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HOW THE BOSS KEEPS US DISORGANIZED
When you’re assessing why more people haven’t stepped up to take on the boss, it’s important to
find out the actual reasons. You have to diagnose the problem before you can write the prescription.
It’s not apathy—but what is it?
Step back from your frustration and look at things from an organizing perspective. This chart
shows five common problems and how you can help your co-workers get past them:

The boss relies on…
…fear of conflict and

The organizer…

Co-workers find…

retaliation.

…taps into righteous
anger about workplace
injustices.

…the courage and
determination to
act.

…hopelessness, the

…helps develop a

…hope that change

feeling that things can’t
change and we have no
power.

plan to win, and shares

is possible and
worth fighting for.

examples of victories
elsewhere.

workers against each
other.

…identifies common
ground and builds
relationships.

together.

…confusion, passing

…interprets and

…clarity to see

around messages that
will alarm or distract us.

shares information,
fitting it into a bigger
picture.

through the boss’s
plan.

…inaction, since

…mobilizes co-workers

problems can’t be
solved, so why bother?

to do something
together.

…that action gets
results and solves
problems.

…division, pitting
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A.H.U.Y. THERE!
The acronym “A.H.U.Y.” is a helpful shorthand for what it takes
to move someone to act:

Ask/Agitate/Anger: This is an injustice. We have to fix this.

Hope: Change is possible. We can fix this. Here’s our plan.

Urgency: Now’s the time. We can’t wait any longer.

You: can make a difference. Your participation matters.
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HOW TO BE A GOOD LISTENER
• Avoid distractions. Look the other person in the eye, and put your phone away.
• Slow down. Our brains process thoughts four times faster than spoken words. It’s easy
to skip ahead in a conversation, using your assumptions to fill in the gaps and plan your
response. Resist this urge. Focus on what is actually being said.

• Don’t interrupt. Take the time to hear the full story.
• Keep an open mind. Don’t assume you already know what someone cares about.
People will surprise you.

• Don’t fish. Avoid leading questions like “Don’t you agree that...”
• Practice empathy. Sometimes people need to let off steam. Don’t discourage them.
Your immediate task is to hear what they have to say, not to judge.

• Show that you hear what they’re saying. React, ask follow-up questions, and
repeat back what you understood. If you don’t understand, ask.

• Find common ground. You don’t have to agree with every point, but look for areas of
agreement, and acknowledge where you differ.

• Don’t feel you need to sell something. An organizer is not a salesperson.
You’re genuinely looking to learn the other person’s point of view and create something
new together.
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DEVELOPING A RAP
1. Opening/Introduction:

How will you start things off?

2. Ask/Agitate/Anger: What questions will you ask to learn what issues the person is concerned

about? Tap into righteous anger at the unjust and create determination to do something about it.

3. Hope: The Plan to Win:

What are the steps we need to take together?
Inspire hope by conveying a clear, credible, worthwhile plan and sharing why you feel hopeful.

4. Urgency:

5. You:

How will you convey urgency?

Why is this person’s support critical? What concrete action would you like them to take?
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     A GOOD ORGANIZING ISSUE...
• ...is widely felt. How common is the problem? How many workers face this situation?
Many people must feel that this is a real problem and agree with the solution you’re
pursuing.

• ...is deeply felt. Is this an issue that people feel strongly enough about to actually do
something? It’s not enough that many people agree, if none are really hot under the collar.

• …is winnable. It’s hard to know for sure whether you will win, but it’s possible to have
a good idea whether you can. Your group should match your demand to the power you’ve
already got.
To win, you’ll need to make it harder for the decision-maker to keep saying no than to say
vv v vyes.The more pressure you can bring to bear, the more issues will become winnable.

• …builds the union and builds leaders.

Consider how this fight will build your
capacity for future fights. Will the issue attract leaders orgroups who haven’t been very
involved? Will it build solidarity between groups? Will it give you the chance to try an action
that’s one step beyond what you’ve done before? Will the solution lay the groundwork for
future improvements?

Each fight should build off the last. It often happens that we don’t win the concrete gain
ffffffffffwanted, but we do come out smarter and better organized—which makes it more likely we
ffffffffffcan win next time.
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CHECKLIST:
CHOOSE TACTICS THAT FIT
••

Does the action relate to your issue?

