
 

  

EELLEECCTTIIOONN  22000088::  
MMIINNII--TTOOOOLLKKIITT 

SPECIAL ELECTION ISSUE:  
Believing in the American Dream 

 

  

 
In this Issue 
 

Believing in the 
American Dream 
 

Message/Frame 
 
Election Resources 
 

Using the Mini-
Toolkit 
 

Data You Can Use 
 

Tips On Asking 
Questions to 
Policymakers 
 

Questions for the 
Candidates on 
Self-Sufficiency 
 

Resources/Skill 
Development: 
Election Savvy for 
the 501(c)(3) 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Believing in the American Dream 
To keep the hope of our nation alive, the economy must work for all 
Americans 
 

The 2008 elections provide a great opportunity for raising the profile of the struggles of working 
families across the United States and the significant role the Self-Sufficiency Standard can play in 
improving programs and policies for low-income, working families.  

 

Whether it is educating the public, asking questions at a candidate’s forum, writing an op-ed for 
your local newspaper, or responding to media stories with letters to the editor, each Family 
Economic Self-Sufficiency (FESS) Project partner has an opportunity to infuse the current 
political debate with information on how much it truly takes for American families to make ends 
meet, without overstepping the limits of 501(c)(3) activity (more information in the Resources 
section) as it relates to voter and candidate education. More on this in the Skills Development 
section.  
 

To that end, WOW has created this mini-toolkit, which includes:  
1.  A message/frame to be used in discussing self-sufficiency issues; 
2.  Directions/suggestions for using the mini-toolkit; 
3.  A Factsheet Template, a national document designed for each FESS partner to modify and 

distribute as needed;  
4.  A set of Candidates Questions to be used in discussing self-sufficiency with state and federal 

candidates throughout election season.  
 

Message/Frame 
 

The overall frame of the Self-Sufficiency Factsheet Template and the Candidate Questions rests 
on the value of maintaining the opportunity for every hard working person/family to achieve the 
American Dream.  All of us believe in the American Dream, but it is quickly becoming less of a 
reality for millions of hardworking families.  Since our country was born, each generation of 
Americans has been taught that if they work hard and play by the rules, they will be able to 
provide adequately for their families and ensure a better life for the next generation. However 
today, American working families are struggling simply to put food on the table and a roof over 
their heads, despite their hard work.   
 

The rising cost of basic needs and the stagnation of wages are making it difficult to for families 
to make ends meet.  Diminishing access to education and skill development as well as to critical 
work supports such as child care subsidies and Medicaid are conspiring to prevent hardworking 
families from achieving economic security.  If this and future generations of American workers 
are to achieve the economic and social reality promised by the American Dream, our political 
leaders must understand what it truly takes for working families across this country to cover 
their basic needs and provide for their families.  Policymakers must focus on creating programs 
and policies that ensure a secure future for all of America’s working families. The images and 
language of a better America and an America with hope for the future are particularly powerful 
during this election year.  
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www.wowonline.org 
 

 

Remember to VVOOTTEE 
on November4, 2008 
 

 

 

Election Resources:  
 

Á Spotlight on Poverty - http://www.spotlightonpoverty.org  
Sponsored by the Center for Law and Social Policy, the Spotlight on Poverty exists 
to engage the presidential candidates of both parties in a discussion about poverty 
in America. The website posts the positions and policies of John McCain and Barack 
Obama, and also suggests a variety of questions about poverty that voters could 
ask the candidates.  

Á Skills 2 Compete - http://www.skills2compete.org  
Affiliated with Workforce Alliance, Skills2Compete is a non-partisan campaign “to 
ensure our workforce has skills needed to meet business demand, foster 
innovation, and grow broadly shared prosperity.” The “In the Election” section of 
their website offers analysis of the candidates’ commitment to workforce 
development, as well as nation and state polling and contact information for the 
candidates.   

Á League of Women Voters - http://www.lwv.org  
The League of Women Voters is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization committed 
to citizen’s active and informed participation in government. Their website 
contains important forms and deadlines for voter registration and absentee 
ballots, as well as profiles of national and local races. Search by zip code to find 
your representatives and information on elections and candidates in your area. 

 

Using the Mini-Toolkit 
 

How to Use the Factsheet Template 
 
The Self-Sufficiency Factsheet Template is just that—a template. The template provides 
Pennsylvania data.  Please feel free to modify it and make it a powerful document that works in 
your state or your community. Here are some things to think about: 
 
Á Use the Right Data: There is a range of national, state and local data that is not included 

in the Template that you may want to use, depending on your location and political 
climate. Think about the data available on employment, wages, work supports, etc. that 
would help make a strong case for better policy and program choices in your state or 
local area and incorporate that in your factsheet. Remember to site the data sources 
you reference on the factsheet! 

