
  

 

Electoral Campaigning and COVID-19 
A Companion Guide to UN Women’s Political Leadership & Candidate Training Manual 

 

The world needs women’s leadership to recover from the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The resulting crisis has negatively 

and disproportionately impacted women and girls and 

gender-based violence.1 At the same time, women have 

demonstrated exceptional leadership on pandemic 

responses despite representing the minority of decision-

makers worldwide.2 It is more important than ever for 

women to bring their different experiences and 

perspectives, talents and skills to table at all levels of 

political and public life.  

 

Elections provide an opportunity for women aspiring to political office to make that case. But COVID-19 

and containment measures have significantly affected the ability of both countries and candidates to 

organize elections and electoral campaigns. Candidates’ ability to organize grassroots, face-to-face 

campaigns is impeded due to social distancing measures and face greater difficulties securing political 

financing due to the pandemic’s economic fallout. In some places, trade-offs between public health and 

political rights are leading to unrest, while enforced public health measures that restrict people’s 

movement and interactions discourage some from running. 

  

This is the “new normal”, so how can women candidates continue to campaign within this new context? 

What opportunities might there be for increased engagement by a broader set of citizens? 

 

This companion guide to UN Women’s Manual for Trainers of Political Leadership and Candidate Training3 

offers tips and suggestions for UN Women and/or trainers to consider when advising women political 

aspirants and candidates on running for office during this pandemic and generally in times of crisis.  

 

 

OVERALL 

 

Err on the side of safety. The candidate, her supporters and the public need to avoid dangerous, 

health compromising situations. Electoral and campaign events will have to adjust for necessary 

protective gear requirements and social distancing measures or may even have to take place virtually with 

individual outreach taking place online and through social media. Candidates and their supporters should 

follow their local health authorities’ guidance. 

 

“Just think about it: globally, women 
make up 70 per cent of workers in 
the health and social sector, and they 
do three times as much unpaid care 
work at home as men. Yet, they are 
systematically excluded from the 
decision-making bodies that initiate 
life-saving emergency protocols in 
health-care settings.” 
Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director, 
UN Women 
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On the other hand, the COVID-19 pandemic has provided women candidates an opportunity to show 

leadership and, whether already elected or not, to engage in the decision-making processes on pandemic 

response and recovery. In addition to traditional campaign activities, candidates can immediately and 

directly help their constituencies with direct service such as organizing a voluntary food drive or providing 

needed information about preventative measures and available medical and economic resources.  

 

The campaign message still matters. Now more than ever, candidates must make the voter, 

public health and economic recovery the center of the campaign. This crisis has impacted each person’s 

life, so candidates must show empathy and strength as they communicate that they understand how the 

pandemic has affected their constituents and the constituents’ priorities, and that they have solutions 

that will help their communities. 

 

Candidates are still “running as women.” Campaigning during the COVID-19 pandemic has 

exacerbated many of the challenges that women typically face while seeking political office and which 

they need to be aware of. Finding the time needed to be a candidate may be much harder as women take 

on additional roles at home while also continuing to work. The increase of virtual campaign activities may 

disadvantage women candidates who have less access to technology while increasing risks for hate speech 

and gender-based violence particularly on social media. Lockdowns may exacerbate women’s exclusion 

from political party meetings where candidate nominations are discussed and decided. Finally, the 

economic fallout of the pandemic has made it even harder for women to mobilize financial resources for 

electoral campaigns.  

 

CAMPAIGN SPECIFIC 

 

The ways of communicating with voters have changed.4 Speeches to large groups, rallies 

with supporters and visits to rural communities may not be possible as “stay at home” orders continue or 

where social distancing guidelines restrict or limit the number of people who can attend large gatherings. 

 

● The campaign communications plan may have to use more online technology to increase 

communications with voters rather than in-person tools. The campaign should use its knowledge 

and research about how voters get their political information and focus message delivery efforts 

there (e.g. television, telephone, text, radio, email and social media platforms like Facebook and 

Twitter). 

 

● The campaign should think about both paid advertisements and “free” methods of delivering its 

message such as television and radio interviews and social media activities, such as “tweet chats.” 

 

● A candidate’s communication plan needs to take into account where internet penetration is low 

and take into account any gender gap that exists in access to the internet. Similarly, not every 

voter is comfortable using websites or social media platforms. Placing posters in publicly visible 



 
 

3 

 

places, using a car with a loudspeaker, or riding a bicycle with a campaign poster or election 

information could help share information where technology tools and access are limited. 

 

● When adapting the communication plan, the candidate should keep in mind how to reach all of 

her targeted voters, including those who have disabilities, speak other dialects or are less literate.  