••

Will it increase the pressure on the decision-maker?

••

Is it simple?

••

Is it visible?

••

Is it timed for effect?

••

Is it new and different—or tried and true?

••

Are enough people ready to do it?

••

How will others react?

••

Will it unify people?

••

How will management react?

••

Could it backfire?

••

Does it violate the law or the contract?

••

If so, are you prepared for the consequences?

••

Will it be fun?
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MAKE SURE EVERY JOB GETS DONE
Even a tactic that sounds simple, like getting everyone to wear stickers on the same day, takes planning
and follow-through.
Your group will need to identify all the tasks required, assign them to specific people, with deadlines,
and follow up to make sure people do them. An easy way to think about it is, “Who will do what by
when?”
To keep anything from falling through the cracks, make a chart like this one for every tactic that’s part
of your campaign. Write down all the steps needed for this tactic, and assign one or more people to
each task.

TACTIC: STICKER DAY
Task

Who?

By When?

Talk with co-workers about having a
sticker day. Decide if we have enough
buy-in to proceed.

All committee
members

October 16

Come up with a catchy slogan.

Britney and Ben

October 20

Design the sticker.

Ben

October 22

Raise the money to buy the stickers.

Al, Calvin, Maria,
Tonya

October 22

Print up the stickers at a union copy
shop.

Freddie

October 23

Make a plan for handing out the
stickers. Who will cover which areas?

Britney, Tonya,
Maria, Millie

October 23

Inform people of their right to wear
stickers, and prep them on how
management might react.

All committee
members

October 24

Hand out the stickers.

All committee
members

October 25

Wear the stickers.

Everyone

October 25

Meet afterwards to debrief how it
went.

All committee
members

October 25
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QUALITIES OF A GOOD ORGANIZER
•• Effective organizers are good at their jobs and respected by the people they work with.
•• They have the trust of their co-workers. Their opinions carry weight. When they offer
advice, people listen.
•• The best organizers are motivated by a strong sense of justice and clear principles.
•• They’re responsible, honest, and compassionate.
•• They’re confident, even courageous.
•• Organizers must be good listeners. They know you don’t have to be the most vocal to
have the biggest impact.
•• They bring people together, welcoming new co-workers on the job and looking for ways
to involve every member.
•• Organizers move people to collective action. They don’t just solve problems alone—
they equip their co-workers to solve problems together.
•• They put the interests of the group first, ahead of their individual concerns.
•• They don’t operate as lone rangers. They respect group decisions.
•• Good organizers are knowledgeable about their contract, but not afraid to admit
when they don’t know the answer.
•• They can stay cool under pressure and handle stress and conflict.
•• They’re willing to stand up to management—and they can inspire others to stand up
for themselves as well.
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EXERCISE: IDENTIFYING LEADERS
Background:
You are a steward at the Twin Pines Elementary School, and are trying to restart a
workplace committee. The committee used to have 10 members, but hasn’t been
meeting for awhile. You would like to recruit some new leaders to the committee.
When you speak to the existing committee member, Gloria Alvarez, she says, “There
is no interest in the union in this school. I’ve tried to get people involved, but they
just don’t care.” Gloria suggests you see Brenda Smith. “Brenda has been around
for a while. She knows a lot of people. I like her but I don’t know how she feels
about the union.”

Instructions:
Read the profiles of the contacts you make. You have 15 minutes to determine who
you think you want to recruit as a leader to help build the union. Develop consensus
in your group about who are the best prospects to recruit. Rate the three best prospects (1 = the best). Select a spokesperson to report back your results.

1.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

2. _____________________________________________________________________________________
3. _____________________________________________________________________________________
Who is the worst possible choice to build the union?
_______________________________

Organizing Is About Making Choices!

