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GUIDELINES FOR CANDIDATE FORUMS
The purpose of forums is to provide information to the public. The League of Women Voters frequently sponsors forums during election time, either alone or together with other local organizations.
There are two basic types of forums: candidate forums and issue forums. Candidate forums give candidates an opportunity to present themselves to the public and describe where they stand on pertinent issues. Issue forums, which present information both for and against an issue or a ballot measure, will not be discussed here.
STATE LEAGUE FORUMS
The LWVC Education Fund is responsible for conducting forums for elections for U.S. Senate and statewide constitutional offices. Any local League that has an opportunity to participate with other organizations in sponsoring candidate forums for any of those offices must consult LWVC before agreeing to participate.

Local Leagues are free to conduct forums for the House of Representatives, state legislators and county and local government races without prior consultation. Local Leagues that share districts should work together to avoid scheduling conflicts and duplication of effort.
COSPONORING FORUMS

Leagues should co-sponsor candidate forums only if the other sponsoring group(s) have not made, and will not make, a candidate endorsement before the forum event. Obtain in writing the groups' agreement that, if they are going to make any endorsement, it won't be until after the forum event. Ignoring this rule can cause serious problems later, as candidates and advocates could complain that the event is a "setup." They could also refuse to participate or withdraw at the last minute.
In cosponsored forums, it is also extremely important that League representatives be involved in all aspects of planning for the event to be sure that the forum follows League standards of fairness and nonpartisanship.

CANDIDATE PARTICIPATION

A League may never hold or cosponsor a forum if only one candidate is able to participate in a forum event. This is true no matter what the reason for any candidate’s failure to participate. To hold a one-candidate event could easily be construed as partisan, an endorsement of the candidate present or a contribution to or expenditure on behalf of that candidate.

Local League boards must develop a policy for the selection of candidates to participate in a forum, as well as a policy for dealing with the failure of candidates to participate.  These policies should be in place well before the election season begins.  Leagues need to be aware that some candidates are being advised to avoid public appearances as part of their campaign strategy, while others are unable to attend because of illness, schedule conflicts, or other genuine explanations.  Some Leagues permit candidates who are not able to participate in a forum to submit brief opening statements to be read by a delegate or by the moderator, but most Leagues will only announce that the absent person is a candidate for the office.
Basic criteria for inclusion are: constitutional eligibility, eligibility for this ballot, a public announcement of candidacy, and clear evidence of a campaign (headquarters, telephone, staff, stationery, fliers, and schedule of appearances). Other criteria might include some objective measure of public support or interest (such as independent polls) and of available campaign funding.
One of the most difficult situations for sponsors of candidate forums is an election that has a multitude of candidates--15 or more candidates for mayor, for example. Such races will really test your criteria for participation of candidates in traditional League forums. They may also lead you to consider other formats to present candidates to the public. 

PARTICIPANTS
Forum participants usually include:
· candidates or speakers
· moderator
· timer(s)
· question sorter(s)
· question gatherer(s)
· panel (optional)
· audience
League members generally serve as moderator, timer(s), gatherer(s), sorter(s) and sometimes panelists. League members must take great care to be neutral throughout the proceedings and make sure nothing that they say or do may be construed as personal preference or favoritism.
Following is a description of each participant and the role they play:
Candidates - Forums provide candidates the opportunity to present their qualifications for office. All candidates running for the office that is featured in a forum must be invited to participate. Not all candidates may be able to accept the invitation. When this occurs, an announcement is usually made during introductions that the candidate was unable to attend.  A forum can never be presented if only one candidate can participate.

Candidates may not use props during the forum.  They are allowed to bring written notes, and should be provided with notepads and pens/pencils to make notes during the forum.

Since is it not uncommon for participants (and/or their campaign managers) to say, "Nobody told me that...," all invitations and instructions to candidates must be written as clearly as possible and should include some method of confirming receipt. Any details you agree to on the phone should be put in writing and mailed or faxed to the candidate. Bring to the event copies of any letters sent to the participating campaigns.

Moderator - The role of the moderator is that of a host(ess) and referee. The moderator introduces the participants, explains the format and procedures of the forum, identifies whose turn it is to speak, ensures fairness, and maintains decorum. The moderator should be a League member who has attended forums in the past and, preferably, has had some formal training or has participated in previous forums in some capacity (e.g., timer or sorter). 

Timekeeper - The role of the timekeeper is to ensure that all candidates/speakers are given an equal amount of time to present their information. This role is often carried out by two people: one person to operate the stopwatch and one person to hold up the cards indicating the amount of speaking time remaining. The time cards and a stopwatch are provided by the League. The duty of timekeeping may be conducted by a single person.
Sorter - The role of the sorter is to review written questions from the audience for appropriateness and redundancy. Questions are usually written on notecards, which the sorter reviews and puts in a recommended order for the moderator to present. The moderator may revise some questions, revise the order the questions are presented or reject questions, based upon the dynamics of the event or the amount of time available.