 

● If most communications have moved to online platforms, the campaign will have to think about 

how to attract voters’ attention. In many cases, video, including through live sessions on social 

media, is a great way for the candidate to speak directly to the voters, but not all voters will be 

able to access the internet or appreciate videos equally. Voice (through telephone, radio, etc.) 

and text messages may serve some communities better. 

 

● In addition to campaign-created content, the campaign should solicit user-generated content 

such as supportive messages, questions about COVID-19 and services and appropriate videos. This 

shows voters that the candidate cares about and is listening to voters’ priorities and concerns. 

 

● Candidates also need to keep in mind that while increased online activities may reach more 

people, they also create the opportunity for increased online harassment.  

 

In France, where the second round of municipal elections were held on 28 June 2020, large public gatherings 

were not allowed. The Ministry of Interior announced strict requirements, including the provision and use of 

surgical masks and hand sanitizers for all voters and electoral staff, as well as gloves for the latter. 

 

Political parties and candidates had to find clever ways to get out their 

messages and engage voters. In Châtillion, a commune south of Paris, one 

candidate engaged as many constituents as possible by transforming 

traditional in-person public campaign meetings into virtual ones, using 

video conferencing and telephone discussions.  

  

Another candidate adapted the 

traditional ‘door-to-door’ campaign voter outreach tactic by strapping her 

campaign poster (showing her name, party, photo and slogan on one side 

and her proposals on the other) to the back of her bicycle which she rode 

through her constituency wearing gloves and a surgical mask. This allowed 

her to remain visible, role model safe behavior, communicate her message 

and campaign platform while also reminding voters of the election day.5  

 
Photos: screenshots from francetvinfo.fr, JT de 8 Heures sur France 2 du mercredi 3 juin 2020, originally broadcast on France 2, France 

Télévisions, updated 03/06/2020 | 12:16 ; published 27/05/2020 | 05:52 

 

Find out about electoral law and calendar changes. In some countries, governments are 

changing the candidate nomination and electoral processes. 
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● The campaign team should be aware of any new regulations or instructions adopted by the 

election management body (EMB) related to campaigning in the context of COVID-19. 

 

● The campaign should confirm the election date, the legal campaign period, the candidate 

requirements and other details about what is and isn’t allowed during the electoral process 

including voter registration, campaigning and the voting process itself. 

 

● Check/consult the electoral legal framework if amended because of the pandemic.  

 

In the United States, changes at the state level to candidate nomination have included allowing nominees to 

collect signatures electronically and submit these and other qualifying documents electronically; exempting 

nominees for state-level office from filing statements of economic interests for a certain amount of time; 

postponing deadlines for submitting petitions (signatures) by unaffiliated candidates; and reducing petition 

signature requirements or suspending them altogether.6  

 

Revisit the campaign plan.7 A campaign plan is the simple process of setting goals and deciding 

how to reach them. What has changed? What is the same? 

 

● The campaign team needs to contact its political party (if applicable) to know how they are 

changing and adapting their plans for the campaign period. 

 

● Within their own campaigns, women candidates need to reevaluate their budgets (fundraising 

and spending), adapt their message and review their voter contact plans. 

 

● If the electoral process or calendar has changed and/or new modes of voting are being used, the 

campaign needs to consider this in its outreach to voters. 

 

 

Reminder: Even with COVID-19 disrupting the campaign plan, any changes to campaign strategy should remain 

coordinated with the campaign plan, message, and communication strategy. All aspects of a campaign plan should be 

interlinked and strategic, even if COVID-19 causes last minute changes. For example: if the campaign planned to go door-

to-door with volunteers and issue a press release or social media blitz after reaching a target of 10,000 voters, and due 

to COVID-19 instead decides to use volunteers to reach voters via telephone, a communication strategy should still exist 

to celebrate the reach of this 10,000 voter targeting milestone. 

 

Look at the campaign budget.8 The budget is a realistic, week-by-week forecast of the money to 

be raised and spent in all areas of the campaign, including voter contact, media, technology, fundraising, 

staff, and overhead costs. 

 

https://ballotpedia.org/Changes_to_election_dates,_procedures,_and_administration_in_response_to_the_coronavirus_(COVID-19)_pandemic,_2020#Candidate_filing_changes
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● The campaign needs to be realistic about how its fundraising strategy will change. Fundraising 

expectations may need adjusting. Both the tools to collect funds and how the candidate asks for 

donations during this economic downturn will probably change. 

 

● If the campaign budget must be cut by 20 or 50 percent because of a lower level of fundraising, 

for example, the campaign needs to determine what are the most essential activities of the 

campaign and cut other items from the budget. 

 

● The budget should be reallocated based on the most effective campaign means. If telephone calls 

and the online outreach become the main ways for reaching voters during the pandemic, the 

budget should reflect that, taking into account the costs associated with accessing the internet 

and using phones.  

 

● The campaign should include the costs of personal protective equipment and hand sanitizer or 

soap in the budget for its team, volunteers and voters for the campaign period and for election 

day, if appropriate.  