LABOR NOTES: Secrets of a Successful Organizer

labornotes.org/secrets

Contact 1
Brenda Smith
You find out that Brenda Smith eats most days at the deli around the corner from the
school and the committee member sets up with Brenda that you will stop by to talk to
her. She tells you she is 43 years old and has dark hair. You walk up to a woman at the
deli and ask her if she is Brenda Smith. She says, “yes” and you ask if you can join her
for lunch.
After you introduce yourself, Brenda seems cautious but friendly. You find out that she
has been teaching at the school for nine years and feels that the teachers don’t get a fair
shake from the principal. She tells you that she slipped on the floor and hurt her back
and the principal didn’t take any action. She didn’t file a complaint and doesn’t believe
that a union would give her any power.
You ask her who folks look up to in the school. She says, “I don’t know. It’s not me.
Nobody cares how I feel.” Later Brenda admits that she is the one that organizes the
showers and birthday parties. In fact she has a list with everyone’s home telephone
numbers and e-mail addresses that she uses to invite folks to the parties and showers. She
will give you a copy of the list if you won’t say where you got it.
Brenda says she is fed up with working at Twin Pines. “If something better comes along,
I’m jumping ship. In the meantime I just want to keep a low profile. I can’t afford to
get out front on this union thing. I went to work at a grocery store when I got out of
high school. It was my first real job. Some of the meat cutters started a petition about
scheduling and I signed it. It made sense to me. Then I watched the boss pick off folks
pushing for the fair schedule. The union didn’t do anything to stop it. Good people just
lost their jobs. I’m not about to stick my neck out.”
Brenda says to go see Francis Powers. “She’s a real leader, although she has some screwy
ideas.” She mentions Janice Johnson. “She never stops complaining about the workload.
Now, Sally Lee is a real fighter, but sometimes she just fights for herself. Sally is one of
the younger teachers. She likes to party a lot. Sometimes she looks like she was up all
night. I really respect Paula Harris. She is friend of Sally’s and all the younger teachers
look up to her.” She says Sally always eats in the break room and you can catch her at
12:30. “She’ll be the one with the tattoo of a scorpion on her ankle.”
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Contact 2
Sally Lee
You stop by the teachers lounge and see a young woman with a scorpion tattoo on her
ankle. She is eating a salad and reading the newspaper. You introduce yourself and sit
down.
Sally has been teaching at the school for four years. “Things are terrible in this school.
We have no voice and don’t have the time to do our work. I am exhausted at the end of
the day. I told that to my principal and she just shrugged her shoulders. I’ll tell you one
thing, I’m fed up. I’m not afraid to speak up and I won’t back down.”
Sally says that the teachers needs to stick together. “We need power and we need respect.
It’s about time someone listened to us. I’ve been talking to some of my co-workers and
they agree.”
Sally says that she mostly talks with the younger teachers in the school. “We party
together on weekends. You ask her for the name of the younger teachers and she says,
“Let me get back to you. I want to check with them first and see if it is OK. She suggests
you talk to Eve Winters. “Evie has been around for a long time. She knows everyone.”
Sally agrees to bring Eve to Starbucks after work to meet you.
She cautions you, “Be careful of Brenda Smith. People like her and she is a good
teacher, but I think management has plans for her.” You tell Sally that you will see her at
5:00 at Starbucks.
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Contact 3
Eve Winters
Sally arrives at Starbucks at 5:10 and introduces you to Eve Winters. “I’ve got to go get
my nails done. I’ll talk to you two later.”
You learn that Evie (as everyone calls her) has been at the school for 12 years. “I’m a
union person, but I don’t know about getting involved.” She tells you that she has been
promised an assistant principal job. “I’m not getting involved until I know if I am going
to get my promotion. I’m not saying anything or doing anything until then. If it goes to
one of their pets, I’ll be mad as hell.”
Evie says she feels sorry for the students that are sitting in classes with 40 other kids.
“They need to hire at least 5 more teachers. It is just too much.”
Evie gives you the following information:
• “Brenda Smith is a great teacher, but a little shy.”
• “Powers is a great gal. A little nutty, but people follow her,”
• “The younger teachers seem to stick together. They party a lot and Sally Lee is their
ringleader.”
• “Everyone respects Paula Harris. She was teacher of the year last year.”
• “You should see Helen Rockwell. She speaks her mind.”
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Contact 4
Francis Powers
You are sitting in the break room and a woman walks up to your table and asks if you
are the union representative. She introduces herself as Francis Powers and sits down at
the table.
Francis has worked at the school for eight years. “We’re just victims here. The school
board doesn’t care about us and doesn’t care about the students. They only care about
getting the most work done with the fewest amount of staff.”
“Some of these younger folks don’t care either. They don’t know anything about helping
people and only care about having fun. Half the time I don’t even know what they are
talking about. Cindy Rivera is the one young person I do like. She is a real firecracker.
You should talk to her.”
“We need to get management’s attention. When they think we are getting active, they
act better. We need to scare them a little.” Francis admits she doesn’t know much about
unions and doesn’t really trust them.
You ask her about her co-workers. “I really don’t like Paula Harris, but I do respect her.
Rockwell is a loudmouth just like Mary Thompson. If we are going to get some new
stewards, I don’t want it to be any of the young ones. They don’t take anything seriously.
Brenda Smith and Evie Winters would be good school reps. Brenda got the shaft when
she slipped and hurt her back. They made her come to work all doped up on pain
medication!”
Just then a young woman walks into the break room. “Hey Cindy, come over here. This
is our union rep.” Francis introduces you to Cindy Rivera. Cindy says she is just getting
a coffee and needs to get back to work. You ask if you can meet Cindy after work. “I’ve
got to pick up my daughter and head home at 4:00.” You ask if you can stop by her
house to talk. Cindy thinks a minute and tells you not to come before 8:30 when her
daughter is in bed. She gives you her address.
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Contact 5
Cindy Rivera
You stop by Cindy’s house at 8:35. She meets you at the door, invites you in and asks if
you would like tea or coffee.
Cindy worked at a school one district over and was on the bargaining team there. Her
husband was transferred and she has only been at her current job for three months. “This
place is a sweatshop. I have never seen workers treated with such disrespect.”
“This school needs to be shaken up. We need a work stoppage or some sort of action.
I don’t care what the principal thinks. We need to teach them a lesson. Just give me the
word and I’ll talk to folks about walking out. I don’t care if they fire me. I was looking
for a job when I found this one.”
You ask Cindy for the names of her co-workers who would be willing to do something.
“I don’t really know their names, I just know their faces. I don’t talk to them much. They
are all a bunch of robots. But there is one woman named Brenda. She was real nice to
me when I first started. She made me feel at home.”
You ask Cindy if she will get you names of her co-workers who are fed up with the
treatment at the school. “You don’t need names. You just need to call an action. I’ll be
there and so will everyone else.”
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AIM FOR THE BULLSEYE

