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Most experienced campaigners will tell you the three most important things in a 

campaign are money, money, and money. It is true, money is essential, but there are other 
not so obvious factors that equally affect the outcome, such as the three T’s of any 
successful message: timing, tempo and tone. Successful campaigns usually have a subtle 
synergy among these three elements. 

Timing is not only important in taking the temperature or the mood of the electorate; 
it is also critical to know when to roll out policy items for public consumption. Each year 
is different from both the previous year and the one to follow. First, survey and know the 
market landscape; then determine if your project or ideas have a resonating appeal. It has 
been said, “Pioneers take the arrows, settlers take the land,” so avoid premature ideas and 
pursue only those you are passionate about and willing to work hard for to make a reality. 

Second, because people are busy or preoccupied, they have a limited capacity to 
process complex messages from candidates and elected officials alike. By promising too 
much, you may be left with a confused electorate and accomplish nothing. Exaggerating 
or promising the moon makes your to-do list less credible, not more. How your proposals 
make a taxpayer’s life easier will determine what they listen to and like. Time and issue 
management go hand-in-glove. 

If your timing is right, carpe diem. You are never too old or too young if your ideas 
gain traction. Once you have determined you are moving forward, it is time to think 
about the tempo of your policy rollouts. The tempo is a layer many miss, but every good 
public relations campaign has a rhythm or cadence to it. Voters will begin to view the 
campaign as a source of thoughtful ideas. Remember, it is better to be known as a well of 
information rather than of a fountain that sprays at the start but fizzles out over time. 

Whether they realize it or not, taxpayers expect the public servant they hire to keep 
up a certain pace but not to exceed their ability to follow. If you get too far ahead of 
them, they may begin to think you are working for yourself, not them. Likewise, if you 
have a reputation for being a hard charger with an appetite for reform and change, be 
consistent and do not let up after victories or defeats. Otherwise, folks will start to believe 
you represent only a slogan. Lastly, woven into the fabric with timing and tempo is the 
overall tone your customers will hear and recognize as your brand. It is not just what you 
say; it is how you say it. If you campaign that you will be tough on crime, you had better 
reduce crime and be able to prove it. If you campaign that you will create a better 
economic development environment, you had better be able to point to job creation. 
Campaign on hope and change and the next time around voters should be even more 
hopeful because of the change you brought about. 

Whether you are a challenger or an incumbent, your tone and purpose should be the 
same. As a challenger, it is not only permissible to compare your approach to solving 
problems and expectations to your opponent’s; it is necessary. You must say what you 
mean and mean what you say. The key is to realize that going negative on your opponent 
is not the same as comparing your records. Make the most of your opportunities to 
showcase your plan. 
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