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WELCOME TO THE LEAGUE:  
HOW TO START A NEW CHAPTER 

[Compiled and updated April, 2011] 

 
INTRODUCTION TO THE LEAGUE 

 
What is the League of Women Voters [LWV]? 
The League of Women voters is a nonpartisan, grassroots political organization open to men and women of all 
ages.  It encourages informed and active participation in government, works to increase understanding of major 
public policy issues, and to influence public policy through education and advocacy. 
 
The goal of the League is to empower citizens to shape better communities worldwide.  By joining the League, 
citizens can gain the information and skills they need to become effective participants in government.  
Belonging to an active local League offers additional opportunities to take part in the democratic process.  For 
the organization as a whole, new members and new Leagues mean fresh ideas, innovative approaches to resolve 
public policy concerns, and ongoing sources of leadership. 
 
The League of Women Voters’ nonpartisan policy states that the LWV neither supports nor opposes any 
political party or candidate for elective office, but does encourage its members as individuals to take part fully 
in the political process. 
 
The League operates at the local, state, and national levels in every state, Washington, D.C., Puerto Rico, and 
the Virgin Islands.  In New York State, there are over 50 local Leagues 
 
HOW IS THE LEAGUE ORGANIZED? 
Since the LWV operates at three levels, joining at one level automatically makes you a member of the other two 
levels.  Members usually participate at the local level when they first join. 
 
Described below is the structural framework for local Leagues throughout New York State, which provides the 
fundamental guideline for ensuring that the tri-level basis of LWV is consistent and the organization is able to 
function efficiently, provide services to each geographic community, and carry on the mission of the League 
throughout the state. 
 
TYPES OF MEMBERSHIP 
Membership is open to any person who subscribes to the purpose and principles of the LWV.  The LWV of 
New York State is committed to diversity, recognizing that diverse perspectives are important and necessary for 
responsible and representative decision making in a democracy.  Diversity also enhances the organization’s 
ability to respond more effectively to changing conditions and needs. 
 
Types of Membership: 

 Voting members are citizens at least 18 years old. 
 Household members are two or more members living at the same address. 
 Associate members are persons who are under 18 years old or who are non-citizens. 
 Members-at-Large [MAL] live outside the area of and are not enrolled in any local LWV, but are 

members of the state and national LWV. 
 Life members are voting members who have belonged to the League for 50 or more years.  Life 

members pay no dues. 
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TYPICAL STRUCTURE OF A LEAGUE 
Although the following has been the typical structure of the League for a number of years, local leagues are 
encouraged to adapt a structure that is appropriate to their current needs.  Assistance with this evaluation 
can be found in LWVUS’ “ABC’s for a Streamlined League” 
 
Board of Directors: 

 Officers elected at each level of LWV by the membership at annual meetings or conventions. 
 Directors elected or appointed per the League’s Bylaws. 
 Each board member is responsible for managing the activities of the League as well as for a specific area 

such as program, voter service, membership, finance, bulletin, public relations, publication, website 
maintenance, action, or advocacy. 

 
Committees: 

 Study committees study a public issue of LWV concern chosen by members at their annual meetings.  
They research, clarify, and develop a focus for League consideration.  Their responsibility is to present 
facts to the members who decide whether there is a consensus [substantial agreement of members] to 
establish a position upon which the League can take action.  Note:  Positions are evaluated periodically 
at which time members determine whether to retain or drop them. 

 Standing committees carry out the balance of the LWV’s work in voter service, membership, budget, 
and advocacy.  Advocacy consists of lobbying, testifying, letters to the editor, press conferences, press 
releases, visits to editorial boards, letters and emails, forums, public meetings, coalitions, litigation 
and/or publications. 

 
Meetings: 

 Each local LWV determines its own schedule  where programs are presented for both members and the 
public. 

 Each board/leadership team meets at least once a month to conduct League official business.  Guests and 
observers may attend these business meetings but may not vote. 

 Each local LWV holds an annual meeting to elect officers, to set local dues, and to adopt local program, 
bylaws, and budget.  All members can and should attend the annual meetings where they are eligible to 
vote. 

 
Conventions and Councils 

 A national convention is held every other year in even years.  In the odd years, national meets in 
council attended by a smaller delegate body. 

 A state convention is held every other year in odd years.  In the even years, states meet in council 
attended by a smaller delegate body. 

