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Local Group Toolkit - First Meeting Guide
 

This toolkit offers guidance about how you can start a successful local campaign group for real 
democracy in the UK. It has been compiled based on the experience and practice of groups that 
have successfully established themselves since the May 2015 General Election, and also draws 
on the experience of other campaign groups and seasoned activists. 
 
The approach set out here is not the only way to start a local campaign. Whether you follow this 
guidance precisely or just use it as inspiration, we hope you find the ideas in this document 
useful. As your group develops, we encourage you to explore new ideas and approaches of 
your own and would love to hear about your experiences and successes in order to share this 
knowledge with others. 
 
Throughout history, real democratic and social progress has only been made possible by 
ordinary people organising and taking action - whether the cause be civil rights, fair electoral 
processes, universal suffrage or labour rights. Moving to Proportional Representation would be 
a change of similar character, shifting power from the few to the many.  
 
We believe the way to secure PR is for a grassroots movement, pushing for change from the 
bottom-up, to work in partnership with an alliance of politicians and leaders using their profile 
and positions to call for and ultimately enact reform. The grassroots movement has a vital role to 
play in building public understanding, demonstrating public support, persuading leaders to 
support and actively campaign for fair votes, and holding those leaders to their word when the 
opportunity to fix our democracy arises. 
 
By being a part of a local campaign group, you will be playing an important role in the biggest 
improvement to our democracy since women won the vote. It’s exciting, rewarding, and - with so 
many of our political problems arising from our broken democracy - could make all the 
difference in the UK; making it a better, more equal, more cordial place for everyone to live. 
 

Supporting, not owning
 

Make Votes Matter doesn’t “own” any local campaign groups - although we’re more             
than happy for you to use our name and branding! Our role is to link up and support                  
anyone who campaigns for PR in the House of Commons. It’s for you to decide what                
you focus on and how you operate, but we’ll be here to help you in any way we can. 
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Holding your first meeting
 

There’s no reason why one person couldn’t carry out most of the campaign ideas in this toolkit 
on their own - but it’s easier (and more fun) to campaign as a group! So, the first thing to do is 
call a meeting of likeminded individuals in your area. Fortunately, as the vast majority of the 
public support a move to PR, there’s bound to be a lot of them around and they’re easy to get in 
touch with. 
 
If you want us to, Make Votes Matter will usually send one of our core team to speak about the 
campaign at your first meeting. We can also help by chairing the first meeting if you like. 
 

When, where, who? 
When? 
 
It’s best to pick a date at least a couple of weeks into the future to give everyone enough notice 
to be able to attend. More people tend to be available on weeknight evenings from Monday to 
Thursday. If you want someone from Make Votes Matter’s team to join you, please get in touch 
to check availability with us first. 
 
You may be tempted to work out who’s coming and then try to find a date that works for 
everyone - but this tends to lead to confusion! Certainly for the first meeting it’s best to set a 
date and stick with it. Anyone who’s busy can always come next time. 
 
Whatever date you pick, plan for your first meeting to last one and a half hours. You may end up 
covering everything in an hour, but it’s best to not feel too hurried. 
 
Where? 
 
You’ll also need to decide on a venue. The ideal venue can hold up to twenty people, is quiet 
and private enough to be able to hold a conversation comfortably, is wheelchair accessible, and 
is free to use. Some pubs, bars and cafes have private rooms that they will let you use free of 
charge (whereas those that do charge are often expensive).  
 
If no free venue is available, another option is to pay to hire a room or hall. This cost can usually 
be covered at the meeting by inviting small donations. Community Centres, Churches and 
Quakers Meeting Houses offer very affordable hourly rates. Netmums’ Halls for Hire lists cheap 
venues all over the country. Local knowledge can help you find great, unadvertised venues too. 
The best and cheapest are often unlisted - so it’s worth asking around to find out which venues 
local party branches and community groups use for their meetings. 
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Who? 

It’s now time to start inviting people to the meeting. There are two really effective ways of doing 
this that we strongly advise.  

1. Once you’ve booked the venue, let us know. We will list all the meeting details on our 
website so anyone can find it and invite others. We’ll send an email to all of our 
supporters in your local area to let them know the meeting is happening, as well as 
publicising it on social media. We’re in touch with people in every constituency in the 
country and first local meetings usually get a good response. 

2. We also strongly advise that you invite the local branches of all the political parties 
operating in your area, particularly the Green Party, Labour, Liberal Democrats, Plaid 
Cymru, SNP, UKIP and the Women’s Equality Party. You can find local branch details by 
searching the internet and you can use our template invitation email. 

