
primer: five tips for using your  
vital signs during an election
Our movement’s national Vital Signs Week falls in the first week of October, just twenty days 

before Canada’s 2019 federal election — a strategic moment to deepen your foundation’s 

impact through Vital Signs.

build relationships early
The election period is the perfect time to build relationships, 
as candidates will be open to connecting with and learning 
from community leaders. Invite candidates or senior campaign 
staff to a meeting, to attend a Vital Conversation or Vital 
Signs launch or to experience your impact through a site visit. 
Research the backgrounds of candidates and public officials, 
including their personal and family histories, connections 
and priorities. What drives each candidate, and what kind of 
outreach will resonate with them?

There’s no need to wait to see who’s elected — by starting 
before an election date, you’ll already have opened the door for 
ongoing dialogue once the government has been formed.

Tip: Charities must be nonpartisan in all of their activities — 
this means that it’s important to avoid supporting or criticizing 
any political party or candidate. When conducting outreach or 
issuing invitations, be sure to reach out to all candidates. When 
inviting candidates to an event, be clear that the event will go 
forward if at least two candidates attend. Elections BC has put 
together a great video on being nonpartisan here.

focus on what matters most
If you had one ‘ask’ for a new government, what would it be? 
Pick one or two priority areas — like those identified in your 
Vital Signs work — and design a strategy with tactics that 
will forward your ask, whether by connecting with candidates 
directly, raising awareness through traditional media, or hosting 
a Vital Conversation for dialogue. The ONN Elections Toolkit 
has great advice on how to strategize once you’ve identified 
your ask.

Focus on issues that are core priorities for the community, 
rather than ‘growing candidates’ knowledge about your 
organization’. By demonstrating your expertise and 
commitment to issues that matter most to the community, 
you’ll achieve that goal anyway.

Tip: Choose an issue that is under the purview of the level of 
government up for election. Civix has put together this helpful 
overview of the responsibilities of federal, provincial and 
municipal governments in Canada.

share your community knowledge (and 
your vital signs!)
During an election, candidates are bombarded with 
requests from all directions. Establish your organization as a 
professional, trusted, expert partner by sharing research and 
stories about your priority areas. An election is the perfect 
opportunity to launch your Vital Signs work, host a Vital 
Conversation or share briefs or reports to spark conversation 
about your priority areas.

Candidates may be interested in being present at your Vital 
Signs launch event, or during Vital Conversations, as they can 
be seen as an opportunity to speak to the community and 
media. Keep it nonpartisan by inviting all candidates.

Tip: If you are planning to use paid or in-kind advertising to 
promote action on an issue, make sure that you understand the 
rules on advertising by Third Parties in the Canada Elections 
Act. Visit the bottom of this resource for more information.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=arNM0rihGwo
https://theonn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Election-Toolkit-Jan-2018.pdf
http://civix.ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/Federal-Provincial-and-Municipal-Responsibilities-AB.pdf
http://civix.ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/Federal-Provincial-and-Municipal-Responsibilities-AB.pdf


go for quality over quantity
Your organization has many options in terms of tactics for 
influence during an election period: holding individual meetings 
with candidates, hosting an event, sharing Vital Signs findings, 
writing a letter, publishing an op-ed, creating a buzz on social 
media — the list goes on. Consider your capacity and think 
“quality over quantity.” A few in-person meetings or a really 
effective Vital Conversation attended by candidates will have a 
greater impact than 25 social media posts or a canned letter.

Tip: Activate your networks. The more community members 
that collaborate on an event or issue, the more likely that 
a specific ask will gain traction with candidates and public 
officials as an “election issue”. Include other community 
organizations and leaders to extend your capacity and grow the 
tactics and reach of your work.

learn the rules and stay nonpartisan
Charities and nonprofits are an important part of Canadian 
democracy. Don’t be intimidated by the rules and regulations 
— get informed so that you can play your leadership role! There 
are 3 key areas to consider when playing within the rules:

a) The Income Tax Act 

Prior to 2018, Canadian charities were subject to limits on 
the resources that they could devote to specific kinds of 
public policy and advocacy efforts — once known as “political 
activities.” 

In December 2018, the Government of Canada made several 
changes to the Income Tax Act, which created a new term 
for these kinds of activities: ‘public policy dialogue and 
development activities’ (PPDDAs). With these changes, 
charities are now allowed to engage in unlimited activities that 
are aimed at influencing public policy, so long as the activities:

• Are connected to the charitable purposes of the  
 registered charity

• Are not directly or indirectly partisan, supporting or   
 criticizing a party or candidate

Read the CRA Guidance for more on ‘PPDDAs’ and what 
is included in this category: CRA Guidance on Public Policy 
Dialogue and Development Activities.

b) Canada Elections Act

The Elections Act governs the laws related to federal elections, 
and outlines specific rules on election advertising. 

The Act defines election advertising as ‘The transmission 
to the public by any means during the election period of an 
advertising message that promotes or opposes a registered 
party or candidate, including by taking a position on an issue 
with which the party or candidate is associated.”

Only the second part of this definition applies to charities, as 
charities are forbidden from engaging in partisan activities. At 
its core, if your charity pays for advertising that encourages 
action related to a specific issue that may be associated with 
a party or candidate, you may be required to register with 
Elections Canada as a ‘Third Party’. You are required to register 
once you have spent more than $500 on issue-focused 
advertising during the pre-election and election period. For the 
2019 federal election, this timeframe began on June 30, 2019.

Note that regular communications (fundraising notes, 
newsletters, your regular website, etc.) does not count towards 
this threshold, nor does unpaid advertising on a specific  
issue area.

c) The Lobbying Act

The Lobbying Act governs efforts to influence positions and 
decisions by elected officials, senior public office holders — 
whether regarding legislation, regulations, programs or public 
policy, as well as the awarding of grants and  
contribution agreements. 

Charities that intend on lobbying should track the amount of 
paid time is spent on these activities. Registration is required 
when lobbying “duties constitute a significant part of the duties 
of one employee or would constitute a significant part of the 
duties of one employee if they were performed by only one 
employee.” This has been interpreted to mean that registration 
is required if lobbying takes up to 20% of the time of a  
full-time employee.

Note that registration is only required for paid activities, 
lobbying activities by volunteers does not add to this  
20% threshold.

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/charities-giving/charities/policies-guidance/public-policy-dialogue-development-activities.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/charities-giving/charities/policies-guidance/public-policy-dialogue-development-activities.html


learn more about the rules
Here are a few excellent resources that describe the rules that govern charities during the 2019 federal election period: 

• “What are the rules anyway?’’ by Imagine Canada and the Ontario Nonprofit Network

• Advocacy Regulations and the Election by Mark Blumberg of Blumber Segal LLP
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https://www.imaginecanada.ca/sites/default/files/2019-08/Imagine%20Canada%20and%20ONN.Charities%20rules.FINAL_.pdf
https://www.globalphilanthropy.ca/images/uploads/Political_Activities_and_Elections_Rules_-_CCIC_2019_-_Mark_Blumberg.pdf