 Both conventions are comprised of delegates elected by local LWV’s in numbers proportionate to their 
membership.  Any League member is eligible to serve as a convention delegate.  Observers and guests 
may attend but may not vote.  Delegates debate and vote on program, budget, financial support, and 
bylaws as well as elect officers for the next biennium. 
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STEPS TO FORM A NEW LEAGUE 
 
General Organizational Guidelines 
Throughout this process the MAL Unit will have assistance from the LWVNYS staff and one or more 
representatives of the state League and/or a nearby local League. 

 
1. The idea for forming a new League arises through either citizen inquiry or State board initiative. 
2. A nucleus of interested citizens is recruited. 
3. A state advisor is appointed by the State Membership Chair and confers with the interested group. 
4. An informational meeting is held and the decision to proceed to a community-wide meeting is made.  

The purpose of this first meeting is threefold: 
a. To introduce the League and discuss the MAL process. 
b. To plan an organizational meeting, if interest exists, with everyone present contributing to an 

extensive list of friends, neighbors, business associates and community leaders who will receive 
personal invitations. 

c. To develop a plan to publicize the meeting. 
5. Preparations for an organizational meeting include: 

a. Consultation with state advisor re identifying all segments of community to enhance diversity. 
b. Date, time, and place chosen for widest audience possible. 
c. Agenda determined which should include: 

i. Nonpartisan policy statement for officers 
ii. Budget decided on with dues to be collected 

iii. Importance of diversity in membership 
6. The organizational meeting is held and requirements for recognition as a MAL unit are presented 

which include: 
a. A minimum of 5 members. 
b. Nonpartisan policy for officers [sample attached] 
c. Asking each attendee to join 
d. Leadership team selection of Coordinator/Chair, Vice-chair, Secretary, Treasurer, other. 
e. Calendar of activities agreed upon. 

7. The state League recognizes the MAL Unit at the next state board meeting. 
8. Chosen team leaders plan the details of the calendar of activities for the year and assign tasks for 

fulfilling the steps for recognition as a local League. 
9. The MAL leaders and members carry out a program of a minimum of four activities per year.  They 

should be divided between program and community service with at least one that is a membership 
meeting.  These meetings should further the League’s mission, be of interest to members and the 
community, and   demonstrate members’ understanding of League policies and procedures. 

10. The MAL leaders develop and implement a plan for membership growth and diversity. 
11. The MAL meets its financial obligations to the organization as a whole and demonstrates its ability to 

secure needed member and community support for its operations.  It may conduct fundraising activities 
to increase funds available. 

12. The MAL publishes a regular newsletter in print or electronically that keeps members and community 
informed about their activities, critical issues, and organizational achievements.  The MAL is urged to 
explore the feasibility of establishing a Facebook page and website. 

13. The MAL does not need bylaws.  It uses the applicable State bylaws and policy for guidance.  The MAL 
can develop its own local policy statements with the approval of the State board. 

14. MAL leader participates in bi-monthly regional director’s conference call. 
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15. The MAL prepares a quarterly report to be sent to the state Membership Chair and state staff.  [see 
sample attached] 

16. The MAL is encouraged to send delegates to state and national functions. 
17. The MAL may apply for local League status if it has 15 members for a period of a year. 
18. The annual meeting is held and, if final requirements for recognition as a local League are fulfilled, a 

vote is taken to apply to be a local league.  [Requirements include Nonpartisan Policy, local Bylaws 
approved, budget and program adopted, officers and board elected.] 

19. The state League approves the application at the next state board meeting and recommends to LWVUS 
that the Unit be recognized as a local League. 

 

Financial Requirements 
1. Upon the establishment of a MAL Unit, the state League will supply a grant of $200 for assistance with 

operating expenses in the first year.  If the MAL is not ready to apply for status as a local League at the 
end of the first year, it can apply for another $200 grant to assist with operating expenses in the second 
year.   
 

To qualify for a second year grant, the MAL Unit must submit a treasurer’s income and expense report 
from the first year activities and a proposed second year budget with an outline of proposed activities.  
Membership renewals for the 2nd year will be sent out by the State office staff. 

 

MAL Units will be responsible for collecting the initial dues at the state membership rate for 
individual/household members and forwarding the membership applications and checks to the state 
League office.   