Á Highlight State and Local Policy and Program Successes: Use state and local examples 
of good policies and programs that are moving families towards economic self-
sufficiency and the achievement of the American Dream. Look to neighboring states or 
states with a similar economy to strengthen your examples as well.  

Á Keep It Short and On-Point: The Factsheet Template is only one page, front and back. 
You may decide to add more data or more examples, but don’t extend it past one-page, 
front and back. The Factsheet is meant to be brief—to provide candidates and your 
allies with a brief look at the problem faced by working families and a brief look at the 
solutions. 

Á Include Your Contact Information: Make sure interested candidates and allies know 
how to reach you for more information. 

Á Distribute It to Your Allies: Even if you don’t intend to do a great deal of work on 
educating voters in the coming election, distribute your factsheet to organizations that 
are educating voters and candidates about the concerns of working families.  

 

Where has the American Dream Gone? 
Achieving the American Dream is quickly becoming a fruitless fantasy for a growing number of 
working families. Despite working hard and playing by the rules, millions of working Americans 
are unable to cover the basic needs of their families, much less move towards the middle class 

http://www.wowonline.org/
http://www.spotlightonpoverty.org/
http://www.skills2compete.org/
http://www.lwv.org/
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existence that is the backbone of a strong and healthy American economy. The costs for a 
family’s basic needs are increasing; wages are stagnating; jobs are disappearing overseas at a 
rapid rate; and too many families who need the assistance of government work support 
programs are not receiving them. Policymakers must support an economy that works for all 
Americans and allows for the American Dream to be achievable for future generations. 
 
The Facts About tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀΩǎ Working Families 
(This is just a sample but should be modified to provide the best snapshot of what is happening in 
your state. Think about the other types of data that might be interesting here: # of people 
unemployed; # of people working two or more jobs; # of people with a college education; # of 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƴŜŜŘ ǿƻǊƪ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ōǳǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƳΤ ŜǘŎΦύ 
 
Like the rest of the nation, Pennsylvania’s working families are working harder than ever, yet are 
struggling just to keep their heads above water.  
 
Á Just to meet their most basic expenses, a family of four in Philadelphia County needs an 

annual income of $55,406. In Delaware County, this family needs $61,446 and in 
Lancaster County, this family needs $52,359. This income only covers the bare 
necessities of housing, food, child care, health care, transportation and taxes. 

Á A recent study found that __ out of 10 Pennsylvania households didn’t earn the income 
needed to pay for these barebones necessities. 

Á Of the top 10 occupations in Pennsylvania, only X# provide wages that allow families to 
make ends meet.  

Á According to the Pennsylvania Department of Labor, the fastest growing occupations in 
Pennsylvania are ________ and __________, which only pay $X per hour.  

 
How are working families supposed to achieve the American Dream if they can’t even make 
ends meet by working hard in our current economy? 
 
Keeping the American Dream Alive 
Policies and programs must work to ensure all hardworking families have the opportunity to 
become economically secure. To achieve this goal and to keep the American Dream alive for 
future generations, we must:  
 
Use a real measure of how much it costs to become self-ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ 
Policymakers must embrace tools like the Self-Sufficiency Standard and use them to design 
programs and policies that will move hardworking families forward on the path to economic 
independence. Currently, federal policymakers have the opportunity to do this through the 
design and implementation of sound, realistic welfare, job training and vocational education 
policies. We must face the current economic realities of American working families head on if 
we intend to maintain hope for future generations. 
 
Raise the minimum wage. The floor must be raised on the value of hard work in our economy. 
Raising the minimum wage would go a long way toward helping all low-income working families 
achieve economic security. The federal minimum wage should return to its historic value equal 
to one-half the median wage of non-supervisory American workers and then indexed for 
inflation.  
 
Provide work supports to all families who need them. Millions of working families need to 
access a range of supports, including affordable child care, health insurance, transportation and 
housing, as well as the Earned Income Tax Credit and cash assistance, as they climb the ladder 
toward economic independence. Work supports help alleviate expenses while improving the 
standard of living for working families. Policymakers must ensure work supports are available 
and accessible to all working families in need of assistance. 
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Increase access to education and job training. Education is the #1 path towards self-sufficiency 
in the American economy. Skills training and vocational, secondary and post-secondary 
education are crucial links to good jobs that lead working families towards the American Dream. 
Education and training gives job seekers the skills necessary to succeed in jobs with career 
potential and upward mobility. Ensuring that job training and education are broadly available to 
low-wage earners is essential to the well-being of families and to the growth of our economy.   
 