 

● If rent for an office space, transportation and/or events were a large part of the budget and social 

distancing measures restrict travel or in-person gatherings, the campaign should evaluate if those 

items are necessary during the pandemic. In matching the budget to the revised campaign plan, 

campaign funds may be better used for other items, like signs or online advertisements. 

 

“For the 12 April 2020 local elections in Kyrgyzstan, (ultimately suspended due to a state of emergency), the 

Central Election Commission offered all candidates and political parties the opportunity to place their materials 

on its website. For 15 April 2020, legislative elections in the Republic of Korea, the National Election Commission 

also placed political party platforms on the ‘election pledges and policies site’ and provided the opportunity to 

political parties with registered candidates to include materials in the voter information packs sent to all 

households.”9 

 

Remember the campaign message.10 Candidates should think about why they originally 

decided to seek public office while taking into account the issues that voters are thinking about now - 

housing, food, access to health care and economic stability. 

 

● The campaign needs to decide how the candidate’s message will be reframed, acknowledging the 

pandemic and its effects on people's lives, as well as the expanded role of governments, especially 

at the local level. 

 

● As the pandemic continues, voters are looking for hope and solutions to the negative impact of 

the pandemic on their lives. The campaign may want to rethink any message that attacks the 

opponent and instead be more positive and/or solution oriented. 
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● In addition to the issues that have changed (or not), the campaign needs to think about how the 

solutions may be different now. 

 

● Unlike during a “normal” campaign, the candidate might want to stop talking about herself all 

together (aside from what serves her message) and focus on providing or directing voters to 

critical and fact-based information for the community about COVID itself, health guidelines, 

medical resources and the voting process, including any changes to voting procedures or calendar. 

 

● Where voting measures are changed due to COVID-19, the campaign has an opportunity to 

include in its messages the importance of inclusive electoral processes, calling for, for example, 

accessible polling stations so the elderly or persons with disabilities have the opportunity to vote. 

 

Engage voters where they are.11 Campaigns need to understand how the pandemic has impacted 

the constituency and the voters that live there. 

 

● The campaign should refer back to research done on the constituency. As with the message, the 

campaign should know how voters get their information about politics, but the focus here is on 

engaging voters in real time by having a back-and-forth sharing of information. 

 

● With regard to targeting, the campaign needs to evaluate whether the pandemic has changed 

voters’ attitudes and priorities about local and national priorities. Depending on whether or not 

the candidate is an incumbent or not, this attitudinal change could be helpful. 

 

● When organizing campaign events to meet voters, restrictions and rules around social distancing 

and large group gatherings (which may change even in one country or region) need to be 

considered. The candidates should be aware of these rules and act accordingly during the 

campaign, even if it means adjusting voter engagement tactics throughout. 

 

● If it is safe (and permitted by campaign rules and laws), the campaign may want to refocus some 

of its activities to support COVID-19 relief efforts of existing service providers for people who live 

in the constituency.  

 

● When encouraging voters to go to vote, the campaign should make sure to remind them about 

the protection measures. 

 

● Volunteers remain an essential campaign resource and should be recruited and appreciated in 

the same ways. People may have more time on their hands if there are “stay at home” orders and 

may appreciate having a role to play. Youth volunteers who are social media enthusiasts could be 

of great assistance for women candidates in the COVID-19 environment and as such their 

importance should be highlighted. Regardless, campaigns should give volunteers a discrete task 

that they can do safely and thank them for their time.12 
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1 https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls  
2 https://graduateinstitute.ch/communications/news/gender-and-other-drivers-leaders-policy-responses-coronavirus 
3 In 2019, UN Women released a Manual for Trainers of Political Leadership and Candidate Training  to help expand the pool of qualified women 
willing to run a campaign, win and serve in elective office. 
4 Refer to Session 2.3: Creating a communications plan in the Manual 
5 France TV 2, 3 June 2020. At 03:30 minutes: https://www.francetvinfo.fr/replay-jt/france-2/8-heures/jt-de-8h-du-mercredi-3-juin-
2020_3982783.html 
6 https://ballotpedia.org/Changes_to_election_dates,_procedures,_and_administration_in_response_to_the_coronavirus_(COVID-
19)_pandemic,_2020#Candidate_filing_changes 
7 Refer to Session 5.1: Campaign plan in the Manual 
8 Refer to Session 5.3: Campaign budget in the Manual 
9 Excerpt from “ELECTORAL OPERATIONS DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC - A practical guide for UN electoral advisers, May 2020. (UNDP and 
DPPA) 
10 Refer to Session 2.1: Creating a message in the Manual 
11 Refer to Session 3.2: Voter/constituent engagement in the Manual 
12 Refer to Session 5.2: Campaign team in the Manual  
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