a lack of communication with available drivers. So
much valuable time can be lost in trying to co-ordinate
the ferrying of activists to key areas and every other
task on election day that requires a car. With lots of
volunteers covering a huge geography on an already
hectic day, having someone to oversee all intra-constituency travel just makes sense.
In addition to a Travel Co-Ordinator, we decided that
the Agent on Election Day should be General Co-Ordinator, overseeing and visiting each campaign room
throughout the day, firefighting where necessary and
joining knocks if at all possible. This had never been
a role on Polling Day before, as the list of tasks that
needed doing in one or more campaign rooms usually
felt never-ending. But this time we had established
such prepared teams across each room that we felt it
could work. The role was wide ranging and included
jobs such as liaising with the Regional Office, checking
in with committee rooms to ensure they were getting
on well with the spreadsheet and had a fair number of
volunteers. Sometimes it was ensuring the phones had
credit and that enough GOTV leaflets were in place.
Primarily, the role was about dealing with any problems immediately, whilst also ensuring everyone was
looked after and was having a good and enjoyable day.
The Rooms
Running the rooms themselves is always an exciting
task, on any election day. If you have worked as hard
as you can on your campaign then there is an energy
and a sense of pride in seeing it all come together that
can sustain you through much of the inevitable stress.
It also provides enough adrenaline for you to power
through a full night at the count sampling votes - a
task that is somehow both tedious and thrilling at the
same time. Our rooms were all based in member’s
houses on December 12th, with the exception of Otley
where our Labour Rooms are located and therefore
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made the most sense as a base for the ward. In every
one of the four rooms we had teams of two who were
in charge, at least one of the pair having previously run
a room for another election. Although each pair ran
things slightly differently, the idea was that one organised boards and the other organised volunteers. The
board organiser was based at a laptop for most of the
day, monitoring spreadsheets, locating boards and
signing them in and out with volunteers. The volunteer
organiser greeted incoming activists, signposted food
and drink where necessary, put together teams and
wrangled them out of the door when energy started to
flag. In Weetwood, we were lucky to have fairly big
spaces in which to do this and could separate the
‘operations room’ from the kitchen space where
volunteers could grab a cup of tea or have a sit down
between rounds.
In the operational room, we tried to keep the process
as slick as possible. Volunteers would come in to a
front facing table with stickers, pens and GOTV literature. Depending on group size, car availability, road
group prioritisation etc, they would be assigned a
board (often more than one if they were a big group)
which was signed out with their team leader under the
time and their phone number. The volunteer organiser
would then get them out into a car or walking in the
right direction ASAP. When volunteers returned they
brought their board straight back to the board organiser who signed it in, marked down the contact rate
and returned it to the box.
The volunteers would then go and grab some food
and a drink and take a rest in the kitchen area. The
volunteer organiser would go into this area at 20
minute intervals and start putting teams back together
- usually beginning with the announcement “There is a
team going in exactly 10 minutes, who is ready to join
them?”.
We found that writing down names and assigning
times was often the best way to avoid overly long
breaks which can start to occur as the day wears on
and volunteers get tired. Election day is a long slog and
it can be hard work to keep morale and energy high.
Chivvying exhausted volunteers, many of whom have
already given hundreds of hours to your campaign,
back outside into the cold and rain to knock on yet
more doors can feel cruel at times. But taking your
foot off the pedal even slightly on polling day would be
a colossal mistake. You can convince as many voters
as you like over the course of the campaign to support
your candidate, but if they don’t show up to vote on
the day, all of that work means nothing. Election day
is your chance to ‘bring it home’, to consolidate the
blood, sweat and tears that have fuelled your campaign into electoral success. Once the polls close, you
can sleep for a week if you need to, but on election
day, breaks are 20 minutes, max.
There are many elements to running a good polling
day. Preparation, communication, organisation are

the key. When you realise that it is not actually necessary to spend 16 hours enduring the complete chaos
of hundreds of unorganised volunteers, there are
so many ways to streamline and order your efforts.
There is also a lot of room for creative approaches to
problem solving and our strength in Leeds North West
was not just in our preparation, but primarily in our
innovation. There are reasons that things might have
been done the same way for the last 50+ years, and to
suggest getting rid of tried and tested methods completely would be wrong. But there are always ways to
adjust your systems to work better and smarter - you
just have to find them.
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10. CONCLUSION
T