Data You Can Use 
 

 
Sources: Quote and figure taken directly from Poll Findings: Understanding What Women Want in 2008; Peter D. Hart 
Research Associates, Inc 2008. 

 
Tips on Asking Questions to Policymakers 

1. Find out about upcoming meetings. Call the candidate’s local office to find out when and 
where the policy maker will be appearing. Confirm this information as close to the event as 
possible. Legislators' schedules change frequently. Some legislators list public meeting on 
their websites. Others have "newsletters" which list public appearances. In addition, some 
will list "Town Hall" meetings in the local papers.  

2. Prepare in advance. Spend a few minutes prior to the meeting identifying the exact 
question you want to ask and any information that you want to raise. You may also want to 
prepare a "second choice" question, in case someone else in the audience asks a similar 
question first.   

3. Be clear and concise. Think through your comments in advance, and do not give a speech. 
Remember to keep your question brief. 

4. Introduce yourself, ask your question, and make a specific request that requires a specific 
answer. Say your name and where you are from so the legislator knows you are a 
constituent. If you have expertise on the issue you are speaking about, note that in five 

http://www.nwlc.org/pdf/2008poll_whatwomenwantmemo.pdf
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words or less. Then, make one or two statements about the issue you are concerned about 
and why it's important to you and your community. Finish by asking the legislator to give his 
or her position on the issue or to state whether or not he or she will take a particular action.  

5. If possible, introduce yourself to the staffer accompanying the legislator. It's important to 
try to establish personal connections with your legislator's staff. After the meeting is over, 
try to briefly introduce yourself to the staff member if they are available. 

6. When appropriate, follow-up. If you were able to ask your question, send a thank-you note 
with any additional information that might be helpful. If you were unable to ask a question, 
send a note telling your policy maker you were at the meeting, but didn't get a chance 
to speak. Ask your question and request that the legislator gets back to you with the 
answer.  

Source: Tips from Union of Concerned Scientists, http://www.ucsusa.org/ucsaction/public-
meetings.html 

Questions for the Candidates on Self-Sufficiency 
 
The following questions are examples of the types of things to ask candidates with regard to 
self-sufficiency. You are welcome to modify the questions to match the needs of your political 
reality.  But make sure to use the right facts and figures; highlight good local and state 
examples; keep it short and on point; and distribute to your allies. 

 

 In 2007, the Congress raised the federal minimum wage to $7.25 an hour, or $15,000 
per year. This is barely enough for a single adult to earn a self-sufficient income in many 
counties. In Birmingham, AL, a single parent with one pre-school child needs $10.31 an 
hour just to pay the monthly bills under the Family Economic Self-Sufficiency Standard. 
A two-parent family with both parents working and two children in school, needs both 
parents to earn $14.57 an hour. Given the rising cost of housing, health care, food and 
transportation, will you support pegging the minimum wage to one-half the median 
hourly wage of non-supervisory American workers, and adjusting it annually for 
inflation? (This would make the minimum wage in 2006 equal to $8.60. Proposed by the 
Half in Ten campaign) 

 If elected, will you support legislation such as the Workplace Balancing Act (H.R. 2392) 
that requires employers to provide pro-rated health, pension and family leave 
benefits to part-time workers? The bill also provides a wide range of family friendly 
provisions to expand child care facilities and rules enabling parents to attend parent-
teacher conferences that are critical to education success for our children. 

 Four out of five women workers are concentrated in only 20 of the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics’ 440 occupational titles. Although women have achieved the heights in most 
fields, the great majority of working women are clumped in low-paying retail, food 
service, clerical and personal care jobs. Will you support incentives for gender parity in 
skill training and public infrastructure spending programs, including green jobs, so 
that more women can enter these higher paying occupations? What would these 
incentives look like?  

 When Congress as expected next year takes up reauthorization of the Workforce 
Investment Act, will you support the inclusion of economic self-sufficiency as the goal 
for skill development and training programs, including provisions to provide the child 
care, transportation and other work supports necessary to help single parents 
succeed? 

http://www.ucsusa.org/ucsaction/public-meetings.html
http://www.ucsusa.org/ucsaction/public-meetings.html
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 The Family Economic Self-Sufficiency Standard measures how much a family needs just 
to get by in our state given our area cost of housing, child care, food, health care, 
transportation, taxes and minimal clothing and household expenses. What would you 
say is a ballpark figure for what annual income a two-parent family with two children 
needs to make ends meet in _______ (our) county? The answer, for example, is 
$39,812 in Glades County, FL. Refer to your state standard. 