Core
A c t i v i st s

S u p p o r te rs
D i se n g a g e d

H o st i l e
From the organizer’s point of view, think of your fellow members distributed on a dartboard.
In the center is your core group: the people (maybe you?) who are always thinking about organizing
and how to get others involved, even on their time off. They might be elected leaders or shop
stewards, or not.
In the first ring are the activists who can be counted on to help when an issue heats up. They will
take responsibility to get the word out and will ask other people to take action, too.
In the second ring are supporters: people who will wear a button or sign a petition, but don’t take
responsibility for getting anyone else involved.
In the third ring are the people who appear most disengaged. They don’t see the union as a factor
in their lives, so they don’t participate.
There are also people outside the circle who aren’t just uninvolved—they’re hostile to the union.
Don’t waste your time arguing with the haters. Maybe one day something will open their eyes, but
it’ll probably be an experience, not a debate, that does it.

LABOR NOTES: Secrets of a Successful Organizer

labornotes.org/secrets

EXERCISE: DRAW YOUR OWN BULLSEYE
Stop and think about where people in your workplace fit into the circles. Can you think of one or
two examples of co-workers in each position—the core group, activists, supporters, disengaged,
and hostile? Write a few names in each circle.

Core
A c t i v i st s

S u p p o r te rs
D i se n g a g e d

H o st i l e
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EXERCISE: DRAW YOUR OWN
WORKPLACE MAP
Office

Storage

You will need:

Desks

•• Butcher paper
•• Color markers
•• Sticky dots
Water

Union activist
Not yet involved

Supervisor

Start with the physical space. First, use a flipchart or large sheet of paper and a black marker
to outline the area or building, showing entrances, exits, and windows. Label the offices, production
lines, storage areas, shipping and receiving docks, lunchrooms, and bathrooms.