 

2. The state League will maintain the national membership database and pay state and national PMP.  The 
state League office will send back to the MAL Unit a per membership “rebate” for each membership 
received.  The state League shall calculate the “rebate” by subtracting state and national PMP [per 
member payment] from the membership dues.  *Please note:  at the state level no PMP is deducted 
for students, but 50% is deducted for the second household member in a household membership; 
50% of PMP is due for students and the second member in a household membership at the 
national level.  The MAL Unit Financial Requirements: 

a. Must apply for an EIN# [Employer Identification  Number] from the IRS.[see instructions 
enclosed or on the “In League” website] 

b. Must inform the state League of the EIN#. 
c. Must file a 990N form with the IRS at the end of each fiscal year.  [see instructions enclosed] 
d. Must create a Grant Management Account with the state’s Education Foundation to accept tax-

deductible donations. [contact state League for assistance] 
i. All state and local Leagues are classified by the IRS as 501(c)(4) nonprofit organizations.  

As such, donations to them are not tax-deductible. 
ii. The League of Women Voters of New York State Education Foundation, Inc. 

(LWVNYSEF) was established in 1952 as a separate, tax-exempt organization with a 
501(c)(3) status.   

iii. Organizations with 501(c)(3) status are allowed to solicit contributions that are tax 
deductible as charitable donations.  By allowing the LWVNYSEF to act as your agent or 
“sponsor” in the fundraising process, local Leagues can solicit tax-deductible donations 
for their own local use.  The way this works is simple: Leagues solicit donations, donors 
write out checks to the LWVNYSEF, the LWVNYSEF deposits the funds, and finally, 
the LWVNYSEF cuts checks back to the local Leagues in support of educational 
projects.  More information will be provided upon request.  
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STATE ASSISTANCE 
 

Role of State Advisor 
1. Consult with and advise MAL Unit Leadership on all aspects of League activities 
2. Provide training on how LWVNYS and LWVUS positions are developed and used 
3. Coordinate learning opportunities with surrounding local Leagues 
4. Facilitate program calendar development and implementation for individual events [see samples] 
5. Work with MAL Unit  to develop budget 
6. Ensure proper disbursement of financial assistance from LWVNYS for start-up costs 
7. Provide periodic progress reports to the state office and state Membership Chair 
8. Attend as many Unit activities as opportunity permits. 
9. Ensure records are kept properly and reports are submitted on time 
10. Attend first Annual Meeting if possible 
11.  Be on the mailing list for all materials sent from the MAL to their members. 

 
Role of LWVNYS Office Staff 

1. Add MAL Leader to local league presidents’ Listserve/mailings and provide materials from LWVUS 
and LWVNYS including the latest version of “In League” in New York State 

2. Enroll new members in LWVNYS and LWVUS 
3. Make PMP [per member payment] to both LWVUS and LWVNYS from dues collected for all MAL 

members and maintain National database for all MAL members. 
 

Role of MAL Coordinator/President/Team Leader 
1. Represent the MAL at local, state, and national events. 
2. Make sure members are registered for mailings, publications, etc. 
3. Set meeting agendas and preside over meetings. 
4. Develop MAL   procedures to implement the board’s decisions. 
5. Develop and maintain MAL budget with advisor’s approval.  This usually is delegated to Treasurer. 
6. Complete the MAL Quarterly Report Form and send to the state advisor, the Membership Chair, and the 

LWVNYS office.  This can be delegated to the secretary. 
7. Confirm membership roster is accurate and forward to state office the total dues paid by each member in 

the MAL.  This is usually delegated to the Treasurer. 
 

SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS 

1. ILO/MAL Policy (see page*************)  
2. Welcome to the League brochure [handouts for all members] (see page**********) 
3. Instructions for applying for EIN # (page 54)  
4. Sample Nonpartisan Policy [for Organizing Team] (see page ***********) 
5. Sample Membership Calendar (page 55) 
6. Sample Event Planning Check List (page 58) 
7. Quarterly Report Form [for Coordinator/Team Leader] (see attached) 
8. Use Your Bulletin for Membership Recruitment/Retention (see page ************) 
9. Instructions for filing Form 990N with the IRS [for Treasurer] (page 59) 
10. LWVUS Local League Recognition [Application to Request a Move from MAL Unit status to Local 

League status] (page 60) 