These two methods are very efficient and should succeed in bringing a core group of people 
together. However, if you want to you can publicise the meeting further through the following: 

3. Invite other organisations whose members may be interested in attending. These 
include local branches of pro-democracy organisations (like Unlock Democracy, 
Compass, the Fabian Society, 38 Degrees, Greenpeace, etc), as well as trade unions, 
university politics societies, religious groups, residents associations and more. You can 
adapt the same template invitation email for this purpose. 

4. Print out and fill in our poster to advertise the meeting. Put up copies in shops, cafes, 
pubs or libraries in your local area. You can also hand out blank posters at your first 
meeting and - once you’ve decided where and when the next meeting will be - ask 
everyone present to put one up to advertise the time and place of the next event. 

And of course, don’t forget to invite friends and contacts who may be interested in campaigning 
for real democracy! 

Small group, big impact
 

You don’t need masses of people at every meeting in order to run an effective               
campaign. A handful of activists can make a huge difference - transforming local             
public awareness and mobilising a much wider group of supporters for specific events             
or occasion. In fact, it can be much simpler to keep in touch with a smaller group. 
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The first meeting 
If one of Make Votes Matter’s team are attending and chairing the meeting, they will run the 
meeting to this draft agenda. We recommend that you keep to the same format if you are 
chairing yourself - it gives the meeting enough structure while giving everyone space to 
contribute their own ideas. 
 
The draft agenda is divided into five sections: 
 
Chair’s welcome 

Once everyone has arrived, the Chair calls a start to the meeting. This is an opportunity to make 
guests feel welcome and comfortable, give an idea of how the evening will run, and check that 
everyone is at the right meeting! 
 
Depending on the venue, the Chair is sometimes required to give housekeeping notices, for 
example about fire safety. It’s usually sufficient to let everyone know where the exits and toilets 
are. 
 
The Chair should briefly explain how they propose to run the evening - giving a very quick 
summary of the agenda - and check whether everyone is happy with that approach. There may 
be further suggestions! 
 
It is very important that everyone in attendance understands the basic principles on which the 
meeting will be held. You can decide on a principle between yourselves, or you can use this 
one, which has been the basis of the Make Votes Matter team’s work together: 
 

We work together respectfully, collaboratively and democratically, listening to others 
despite differences of opinion, making sure everyone is heard, that no-one monopolises 
the space, and that the agenda is followed.  

 
As a cross-party campaign we bring together people who often have radically different political 
views. It is therefore best to set out a “no politics” rule: meaning everyone should avoid sharing 
value judgments about any political issues except the voting system. With these principles 
agreed at the outset, it’s easy for the Chair to gently remind anyone who inadvertently start to 
stray into controversial areas. 
 
Finally, the Chair should use this stage of the meeting to invite everyone to sign in using the 
meeting registration form and to contribute to covering venue costs (if any). It’s best to let 
everyone know how much the room cost, and how much it works out as per person (usually no 
more than a couple of pounds), and to pass round a jar or another container for the collection. 
Donations must be voluntary, but people are often generous! 
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Introductions 

With the scene set, it’s time to for everyone to take turns to introduce themselves. As well as 
asking everyone to say who they are and whether they’re involved in any political parties or 
organisations, it’s good to ask an icebreaker question. This could be: 

● Why do you believe the UK needs Proportional Representation? 
● What kind of action are you interested in taking to get PR? 
● What does democracy mean to you? 

Attendees can share as much or as little as they like. People who took the time to attend often 
have a lot of thoughts on these issues, and it’s important that everyone has the opportunity to 
share these at the outset. Some discussion may arise from the ideas people share. Again, this 
is welcome as long as it doesn’t threaten to derail the agenda. 

The campaign for Proportional Representation 
 
Some people in attendance will have followed the campaign to Make Votes Matter very closely, 
some will know a little, and to some it will mostly be news. To bring everyone up to speed and to 
give some context to the meeting, it helps to have a short presentation on the history, work and 
future plans of the campaign. 
 
If a member of the the Make Votes Matter team is in attendance, they’ll do all this for you. If not, 
we will be happy to send you some notes covering the past and recent activities of the 
campaign. We can also provide slides for a presentation if you wish. 
 
This talk usually lasts no more than ten minutes, following which people will be likely to have 
questions. If you are Chairing the meeting, don’t worry if you don’t know all the answers. You 
can get in touch with us afterwards and answer any outstanding questions by email is 
necessary. 
 