Panel - The role of the panel is to ask questions of the candidates/speakers. Panels are generally used in more formal or televised forums. Panelists are usually members of the media or knowledgeable League Members. They should be people knowledgeable about the race or issue and come to the forum with prepared questions. The questions are reviewed by the forum coordinator or moderator and fellow panelists to select which questions will be presented.
Audience - The role of the audience is to observe, learn and engage the candidates/speakers. Audiences vary in nature, size, complexity and volatility. Some forums, particularly local candidate forums, are televised. The moderator must take care that the audience does not interfere with the forum procedures or the fairness of the presentation. To maintain control and mitigate the emotion and unpredictability that live audiences often present, attendees are asked to write their questions for presentation by the moderator.
FORMAT
The moderator usually works closely with the League Voter Service Director or Speakers Bureau Director to plan the format of the forum. An experienced moderator may work directly with the organization that is 
co-sponsoring the event.
The format generally consists of:
· introductions
· opening statements
· questions and answers
· rebuttal (optional)
· closing statements
· wrap-up and final announcements
The amount of time that is allotted to each component is determined by the amount of time available for the forum, the number of candidates/speakers, and the preference of the organization sponsoring the event. The order in which the candidates/speaker will speak may be determined in different ways, as long as the way chosen is neutral among the candidates.  In some situations it may be feasible to use the ballot order of the candidates.  Other times the order is determined just prior to starting the event, by chance: drawing from a deck of cards, drawing numbers or straws, etc. The draw sets the speaking order for opening statements, the first question (the speaking order for subsequent questions is rotated), and closing statements. Some candidates express concern about being first or last. The assumption we present is that there is an advantage to having the "first word" and the "last word".
Many moderators find it very helpful to prepare a script for the forum. The script may be forwarded to the sponsor of the event to verify the format and other pertinent information. Several sample scripts are included in this package. The samples vary depending upon whether the forum is being televised and whether a panel is present.
Following is a description of each component of a typical forum:
Introductions - The moderator begins the forum by introducing him/herself and the sponsors of the event. A short statement regarding the League is usually presented. The moderator then describes the format and rules of the forum. Finally, the moderator introduces the candidates/speakers.
Opening Statements - Each candidate/speaker is given an allotted amount of time (usually one to five minutes, depending on time available) to present an opening statement to set the tone for their presentation.
Questions and Answers - Questions may be posed in several ways:
· Written questions from the audience presented by the moderator
· Pre-determined questions from a qualified panel
· Verbal questions from the audience presented directly to the candidates should generally not be allowed in order to avoid duplicate questions, possible personal attacks, opportunities for the ‘questioner’ to make a speech rather than ask a question, etc.
The time allotted for questions and answers is determined by the number of candidates/speakers and the time available for the event. Generally, the time each candidate/speaker is given to answer each question is 30 seconds to two minutes.
Written questions are reviewed and sorted by a designated sorter before being given to the moderator for presentation. The moderator may revise the questions or their order of presentation based upon the situation.
When a panel is used to present questions, the order in which the panelists will speak is usually determined in advance and the speaking ordered maintained throughout the questions.
In candidate forums, the speaking order in which the candidates will answer questions is generally rotated. The candidate who drew the first speaking order will answer first on the first question; the candidate who drew the second speaking order will answer first on the second question, and so on. It is advisable before asking the question to announce which candidate will answer first so that he/she is prepared to speak. Included in this packet is a sample rotation guide that is helpful in keeping track of the speaking rotation.
In issue forums, there may be two sides: pro and con. The speaker(s) representing the pro side generally speaks first, and that order is maintained throughout the program.
The number of questions presented to the candidates/speakers is determined by the moderator based upon the amount of time allotted in the agenda for this portion of the format. When time has run out, the moderator usually indicates that the final question is being presented.
The moderator must take care to ensure that each candidate is given an equal opportunity to speak. If a candidate does not wrap us his/her statement in the allotted time, the moderator should point out that the speaker's time is up and move on to the next candidate (usually letting the candidate finish his/her sentence, within reason).
Rebuttal - Some forums, generally those with few candidates/speakers and/or a lot of time, will offer candidates/speaker an opportunity for rebuttal. It gives the candidates/speaker a chance to respond to how the other candidate(s) answered the question or further clarify an issue. Basically, it gives the candidate/speaker "seconds".
Closing statements - Each candidate is given an opportunity to wrap up his/her presentation with a final statement. The time allotted is usually one to five minutes. The order of presentation is normally the same as the original rotation "draw".
Wrap-up and Announcements - The moderator wraps up the forum by reminding the audience to vote and makes any announcements that the sponsor requests.
POTENTIAL PROBLEMS
Oftentimes, groups or individuals want to distribute literature before or during the forum. To ensure fairness and minimize distraction, it is recommended that distribution of literature not be permitted until after the forum. Instead, set up a table near the exit where literature (including League information) may be picked up as people leave.
Despite a moderator's efforts to maintain decorum, forums occasionally become heated and emotional. If participants or the audience become uncontrollable, the moderator may find it necessary to call a recess to quiet things down or adjourn the forum entirely.
CANDIDATE FORUMS ARE A VITAL PART OF THE LEAGUE'S VOTER SERVICE EDUCATION PROGRAM. You will find that the audience - and the candidates - are very appreciative of the League volunteers who conduct our forums. It is a very educational and very rewarding experience.
BASIC GROUND RULES FOR CANDIDATE FORUMS