here is no infallible, universally replicable
strategy to winning an election. A campaign,
after all, is only one controllable element in
a nexus of national political context, voter
motivation and candidate/party perceptions
beyond your control. Similarly, all constituencies
are different, campaign resources will vary,
candidates are not all the same and priorities and
needs will change according to these factors. But
great campaigns can be run anywhere and they
can make a significant difference to your result.
Hopefully, this pamphlet has at least raised questions
that will help you develop your own successful campaigns. While ours wasn’t perfect (and there will always
be ways to improve and develop) it was organised,
innovative and full of energy. There isn’t room to mention every individual who contributed to our success
but every canvasser, every phonebanker, everyone
who delivered a leaflet round, bundled direct mails or
entered sheets of data - they all made a difference. We
were so lucky to have incredible activists who were not
only hardworking and dedicated, but also managed to
bring boundless enthusiasm and positivity to an exhausting 5 weeks. We were also fortunate to have had
a great candidate who we believed in and who it was
easy to advocate for, even faced with the most strident
anti-Labour voters.
Too often, post election discourse in the Labour Party
- particularly after a loss - is characterised by wallowing, finger pointing and the reduction of all nuance to
binary conclusions. What we rarely ask of ourselves
is, what did we do well and how can we replicate it in
future? Against the backdrop of the brutal defeat that
we received last December, it has been understandably hard to focus on any of the positives. And there is
a very real need to reflect and consider what went so
wrong for us as a Party. But surely part of that is seeing where we succeeded, against the odds, and learning something from those wins. We should be fostering a culture where the exchange of ideas, collective
support and intra-constituency dialogue is encouraged
and facilitated. We need to look at innovations not just
of technology or macro-media communication, but
also of the local hard fought and hard won campaigns.
Delivering results in this arena takes strategy, creativity, guile, adaptability and emotional intelligence. And
there are tangible, practical ways we can move towards this - changes that can be made now to prepare
for the future. We need systems within the party that
can hold the data we are collecting, with the ability to
manipulate it to reflect relational campaigning as well
as demographic and Voter ID. Our existing software
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is frequently malfunctioning, often limited and always
arduous. It simply does not do the job we require of
it and a meaningful evolution of these systems must
take place for them to really be a help in campaigning,
rather than a hindrance. We need training programming for Organisers and Agents, as well as for the
other specialist roles needed throughout a campaign.
Allowing campaign leaders to learn as they go prevents the consolidation of best practice in the party
and can also lead to a waste of resources and time as
things are being figured out. It also stops us replicating
great campaigns that we do have as there is no forum
for sharing our success stories. Finally, we must develop a different culture around doorknocking and stop
applying a ‘one size fits all’ approach to every canvass.
From introducing campaigning phases (pre-election,
election, post-election for example) to building meaningful, persuasive relationships with voters, we must
focus on moving away from the transactional conversations that give us nothing more than of the moment
Voter ID.
These are just some of the ways we might begin to
reimagine Labour campaigning going forward and to
arm ourselves for the challenges of an uncertain political landscape.
To win in 2024, Labour will need to do something
unprecedented. To take the range, breadth and sheer
volume of seats we need to win will require every marginal gain we can find. A party serious about doing so
will have to look at campaigns like ours and ask how
we replicate their success and even ethos across the
country. While we each have to adapt to a different political context, geographies and conflicting motivations,
we believe the secret to success is universal
and simple.
To win, every Labour constituency must create a clear
strategic plan which is based on intimate knowledge
of the electorate. Each must execute that plan with
organisation, humour and a culture that motivates
and inspires activists in spaces that help us to do this.
They must be a data-driven but understand that this
stretches far beyond what you can get out of an algorithm.
We must all look after and utilise the strengths of our
candidates. CLPs must use every inch of media available to convey simple and repeatable messages that
speak to the everyday concerns of people's lives. To
develop these messages we must do the most important thing of all, know our battleground, ask emotional
questions, listen and respond.

A NOTE
ON MONEY
This pamphlet intends to give an example of a well organised,
well fought and ultimately victorious campaign. But, leaflets,
social media ads, placards and campaign rooms are not free
and money is inevitably required. As a marginal seat aiming for
a hold we were blessed with funding from the GMB union, who
gave us £10,000 to assist with the campaign and we were also
fortunate to have donations from many generous individuals.
Fundraising was a part of the plan—and we had some fundraising events and some gofundme campaigns as well as call
outs for bigger donations.
In truth however, we never really had to worry about money
in the end and for that we are very grateful. We still had to be
very wary of our expenses limits as keeping track of spend in a
campaign is vital and not easy to do.
There are always lots of people who kindly offer to pay for
things, produce and print their own leaflets or turnup with
some election material that they took it upon themselves
to create. This needs to be managed and clear guidance to
activists given. Good campaigns are legally prudent and fiscally
sound. It’s boring but it’s true.
For many campaign organisers, particularly in local elections,
raising money for a campaign is crucial and fundamentally
choices have to be made as to what you can afford and what
you cannot. This is a fact of life. But, the fundamental lessons
in our experience is that the real match winner in elections is
not the volume of leaflets or the expensive social media ads. It
is the qualities that money cannot buy; can you inspire people
to help you? Can you organise them when they do? Is your
message clear and repeatable? Do you have a candidate with
something to say? Can you use free software and create systems to manage and use data? This success will mean that in
the next election Leeds North West will not be in the ‘marginal
seat’ category and money will not exist in the same way.
Ultimately though, the methods developed in this election and
in the recent past will be the basis to which we or our successors run the campaign, whatever the amount spent.
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