Add details such as machines, desks, and water
coolers. If the building is large, make maps of different
areas. Be sure the map is large enough to show the
information clearly.

Add motion. Draw the flow of work or production,
and/or the paths that different people take through
the space regularly, in different colors.
Are there spots where the flow of work tends to get
bottlenecked? These could be important pressure
points. Who works there?
Are there places where people congregate, like the
break room or the proverbial water cooler? These
could be good places for outreach conversations, or
group gatherings.

Add all the people. Sticky dots work well to

CAN YOU GET A LIST?
It’s best to work from a list of
all employees in your workplace
or department (whatever
you’re mapping). Otherwise
it’s surprisingly easy to forget
people, especially those you don’t
work closely with, part-timers, or
those with unique jobs.
Maybe you can get this list from
your union office, especially
if you’re a steward. If not, is
there a list at work you can
discreetly copy or take a picture
of? The boss may distribute an
emergency phone list, or post a
schedule. Be resourceful.

represent workers. You might use different colors to
indicate supervisors, union activists, various jobs, or
shifts. Mark the dots with initials or names.
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EXERCISE: MAP OUT HOW PEOPLE
CONNECT
Mark the groups. Draw a circle around the people who form each work group and each
social group, using different colors. If members of a group are scattered all over, indicate
them some other way, such as with a certain color or checkmark.
Who works together?

Who carpools
together?

Who are all the
smokers?
Who are the
Spanishspeakers?

As you identify groups, discuss them.
How does this
group relate to
management?

What are the
biggest problems
affecting this
group?

Keep your observations respectful and factual, not gossipy. The idea is to find insights that
will help you organize with these co-workers, not repeat stereotypes or gripes about them.

Mark the leaders. Indicate each group’s leader with an appropriate color.
Who’s the main leader
in this group?

Are there other
leaders in this
group?

Map out union support. Who’s part of your organizing team so far? If there’s not a formal
group, choose some criteria.
Who gathered
signatures on the
latest petition?

Who’s helping to
make this map?

Also mark the wider circle of union supporters.
Who signed the last
petition?

Who is a duespaying member?
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EXERCISE: ANALYZE YOUR
WORKPLACE MAP
Discuss your map. You now have a great deal of information about interactions in your
workplace. This is a good place to stop and ask yourselves:
What do you see?

Even when people know their workplace well, the map will help them see it with new eyes.
Ask open-ended questions.
What’s going on here?

How does news
travel?

Do we see any
patterns?
What new
questions does
this map raise?

The stories that come out will be about issues that are bothering people. Keep adding
to the map, marking which workers are being harassed by management, for instance,
and which are facing layoffs. If the map gets too crowded, start tracking the information
another way.

Use your map to identify areas and leaders to focus on. Making workplace dynamics
visible puts valuable information on the table.
See this group over here, the
one we’ve never had contact
with? Who can talk to someone
in that group?

The next time you go to work, look around and compare the reality to your map.
Did we overlook
anyone?
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EXERCISE: MAKE A CHART, TOO
In some workplaces, everyone moves all over the place, and a physical map would be a
hopeless jumble. In that case, make a chart instead.
Even if you made a map, you’ll find a chart helpful too. Charts are easy to update and allow
you to see at a glance where your union is weak and where it’s strong. Make a big version to
display on the wall. Enter the same information into a spreadsheet you can print out and carry
around with you.

Make a grid. You might use columns for different work areas or job titles, and rows for
shifts.

Write in all the names. Some organizers include cell phone numbers and email addresses,
to have all the info in one place.
Map the groups and leaders. As with the map, use colors and symbols to map out formal
and informal connections. Discuss the same questions.

Color code the chart. Depending on your goals, you might highlight all the people who
have committed to a rally, signed a petition, or worn a button.

Keep updating. Continually revise your chart. Track how people’s union roles and
relationships change.
SAMPLE CHART

Day

Swing

Dishwashers

Room Service

Heather A.

Heather@gmail.com
617-555-1212

Ana E.
Ana@aol.com
??

Jose B.

Mark F.

Jose@gmail.com
718-555-1212

Mark@aol.com
908-555-1212

Rose C.