 Child care typically consumes 37% of a bare-bones, self-sufficiency budget for a single 
parent with an infant and a preschooler. What would you do to increase the supply 
and affordability of early childhood education, or child care, for low-income families? 

 Currently, a family with earnings of less than $12,050 does not earn enough to receive 
the Child Tax Credit on their US tax return. Would you support giving a refundable tax 
credit worth 15 percent of income to parents who make as little as $8,500?  (The 2008 
Child Tax Credit proposed by the House Ways and Means Committee) This would help 
parents who work only part-time because they are taking care of children, a disabled 
spouse or relative, or because they can only find part-time work. It would also help 
many families who have minimum wage or low-paying jobs. 

 Out-of-pocket health care costs typically amount to 12% of the income of a two-parent 
family of four existing on the margins of self-sufficiency. Yet when a bill was passed to 
expand the State Children’s Health Insurance Program, SCHIP, to include 4 million more 
low-income children, it was ultimately vetoed. What will you do to help families who 
cannot afford healthcare costs, but do not currently qualify for government aid? 

Resources and Tools 
 

The one stop voter participation resource for the 501(c)(3) sector. 
 
V NonprofitVOTE.org 

 
Array of resources from the Alliance for Justice on election advocacy for non-profits. 

 

V AFJ About Advocacy: Election Activity 

 

Skill Development:  Election Savvy for the 501(c)(3)  
 

      ά¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ think that one vote will do no good: 'Tis but one step 
ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻƴŜ ǾƻǘŜ ǿƛƭƭ Řƻ ƴƻ ƘŀǊƳΦέ ς Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 
Issue advocacy and raising voter awareness are allowable and effective forms of 
advocacy for 501(c)(3) organizations to carry out in during an election year. Some 
organizations might wish to conduct activities that more directly engage the candidates. 
Two permitted examples include candidate questionnaires and candidate forums. There 
are several terms and conditions to consider for these types of events, some of which 
are highlighted below: 
 
$/ȭÓ  and $/.ȭ4Ó on CANDIDATE QUESTIONNAIRES:  
 

× DO distribute to ALL candidates 

× DO use open-ended questions 

× DO provide a word limit for responses 

× DO publish and report answers exactly as they were received 

× DO make the questionnaire publicly available 

× DO add an organizational disclaimer to all relevant documents 

http://www.nonprofitvote.org/
http://www.afj.org/
http://www.afj.org/for-nonprofits-foundations/about-advocacy/Election-Activity.html
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× $/.ȭ4 support or appear to support any candidates 

× $/.ȭ4 ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÇÅÔ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÌÌ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅÓ 

× $/.ȭ4 compare the answers to your orÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÇÏÁÌÓ 

× $/.ȭ4 provide leading questions 

 

$/ȭÓ and $/.ȭ4Ó on CANDIDATE FORUMS:  

 

× DO invite all candidates 

× DO provide a fair and unbiased platform.  

× DO avoid contextual favoritism, such as structuring the event in a manner that 

benefits one candidate over another through placement on the agenda or allotted 

time to speak. 

 

× $/.ȭ4 support or appear to support any candidates 

× $/.ȭ4 allow any fundraising  

 
Sources: Quoted directly and adapted from Alliance for Justice, Election Year Advocacy: Candidate Questionnaires and 
Voter Guides; Alliance for Justice, Election Year Advocacy: Candidate Forums 
 

 

For More Information or Assistance 
 
We hope that the mini-toolkit will assist you in educating voters and candidates about the needs 
of working families during the election season.  For further assistance, please Susan Rees at 
Wider Opportunities for Women at (202) 464-1596. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WOW encourages our state partners and coalition members of the Family Economic Self-

Sufficiency Standard to capitalize on as many opportunities as possible during the election 

season to draw attention to the day-to-day struggles of low-income women and their families 

and the policy and program solutions that can help! 

Happy voting this November!  

  

 

http://www.afj.org/assets/resources/resource1/Candidate-Questionnaire-Fact-Sheet.pdf
http://www.afj.org/assets/resources/resource1/Candidate-Questionnaire-Fact-Sheet.pdf
http://www.afj.org/assets/resources/resource1/Candidate-Questionnaire-Fact-Sheet.pdf
http://www.afj.org/assets/resources/nap/election-year-advocacy-candidate-forums.pdf