What we can do 
 
Now it’s time for the most important part of the meeting - when everyone present will discuss 
and decide what they want to do to campaign for real democracy. We have a lot of suggestions 
for the kind of campaign activities you can do (see Campaign Ideas) - but it’s best to start by 
hearing what everyone in the room would like to do. This often leads to some original, creative 
ideas - and people are more likely to get involved if they’re focussing on areas they are 
interested in. We also strongly recommend that you consider the ideas things you can do right 
away, which have been proven to be simple and effective.  
 
Keep it fairly open and free-flowing during this part of the meeting. Record ideas as they are 
suggested, as well as noting who would like to take action. 
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By the end of this section, you should agree between yourselves on a few areas to focus on. 
For example, it you might want to invite a local MP to the next meeting, and to identify a suitable 
time and place to run a stall. Be sure to agree and note who is responsible for each action. 
 
Next meeting & closing 
 
Perhaps the most important thing to do before finishing is to decide the time, date, venue of the 
next meeting. A specific person should also be made responsible for sending details of the next 
meeting and agreed actions to all the email addresses on the meeting register. 
 
The end of the meeting is also a good time to decide what to talk about next time. Through the 
course of your meeting, people have probably found their knowledge of different proportional 
voting systems is far from perfect, or that they’re not confident they could sum up the case for 
PR in a couple of minutes. This can be useful in deciding what to focus on next time - for 
example a section focussing on a specific voting system, or a session practicing a one-minute 
“elevator pitch” on electoral reform. See the second meeting section for more ideas. 
 
Before leaving don’t forget to take a group photo! Photos are really important for showing 
solidarity with other campaign groups - they instantly make your work feel real, and help inspire 
others to take similar action. You can share photos on social media, tagging Make Votes Matter, 
or you can send it to us by email and we’ll share it for you. 
 
Many groups socialise afterwards in a pub or cafe, where conversations about democracy and 
campaigning often continue. 
 

The keys to success
 

Make sure it’s enjoyable - if it’s not fun it won’t be sustainable! This is a topic lots of                   
people are passionate about and it feels great to take action and know you’re making               
a difference. While it’s a serious topic, don’t try to make it too formal - people are                 
spending their free time to get involved. But do make sure agreed actions are              
recorded and shared with attendees afterwards. Something every successful social          
and political movement has in common is a of sense of community: so be welcoming               
and make sure everyone feels like an important part of something while they’re             
together. 
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Things you can do right away 
Below are a few tried and tested ideas you can start work on from the get go. For more ideas 
about what you can do to get PR in your local group, see Campaign Ideas. 
 

1. Lobby your MP... invite them to a group meeting! 
 
Your constituency Member of Parliament is your first point of recourse for political issues that 
concern you. As activists, we have both a right and a responsibility to tell our MPs we are not 
satisfied with our democratic system - even if they don’t want to hear it.  
 
MPs do change their minds. For example, Make Votes Matter South East London has identified 
several who were previously undecided on PR and got them to publicly come out in favour of 
reform. Even if your MP is a die hard supporter of First Past the Post, it’s essential that they 
hear from their constituents on the issue. Otherwise, they can honestly use the excuse that it 
just doesn’t seem to be an issue local people are interested in. 
 
The best way to lobby your MP is to invite them along to one of your future local group 
meetings, for which you can use our template invitation email. Once they’ve agreed to attend we 
can help you promote the meeting to get a strong turnout in support of PR. Our team are always 
keen to meet MPs and we’ll do our best to join the meeting! 
 
For ideas on how to handle meetings with MPs, see the relevant section in Campaign Ideas or 
get in touch with us. 
 

2. Engage with the community... go leafleting! 
 
Raising awareness of the need for Proportional Representation in the community is fundamental 
to the work of many local groups. By sharing written information and talking to members of the 
public, we can inform people about the issue and inspire them to take action. 
 
It’s advisable to work as a group when engaging with the public. It is most rewarding to set up a 
stall in a location where people who are interested can stay and talk to you for a while about the 
need for democracy. Good options include setting up a street stall in a High Street, reserving a 
spot at a local market, or running a stall at a local festival or fair.  
 
We recommend distributing our General Leaflet, of which we can help provide hard copies or 
you can print yourself. If you are concerned about answering difficult questions members of the 
public may have, it may help to look at our briefing in advance (or even to have a copy with you 
on the day) - but remember, you don’t have to know all the answers: all you really need to know 
is that Parliament should reflect us, the voters!  
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You can invite people to sign Make Votes Matter’s Declaration by printing copies of the 
Declaration sign-up sheet. This also gives people the chance to sign up to your local group 
mailing list and Make Votes Matter’s national mailing list so they can be kept up to date with the 
campaign, and perhaps play an active role in the future. 
 
For more ideas about what you can do to get PR in your local group, see Campaign 
Ideas. 
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