Charlie G.

Rose@gmail.com
206-555-1212

Charlie@aol.com
434-555-1212

Brad D.

Lauren H.

Brad@gmail.com
808-555-1212

??
??
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CONTRACT CAMPAIGN PHASES
I.

Foundation period: Goal is to create capacity.
Activities: Bargaining surveys to identify priorities, identify leaders, clarify objectives,
research corporate finances, select bargaining team, reach out to community leaders, other
unions, clergy, and politicians, etc.

II. Kick-off phase:

Campaign officially beings. Creates the focused concentration
and commitment it takes to get things going.
Activities: Press Conferences– “going public”, petition with signatures of support for
bargaining team, bargaining conference, etc. (a visible action)

III. Escalation Period: Series of objectives that build the campaign.

Escalation,

conflict increases, issue polarized, intense mobilization.
Campaign proceeds to a series of peaks, each one building on what has gone before.
The art of leading through this phase is in finding ever-new ways to broaden support,
sharpen the issue, and renew commitment. It is also in devising peaks that are
inspirational, yet achievable. Smaller campaigns may only need one peak.
Activities: stickers of unity and support for contract campaign, informational picket, call
the media, hold candlelight vigil, wear red

IV. The Peak: The moment of maximum mobilization.
Creates peak crisis. All resources mobilized to reach this point. Or, other times emerges
from the actions and reactions of the campaign and the target.
Activities: Strike or threat of strike, continue to build strength until reach Tentative
Agreements are reached.

V. Resolution: Reaching clear, measurable outcome.
Activities: Bargaining Team recommends members vote YES to ratify Tentative
Agreements, members ratify the contract
Strategic Building – Win here and build for the next campaign.
•
•

Always end campaigns with evaluation, celebration, and preparation (whether it’s a win or
loss.)
Whether we are in a major campaign, smaller campaigns in a facility or department,
or even handling an individual grievance, reaching resolution is important.
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ELEMENTS OF A MODEL CONTRACT
CAMPAIGN
1. Start Early
A good campaign may begin a year or two before the contract expires. Start with an honest
evaluation of the union’s strengths and weaknesses. Research the employer’s position, especially
vulnerabilities. What are the trouble spots with the current contract? What has management
been pushing?

2. Work Together
If bargaining can be coordinated across hospitals, this adds to your leverage. Decide goals and
strategy together, and ramp up your contract campaign in unison.

3. Members Must Decide
An involved membership with the power to make decisions is crucial. If a campaign is top-heavy
and most members are passive, management will know it. Members much be clear what actions
they are willing to take, and stick to the plan once its formulated.

4. Prioritize
Through surveys and thorough discussion, everyone should be clear on the “must-have” goals.
Knowing your goals enables everyone to agree on whether or not you’ve won.

5. Broad, Representative Bargaining Team
The best way to ensure you’re pushing for the right issues is for your bargaining team to
represent a good cross-section of the membership. The best practice is to elect your bargaining
team, increasing their authority with management and the membership during negotiations.

6. Build Leadership, Share the Work
In addition to the bargaining committee you will need a strong contract action team of stewards
and rank-and-file volunteers with representation from every shift in every department and
every social group in the facility, with every contract action team member responsible for
communicating one-on-one with 10 people. Creating such a member-to-member network enables
new rank-and-file leaders to step forward.
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7. Keep Information Flowing
A strong communications network using one-on-ones, phone trees, unit meetings, flyers, videos,
email and text messaging will keep members mobilized over the length of the campaign.
Management will push for an information blackout – don’t fall for it.

8. Use Escalating Actions
Build momentum as you approach the expiration date, starting with actions that require less risk.
Your goal at first is to get members involved in some visible way. Then build intensity, involving
more members and putting more pressure on management. Remember that your power is on the
job, not at the bargaining table. Use that power when negotiations get sticky.

9. Mobilize Community Support
More and more, unions need allies to win a decent contract—from the community, nearby
congregations, other unions in hospitals and in the community, even among elected officials.
Securing public support means having a message that resonates with a broader audience, and
solidarity works best when it’s a two-way street. Build connections and stand up for issues your
allies care about, before contract crunch time.