1. There will be no substitutes or stand-ins for the candidates

2. Any news releases about the debate will be handled by the sponsoring organization(s) and sent simultaneously to all the candidates
3. No campaign banners, signs, literature, handouts, buttons, tee shirts, or other campaign paraphernalia will be allowed in the debate hall until after the forum has concluded

4. The audience will be asked to refrain from applauding or in other ways demonstrating support or nonsupport for a candidate

5. There will be no audience reaction shots during the debate, although panning of the audience before and after the debate may be allowed

6. Candidates will be introduced by full name. Thereafter, "Mr." and "Ms." will be used.

7. The candidates will remain seated at all times during the debate

8. The candidates will not use props, but may bring notes and use a note pad and pens for taking notes during the debate

9. Time limits on responses will be strictly observed. A timekeeper will hold cards, visible to the speaker, indicating how much time remains. When the "stop card" is shown, the speaker must end his/her speech within 10 seconds.

10. The moderator will have the responsibility for enforcing time limits. The moderator also will have the authority to interrupt the proceedings to enforce the ground rules and format that were agreed to by the candidates.

11. Questions from the audience will be submitted in writing.

12. The moderator will read the questions

13. The moderator may restate the question 
14. The candidates will not interrupt one another

15. No flash cameras and no motor-driven cameras will be used during the debate other than those authorized by the sponsors

16. Photographers and the press will be placed at a reasonable distance from the candidates and microphones to reduce distractions

17. Candidates are invited to remain after the conclusion of the forum to speak with audience members
GUIDELINES FOR WRITTEN QUESTIONS AT A FORUM
1.
Cards (for written questions) will be available before and during the forum. Cards will be collected by the moderator or another volunteer.

2.
One question per card. All questions should be written so as to be applicable to all candidates. 3.
Questions should be brief and should relate to issues involved with the office that is being sought.

4.
Negative remarks, rudeness or profane language are not allowed.

5.
Questions that appear to "attack" a particular candidate will not be permitted.
6.
The sorter(s) or other League member(s) will sort all questions collected and will follow the following guidelines:

•
Similar questions will be combined, if appropriate, to avoid duplication. Questions may be edited for brevity and/or clarity by the moderator.

•
Inappropriate questions will be eliminated. This includes questions that are not related to the office/subject of the forum or that are personal attacks on one or more candidates.

•
Questions will be chosen that cover a variety of topics

•
The moderator or sorter(s) will prioritize based on their experience, perceived areas of interest in the question by a majority of attendees, etc.

•
There may not be sufficient time for all questions
GUIDELINES FOR QUESTION SORTERS

1. Try to have at least 2 Sorters.  Any co-sponsor may be invited to have a representative. A League member must be one of the sorters, preferably an experienced member who should lead the Sorters if possible.

2. The sorters participate in the planning process for the forum, and help to assess questions which come in from members or the public before the beginning of the forum by email or telephone.  There should be a list of questions available to the moderator at the beginning of the forum.

3. At the forum, question gatherers should be available to distribute cards to audience for questions before and during the forum. Cards may be 3x5". (Have pencils, too.)

4. Each Sorter should take a number of questions. Read through them and divide by: 

· Inappropriate questions.  Put aside but do not let them look abandoned.  Discard questions that are personal attacks; that are irrelevant to the office for which candidates are running, ridiculous, or not clearly stated. 

· Good general questions. 

· Good questions to specific candidates. (Some Leagues do not permit questions to specific candidates to prevent unequal time for any candidate. We strongly recommend that each question be answered by each candidate.) 

5. Ideally, questions are sorted so that the best general questions are first. As soon as the sorters have three to six questions, they should be taken to the Moderator so the meeting flows uninterruptedly. 

6. Include issues/ questions of local concern for county, state, and federal candidates. 

7. Include "good government" questions and fundamental questions such as "How do you see the job of representative of the people?" 

8. Rewrite questions that are barely legible so the moderator can read them!!

9. Make sure microphones near you are OFF. (The card shuffling and whispers between sorters as they work through the questions can disturb the proceedings).

10. Maintain a neutral demeanor. (Watch facial expressions. Keep whispers between Sorters to a minimum).

11. Keep an eye on the clock.  

